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CHAPTER ONE

 


Muddy water in the puddle kept
getting up my nose and the policewoman holding me down was too big
for me to shift.

My tinnitus was bad too,
although it could have been the cacophony of the jeweller's alarm,
the police siren and all the shouting. I wasn't shouting. You can't
shout when most of your mouth is under water and you are
experiencing compression injuries.

The adrenaline-induced
syrupy-slowness of time was supposed to be beneficial, but it might
be better to experience disasters quickly. Get them over with. On
the other hand it gave me time to recollect what had happened.

She liked pigs, I thought, as
little silver piglet earrings looked out from the display card. I
was on my way out, £42 poorer and a pig farm richer when cries of
'Stop him,' and the first rehearsal version of the 1812 Overture
exploded. Nothing to do with me, I mused, as I carried on until
whump, splash, squash and here I was.

My day got better as I passed
out.

*

It was, I supposed, better to
wake up with a headache, dry mouth, cracked ribs and a punctured
lung than not wake up at all. Despite my blurred vision, I could
see I was being treated as a VIP. I've not had a hospital room to
myself before, especially with my own policeman to keep the
riffraff out. Touchingly, they were concerned for me. The evidence
for this belief was the exemplary and persistent way in which the
men in grey kept asking me to go over the minutiae of my unpleasant
experience. They were making a huge effort to find out who did this
to me. They even escorted me out of the hospital the very same day,
chauffeured me to their shiny new police station and asked me the
same questions all over again, only this time with a tape recorder
going. Thank goodness, I thought. If they asked the same questions
again, all I had to do was play back the answers I'd already given
them.

'Over here, Mr Ricketts,'
demanded an officer pointing at a camera.

'I don't have a photogenic
face,' I said finding a bent comb in my back-pocket to scrape
through my short sandy hair.

'We might as well use all this
equipment now we've got it, sir. Stand there.'

I was made to present myself in
front of a white wall with what looked appropriately like music
staves.

'Officer,' I said, 'I have a
gig tonight…'

'Yes, I was told you're a
musician. They'll have to manage without you for a while. Now,
sideways.'

With a little stretch I
achieved the five feet ten he noted down - but as for the
scales…

'You haven't given it time to
settle down. No way am I twelve stone,' I protested.

'Must've been the hospital
food,' he suggested.

'I wasn't offered any. In fact
I'm famished.'

'Are those grey eyes?' he
asked, looming up far too close and scribbling on his clipboard
near where I spotted he'd already calculated the forty-three years
I'd managed so far.

*

An open and shut case. Video of
me going in the shop. Assistant goes to fetch a display card for me
leaving more valuable items on the counter. Assistant sells me
Animal Farm for ear lobes and I walk out. No one else on video and
most of the precious items missing. Must be me. How some of them
found their way into my coat pocket was something of a mystery. But
not to the jury, particularly when the judge told them not to take
any notice of the misleading way I looked innocent, protested that
I was innocent and all my colleagues and family said I was too
gormless to be anything but innocent. The video was as good as
those we see on Crimewatch TV: you couldn't make out the details
that really mattered. Diamonds glistened on the counter but you
couldn't see the black leather wallet full of jewels beneath it,
nor the floored shop assistant whose life-spark had apparently gone
on permanent holiday. The video might not have found him but the
police had. On his head, the pathologist had found the beginnings
of a lovely bruise, which had not been allowed to develop. Why did
the police want to believe the more complicated reason for the
dents in his head - I'd hit him with a blunt object - rather than
the simpler one: he tripped over a ruck in the carpet?

I was in such a daze, convinced
justice would prevail, that I sat back and allowed the barrister to
do his best. Not that I had the best legal representatives. Friends
of the family must have used a pin and the yellow pages. I had the
impression trials went on for months but this one was over in a
couple of weeks. The charges were theft and manslaughter. I would
have thought the complexities of deciding whether the manslaughter
issue was voluntary or involuntary would have been enough to keep a
case going for ages but everyone seemed to be remarkably agreeable
about definitions, causes and events. Before I knew it, I was
banged up in Stonelodge Prison.

Stonelodge. I was told it was
near Hexham in the northern Pennines. My geography teacher had said
I needed to pay attention in her classes, as knowledge of the
British Isles could come in handy sometime. But the career of a
professional musician in a small orchestra in Manchester,
specialising in making background music for TV adverts, I'd had
little need for six-figure grid references. I wondered how many
other holiday camps for the incarcerated I was to enjoy for my
ten-year sentence.

'We will appeal, Gerald,'
shrieked my now neurotic wife, Patricia.

'On what grounds?'

'Were you read your rights
properly when you were arrested?'

'I was doing a tadpole
impersonation. Anyway I thought that was cleared up in the first
half-hour of the trial.'

'We'll think of something,' she
whimpered as I was led away.

'Get a private investigator,' I
shouted as the door of the specially reinforced, tin-opener-proof
mini-bus was closing.

'Couldn't find one to take it,'
she said, biting her bottom lip.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Stonelodge had a category B
dispersal wing where prisoners were sent from court for
risk-assessment before being despatched elsewhere. Couldn't be too
bad then, I thought, as I was turned out of the van onto the
grey-flagged courtyard glistening in the evening drizzle.

'Ricketts? That's a disease,
isn't it?' said the checking-in officer.

'Hope it isn't what I end up
with,' I said, trying to make light of my situation. I was prodded
in the back by something hard, which I hoped was the guard's
truncheon.

'Guv. You say Guv when you
speak to an officer.' His bawling loosened earwax.

'Sorry, I didn't know.'

'Sorry, you didn't know…
Guv.'

'Sorry, I didn't know, Guv.' It
was true. I'd spent the few weeks on remand in a newly built Grisly
Risley in Cheshire. Although it was new because the inmates burnt
down the previous one, the regime was relaxed. A kind of enforced
holiday camp. In fact, I've performed at worse holiday camps.
Perhaps the authorities were being nice to us to make up for the
previous strict regime, but I was totally unprepared for this.

'Who said you could talk,
Richards?'

'It's Ricketts, Guv, and I
don't think you should be speaking to me like this.'

They looked at me aghast, as
they would an alien.

'Empty your pockets, Richards,
and be sharp about it.'

They put my wallet and pocket
diary in a clear polythene bag. I was trying to remember what music
events I was supposed to be playing in next week when I was ushered
into another room and told to strip.

I was bent over, painfully
humiliated and had my mouth poked but nothing I hadn't expected. I
wasn't ready for the stained pair of boxers, one of three I was
given, along with second-hand socks, T-shirts, jeans and a grubby
sweater. I'd naively believed I'd be allowed to wear my own
underwear. I could see my survivalist sense of humour was going to
be stretched. At least the last Guardian newspaper I'd read said
the chances of being sexually assaulted by inmates were quite
remote. It must be true; it was in black and white. Right?

I was given a disposable razor,
a bucket, a rag of a towel and led through several locked gates. My
fragile bravado dissolved and my brain was turning into the
porridge I might be eating in the morning.

'Got any burn?' said a dark
shape sitting on a lower bunk.

I thought I'd better try a
friendly approach: 'What's burn, mate?'

'Bloody 'ell, first time inside
then?'

'No, I mean yes, it's my first
time. The name's Gerry.'

With a grunt he lay down on his
bunk, turning his back to me. Lost interest.

Four bunks nearly filled the
cell, though in-ceiling thick Perspex strips struggled to push
light into it to make it feel larger. The other low bunk appeared
to be occupied by an asthmatically sleeping lump, so I put a foot
on the ladder and peered into an empty top bunk. It was after 8.30
and I was locked up with two real criminals who might be sadistic
murderers. In spite of the reassuring Guardian I had my back to the
wall all night. I couldn't sleep. The smell, the scratching noises
and more smells. The fear was insidious. Another bad day, and
night, but at least I could look forward to Patricia's visit
tomorrow.

 


I had thought it would be
quiet. I knew there'd be a nauseating smell. Everyone knew that and
so it wasn't too bad. There was the odd clanging of steel gates,
scrapings and occasional shouts but the snoring was something else.
I was banged up with the Stonelodge Inharmonious Trio. The
Syncopated Scrappers, The Sleep-Robbing Reverberators that kept me
from zeds. I had just managed to drop into blessed unconsciousness
when a bell signalled the automatic un-clunking of the door. One of
my cellmates rolled out, grabbed a bucket and left. Another started
to follow, saw me and said, 'Come on, son, bring your slops and get
to the sod-awful breakfast.'

What's this, a friendly
voice?

'Thanks.' He was gone before I
thought to ask his name. I struggled after him and joined the floor
queue for the toilets to slop out the bucket. I was wrong; I was
not used to the smell.

How would I control my stomach
to accept breakfast?

*

The prison might be secure but
that's more than I felt. I kept to the wall on the way to
breakfast, letting the others push past me. There it was: a queue
for grey porridge. It really was… although occupied by islands of
interesting whiter lumps. However, there was streaky bacon and a
choice of runny or rubber egg and bread that was nearly toasted. My
friendly cell-sharer beckoned me to his table.

'I'm sorry, I don't know your
name.'

'Scupper. D'want all that
toast?' He jabbed an eggy fork.

'But there's only two sli...
Oh, course you can, sorry.'

'Listen, mate, in here you
don't apologise for fucking nothing.'

As Scupper was helping himself
to one, then both of my pieces of toast, which saved me the bother
of spreading the greenish yellow spread that passed for butter, I
thought I'd better introduce myself.

'Gerry is my name; don't
suppose you want my porridge as well, do you?'

Ah. Faux pas. Was sarcasm a
good idea surrounded by real criminals? My spoon hovered over my
porridge. I was so full of tension I could feel the spoon fighting
not to go in. I slowly peered up and saw Scupper trying to decide
whether he did want my porridge.

'Nah, not today, you have
it.'

'Thanks, Scupper.' What am I
saying? Expressing gratitude to keep my own sodding oats.

Surprisingly, a lot of inmates
liked porridge. Well not the porridge so much as the cupful of
sugar and even the emulsifying marge that congealed in it.

'Why Scupper?' I enquired in an
interval between spoonfuls.

'Why what?' he mumbled while
scratching at his scrubby beard.

'Why are you called Scupper?' I
said, wondering if this was wise.

'That's not all he's fucking
called,' sneered a mouthful of porridge down the table, followed by
earthy guffaws and a few teaspoons of tea splattering our way.

'Fuck off,' snarled
Scupper.

I abandoned it and focused on
trying to get used to the slop they misnamed tea.

*

It was raining outside. I knew
this because we weren't allowed out. The daily opportunity of
sucking in fresh air was after breakfast but only if it was dry. As
I sat on my bed I looked at the black man that made up our trio,
who entered carrying a small bundle wrapped in brown paper. I half
stood with my hand out.

'Gerry.' He ignored me. I
risked standing more in his way and waved my hand a bit more. 'I'm
Gerry,' I repeated.

'Ken,' he said, but no smile,
no gesture of greeting even in mutual misery. I wondered if he was
African or Caribbean.

'Where are you from, Ken?' I
asked.

'Nuneaton.'

'Ah, I meant your parents.'

'Nuneaton,' he repeated as I
grimly kicked myself. Would he have asked after the birthplace of
my parents?

He didn't seem to mind my
blundering social stupidity. The other two had magazines or papers
to re-read. I resolved to get to the prison library as soon as I
was allowed. I wondered if books on escapes would be there. I tried
to imagine the job of a book censor in a prison. Making a mental
list of banned literature, I thought of non-fiction works such as
poisons, true crime details, maps and route plans, fiction works
that might inflame passion or ideas of illicit outings.

A bell made the effort of
ringing at ten o'clock, only two hours after keeping down
breakfast. It was the visiting bell sounding to alert prisoners so
they could smooth down their hair if they were expecting company.
In fact the vast majority had little hair and fewer visitors.

Ten minutes of later, I hadn't
been called.

'What do I do?' I appealed for
help to my flat-sharers, none of whom were called. None stirred nor
replied. I turned to face the bars and called out, 'Guv.' No
response, so I tried again. 'Guv, I have a visitor.'

Steps resonated and a large
square-faced guard stood, armed with a baton and a clipboard in
front of me.

'Name?'

'Gerald Ricketts, I am
expecting my wife today and…'

'I didn't ask for a speech,
Ricketts. This your first day?'

'Yes. I mean yes, Guv.'

'No visitors in the first
week,' he said and promptly marched off.

'What? Just a minute, please,
Guv,' but I was wasting my breath.

*

Another burst of bell announced
dinner. No great rush for the feast then. It was just like the
school canteen. The same unpleasant queue with pre-emptive
priorities for the bigger bullies and then smaller but still tough
bastards and so on down to me. Not that I was last, I'd already
discovered quite a large minority of cowering and timorous inmates
looking as if they'd die on the spot if you said 'hello' too close.
Not that I was feeling calm. I was about to feed the butterflies
doing the tango in my stomach. I could tell I was getting closer to
being served as a nauseous odour fought my nasal hairs. I still
couldn't see their servery for the larger bodies in front then
suddenly I was given a choice. Whitish mashed potatoes with what
looked like brown mashed potatoes and orange with green mashed
potatoes. The choice was take it or leave it. I took it because my
growling stomach told me to and reason dictated that you don't hear
of inmates being poisoned to death, at least not by the
establishment.

Archie, from the next cell,
called me over to sit by him. I thought he was being cordial but he
said, 'Thank God, I was afraid that bugger from Standitch was going
to sit 'ere.'

'Nice to feel wanted.'

'You've forgotten two things,
Gerry.' Archie sputtered green and white flecks at my plate as he
spoke. 'Your bread and your pudding, you plonker.'

'But…' I looked at the
shuffling-dead gripping their plastic TV dinner plates and the
second plate in their other hands.

'What culinary delight have I
missed then?' Endeavouring to categorise the yellowish slop in the
tray's dessert bowl, and failing.

'It's custard.' Archie gave it
an analytical probe with his fork, which still had some gravied
mince clinging glutinously but making a dash for freedom once in
the custard. 'I think.'

He was right to be dubious
especially when we both thought we saw a lump move of its own
volition. However, when it came to prison food you had to take a
pragmatic view of livestock in the food. You knew at the worst the
food couldn't be too poisonous if other creatures could survive in
it.

It might all look like and have
a similar texture to different coloured mash but each hue had its
own distinctive flavour, which wasn't too unpleasant. Indeed, some
of the green stuff did have some brown and green nodules, which had
survived the blending process. Unfortunately it turned out this was
because they were made of granite or had the same effect on my
teeth as if they were. In fact their capture was quite difficult if
an attempt was made to stab them with a plastic fork instead of the
ubiquitous spoon. I could not resist the in-joke when one
tiddly-winked up and onto the table from which it bounced on the
floor and away.

'Look, an escapee.' Not even a
glimmer of a grimace. Embarrassed, I finished my meal, grateful
that I didn't add the one about the dessert being in protective
custardy.

*

After a week, I was a hardened
inmate. I thought I was going to miss sex and didn't relish the
alleged sexual divergences that occurred in the nick, but the smell
and nightly snoring kept such urges from me.

Knowing that my Stonelodge full
bored and board was transient helped me to cope – until one
Saturday. In spite of popular opinion, we didn't have TV in the
cells. We had to share fetid air in a common-room where the
black-taped up and chained remote control passed between two front
seat gorillas. My assumption that football would be obligatory
viewing was shattered as soon as a repeat Pop of the Tops had its
volume boosted. Afraid that the frequent upskirt viewing would stir
parts best left dormant in my neighbours I chanced a suggestion.
'How about Match of the Day lads?'

A muffled 'yeah' chorus
disabused that brain cell screaming 'no' at me, but the sniggers
and slow crescendo of stamping feet warned me I should have kept
quiet. The remote-control bodyguards turned and glared at me while
a voice behind said, 'You're dead.' Feeling ill, I scuttled
out.

*

I knew I had to escape - not
that there was any point in trying to escape from here unless I
could do it quickly. I was only here for assessment. But there was
more to it. If I waited until I was moved to another prison it
could be a Category D, an Open Prison, not exactly an open gate but
relatively easy to escape from. But, suppose I went to an A or B
category jail, then I might need the entire 10-year sentence to
tunnel out. Stonelodge was category B, very secure. Only the top
corridor wasn't constantly patrolled, but I wasn't up there.

Archie, a long-timer in for
fraud, told me about a cellmate of his. A fire alarm had gone off,
a hoax, although burning of toilet paper and furniture was common.
At the same time inmates were moving from the main blocks to the
central exercise yard, a post office van was ready to leave. Hidden
by inmates, Archie's cell-mate tried the back door of the van. It
should've been locked but in the melee he scrambled in and hid
under bags. This was a classic prison opportunist escape. All he
had to do was hold his nose for ten minutes, but no. He sneezed
before the van left the outer security gate obliging the guards to
drag him out and extend his sentence.

It set me thinking. Once out of
the gate and with a pinched nose, he could have leapt out when the
van stopped, and, as long as it wasn't the next prison, he would've
been away.

 


The guards were a strange
species. Only one seemed to have a sense of humour. Officer Tufnell
had laughter lines and I assumed he developed them from laughing. I
found him when I had been there a week.

'Excuse me, Guv.'

'What is it, Ricketts?'

'When am I going to be
assessed, Guv? I've been here a week and -'

He interrupted. 'Don't ask me,
Ricketts.'

'Oh. Which guard do I ask then,
Guv?' Nothing. He walked on, ending the conversation.

Archie informed me when I told
him about the encounter. The guards were prepared to tell you about
only one aspect of prison life and they limited it to one answer a
day. What? Are they afraid they will get un-bored? Was life too
exciting for them? Do they like adding to the frustrations?

'Awright, Ricky.' A neighbour
intruded my spacious shared three-by-four yard space.

My raised eyebrow seemed to
indicate approval to continue whatever scam he wanted to impose on
me.

'Two items. I've been re-housed
to join you three and best of all I got you a job, Rick.'

'My name's Gerry Ricketts. Why
do I need a job?'

'You either have a job or get
slammed up all day with no opportunities. Get my drift, Gerry
boy?'

'What's in it for you,
Kimanwe?'

'You know me, Gerry, everything
has a price. You get a good fucking job, 'cos of me, and I expect
payment. Could be info, burn, whatever.'

I was half expecting this. If I
didn't co-operate, Kimanwe, with his contacts, could as easily make
life considerably more difficult for me.

'OK, what have you lined up for
me? Chief librarian, iron bar de-rusting, porridge stirrer,
handcuff tester...?'

'Very original, Gerry, but
you're a bloody musician, aren't you?'

'What's this, there's a
Stonelodge Symphony Orchestra?'

'Naw, but there is a record
collection used by the radio system and the old fucker who ran it
has left. It's based in a room off the library. Well?'

A glimmer of light in the gloom
was better than no light at all.

*

This time the visiting bell
meant I was going to be able to talk to an intelligence not of this
world. I sat at a table in the canteen surrounded by about twenty
others waiting like me. It was just like the parents' evening at my
daughter's school. This was going to be a difficult meeting. I
don't think Patricia was aware I knew about her affair with Brian
Court, a finance consultant. A friend told me about it; after all,
what are friends for? Our marriage was more downs than ups. It must
have been quite a strain bringing up our decade-old Marie when I
was doing gigs in the evenings or off on trips to London, Brum or
even Amsterdam and Paris now and then. All right, I was not in the
Hallé Orchestra but we were capable of entertaining small select
audiences who were drunk, stoned or talking too much to hear us. It
meant Patricia had more or less brought Marie up single-handed. So,
how did she have time to see someone else? Need created the time.
We'd a sort of open marriage shortly after a not-so-honeymoon.

Absence made the heart grow
weaker. In spite of that our friendship had grown. Did I feel upset
by her affair? Yes, no, but mostly yes. It was fine having a
philosophical outlook on free love, with precautions, but when
you've had an old-fashioned upbringing it was difficult to throw
off the shackles of ingrained beliefs. However, there we were.
Patricia had found a little chunk of extra happiness and I can't
say I haven't enjoyed the odd interlude with the occasional lady
trombonist while on tour.

'Hi, Gerald. My God, you look
awful.'

'Well that's made me feel much
better. You look fine too,' I replied, instantly regretting my
unfortunate habit of being sarcastic first and thoughtful
afterwards. Autosuggestion aside, I assumed that Patricia was
following her usual endearing trait of only opening her mouth to
put her foot in it. Did she get that from me?

'Have you been getting enough
rest?' she asked, 'only your bags seem to have grown bags.'

'Well, I haven't been molested
yet. The threat is always there, the smell is odious, as is the
food and all of the residents.'

'I noticed that. It's worse
than Risley, isn't it?' Patricia's nose wrinkled as she waved it in
several directions.

'Talking of your last visit,
what's happened with my appeal?'

She looked at me as if thinking
'What appeal?' but thankfully said, 'It's progressing, well, being
looked into by our solicitor, but he didn't seem too hopeful unless
some other evidence turns up.'

'Evidence doesn't turn up. It
has to be dug up. Can we afford a private investigator to help?'
Why did I ask?

'Actually I had thought that if
an investigator found stuff to make you innocent then you'd get
compensation and we'd then be able to pay him whatever it cost
after I had found the deposit.'

I was impressed but puzzled by
her face at the same time. She wasn't looking at me when she was
saying this. I took a chance. 'Have you had any help from
Brian?'

'Oh, you know then…'

'It's OK, Pat. Can he
help?'

She spoke in rapid, which was
difficult for me having my synapses slowed down lately. 'He works
in Piccadilly and there's a PI in an office down the corridor. He
said not to raise hopes too much because of the police case and
what happened in court.'

'I still want to know what
happened in court. It was all a blur to me. How come our barrister
let them off without interrogating that forensic woman?'

Patricia shifted in her seat,
looking distinctly uncomfortable.

'I blame the fact that the only
solicitor we ever had business with was Eric Pearson, and his
speciality, if you remember,' shifting some of the blame onto me,
'was clairvoyancing, no, I mean…'

'Conveyancing. Although you
might be right: he probably saw us coming. I thought I knew him
from somewhere - he dealt with us buying our house, years ago.'

'We haven't needed a solicitor
since, have we?'

'No. We've led blameless lives,
haven't we?' My eyes lifted to meet hers.

Patricia's elbows settled
further towards me on the table as she prepared a verbatim report.
She was good at this, she couldn't remember names of film
producers, opera singers or other important people but she could
recall every word in conversations she's had.

'Sergeant Cape brought in
another man, a senior investigations officer?' she queried.

'I don't know. What was said?
Please.'

'I asked him what evidence they
had and he said it seemed clear to them because you had some very
expensive stolen diamonds in your pocket and you were the only
customer in the shop.'

'Why will no one believe me
that there was someone else in the back with the other
assistant?'

'They seemed to be more
interested that you resisted arrest and that's why you had marks on
your face.' She examined my face but the pavement impact grazes had
more or less gone.

'I told them that you were no
thief,' she said supportively but a bit too loudly, where it was
futile and unwise to protest one's innocence too forcibly.

'Thanks, dear, I bet they took
that very seriously.'

'The inspector said “How do you
know that?” and I said I've known you for fourteen years and you've
never even had a parking ticket. But, Gerald… he then said their
computer files linked you with several unsavoury characters, some
with convictions. I said. “Oh, you mean his nightclub friends," and
told him you'd worked as a musician and that meant years of your
life in seedy clubs with seedier people.'

'Oh great, why didn't they use
you as a witness for the prosecution?'

'I was only trying to
help.'

'Sorry. What did he say
then?'

'He said “So you admit he has
many contacts with criminals?” and I had to say, “Well, yes.”' Her
face showed she hadn't done well.

'Has Martin been to see you?' I
said.

'Oh, your trombone player? Yes.
He wanted to come but was told he couldn't have a visitor's permit
as well as me. The band had a whip round for Marie and me.'

'They're good mates.'

A silence developed between us
as we ran out of mutually supportive and positive conversation. The
bell rang to announce the end of the final round. She stood up to
go.

'You will ring me, won't
you?'

'Whenever I can. We have to
queue and use phone cards we have to earn. You are my only link
with the real world. And, hey, we haven't talked about how you and
Marie are getting on.'

'Oh, we're OK, don't worry
about us. Can't you use a mobile?'

'I'm afraid not, one of the
rules here, no cell phones in the cells.'


CHAPTER THREE

 


'Wow, that's a big one,' gasped
Wendy when she saw what I had.

'Yes, it's the biggest I've
seen for a while, at least indoors.'

'I'm not sure we have enough
tinsel for a tree that big,' she moaned.

I began to regret volunteering
to help the librarian but a promise was a commitment. I'd spent the
last couple of days sorting out the old record and feeble CD
collection in the radio-office when Wendy demanded help. We've been
getting on quite well, after an awkward first day when she was
naturally cautious having one of society's scourges so close. Her
short shock of chestnut brown hair framed an attractive face.
Attractive? You know, it was symmetrical, no crooked teeth and she
had luscious lips. But her eyes. She had those Natalie Wood
come-to-bed eyes, dark and inviting. Unlike mine that struggled to
open most mornings, indeed my eyes barely opened all day. They were
wide open now though. She said her eyes looked like they do because
she rinsed her contact lenses in cold water each morning. She
seemed pleased and flattered I'd noticed. I instructed a 'No' to my
silly side, upwelling a dream-on notion that she might fancy me.
After all, what had I to offer an attractive middle-age lady who
had access to a billion men on the outside? I, of course, was more
desirable than the couple of hundred or so others in here. She
would never go for the body-building, oiled, nearly bald,
over-testosteroned, brown, black and white hulks in here. Surely?
Dream on, Gerald.

At seven in the evening the
library was deserted, but for us. We put up a valiant fight,
wrestling with the Norway Spruce until it submitted to being
trapped in a half-barrel. The pine needles all over the floor
created a heady atmosphere.

'Gerry, you do the lights while
I shin up the steps and start decorating it,' she commanded.

There were three sets of fairy
lights and one electric point nearby on the skirting board so I
unscrambled the knots, twisted the ends and wired them into a plug.
It was while I was wriggling on my back partially under the tree
towards the electric socket that I made an uplifting discovery.

The wonderlustful Wendy was
above me on the stepladder reaching upwards to put the diaphanous
fairy queen on the top. Now you would think that the logical and
practical apparel for such an occasion would not be a wrap-over
just above-the-knee-skirt. But then perhaps it depends what other
jobs Wendy had in mind when she peeled on her Pretty Polly hold-ups
a little while ago. It was a few minutes of an unbelievable vision
through the green filigree above me before I realised that I also
needed to breathe now and then. It seemed that the forgetful lady
had neglected to put on her underwear but I couldn't be sure. The
solution was in my right hand.

I reached behind with the plug
and after three attempts put it in the socket, I switched on. I had
trouble breathing again. Soft coloured lights lit up the tree and
shed a pulsating revelation up Wendy's skirt to reveal the tiniest
of silky red intermittently going in and out of sight.

'I could do with a hand up
here.'

'Up where?' I blurted.

'Why, Gerald, are you looking
up my skirt, you naughty boy?' She did a samba on the steps to make
her skirt flare out more, giving out a come-on signal like no
other.

'Steady, you'll bring
everything down,' I warned while sliding feet first out of danger
and wondering just how I was going to proceed. Something seemed so
bizarre, absurd about this situation but perhaps I would figure it
out later. I stood at the bottom of the steps while Wendy, facing
the tree, was coming down, making sure I knew that she knew she
needed steadying. My hands thought for me and went up to grasp her
thighs just above the knees. She continued down while my hands
stayed, crumpling her skirt upwards until her rounded scarlet
bottom was level with my face. She turned on the steps.

'Eat me.'

What? Was this Alice and not
Wendy? My mind raced as her skirt fell over the back of my head. I
was in a tent with a peach scented, red silk mound against my
mouth. I licked the already moist material and felt her curls and
labial lips beneath. This was interesting but I didn't have a
penchant for eating clothing. I could release one of my hands,
which had gripped her bottom quite securely, to remove her
underwear. Just then my tongue probed behind the silk and into her
juices. She moaned and had a vice-like grip on my shoulders,
cutting off the circulation to my head. Meanwhile my circulation
was doing things in the trouser department expressing eagerness to
play. I slowly emerged from the tent and Wendy staggered to floor
level. Holding my hand she led me a few yards to the stockroom. It
had packing material all over the place. Empty cardboard cartons,
foam and yards of bubble wrap. Wendy closed the door and pulled her
skin-tight ribbed pullover over her auburn hair to reveal "push 'em
together and up" black Gossard restraints.

'You can have me if you can
undress me with your teeth,' she teased.

So there we were. Sixty-nine on
the bubble wrap, laughing, giggling while one item of clothing
after another came off. It was hard work. She made short shrift of
my jeans, after I had quickly loosened the buckle before she'd
noticed. It was that damned bra I had trouble with. I always had
trouble with them even with the full use of my hands. Teeth? Forget
it. I had to cheat but either she didn't notice or didn't worry
about it. Not bad for about four decades, I thought as her breasts
tumbled around after being released. She probably didn't think the
same about my paunch, which seemed to stay the same shape even with
the effort of pulled-in muscles. Her stiffened dark nipples were
surrounded by unusually large strawberry aureole, which I am sure I
have read meant that such owners are inclined to nymphomania. I
believe that a similar criterion applied to men goes along the
lines – is he breathing?

We took turns to pull each
other's undies off. I was thanking the gods that I had that shower
after tea when she gave me head. I tried really hard not to come
too soon. I refuse to think of playing cricket or doing the
times-tables. It seems absurd to anticipate such a delicious moment
to then have to think of something mundane so I let nature take its
chances. Meanwhile I continued pleasuring her, playing hunt the
clitoris. I couldn't keep it up for long, the licking that is, as
my tongue, unused to such activity, was getting quite tired. I must
practise licking yoghurt out of the bottom of the pots, I thought
incongruously, as Wendy lifted her head.

Even in the low light our faces
glowed red with body heat, adrenaline and other hormones I haven't
heard of.

'How do you want me?' she
invited.

So I lay on my back with knees
bent. She sat on my knees and slid down onto me. The impaling was
made easier by our wetness. Her nipples were in my face while my
hands moulded her bottom. Bliss.

We gyrated up, down and round
while the bubble-wrap popped in tune to our ecstasy. I was certain
I wasn't going to last for long but luckily she gasped and couldn't
move any more just as I erupted.

'Normally, I'd want at least
another three or four positions,' I boasted, knowing we were too
much out of practice, exhausted for at least an hour or so. Maybe a
day or two.

'Liar,' she whispered, 'one
word about this and you won't get a chance to show me what else you
can do.'

Wow, that meant that I couldn't
have been too awful.

'Hey, idiot, get dressed and
out of here, it's nearly bang-up.'

'That's a good one.'

A rattle at the door announced
the intention of an intruder. Moments later my own door
clanged.


CHAPTER FOUR



What was that? Was it a dream?
Hopefully, it would be recurrent. I wondered if Wendy had used her
access rights to find out about me days ago. I couldn't imagine her
risking a wanton abandonment with an inmate, unless she already
knew something about him. She could be a desperate woman but they
only occur in dreams.

I didn't want to spoil it with
more solitary analysis and tried to get to post-concupiscent sleep
back in the cell.

Kimanwe was snoring. Not a
gentle rhythmic reverberation helping me sleep but an erratic
nauseating middle ear rattling making banging my head against the
bars an attractive option for a soothing anaesthetic. Big Ken was
not getting to sleep either. He slept above Kimanwe, when sleep was
a viable option. Big Ken wasn't called Big because of the physical
dimension of his genitalia, like the other Bigs in the place. Big
was as his bruised looking tattooed arm revealed, swinging from the
top bunk. Gorillas had thinner arms but more sophisticated brains
and much nicer manners. In his hand, Big Ken had a dictionary. You
might well ask why, but Big Ken had big aspirations, had the notion
of writing an appeal and someone told him he would need a
dictionary. At only five burns it was good value, if you could
read. Kimanwe was helping him. Got as far as Aback, not even as far
as Abort.

This was all the more
appropriate as Kimanwe, taken aback as the already battered
dictionary now became the batterer when it joined him in the face.
Non-dictionary words momentarily filled our cell while Kimanwe's
brain worked through the sequence of pain, wakefulness, realisation
and appreciation of still being alive and wanting to stay that way
for a while longer. Snoring was dangerous.

About ten minutes later, my
still-awake form realised I'd stopped being nauseated by the
reeking smell of urine and fear permeating the place. That's it, I
thought. Either I get out or I become an institutionalised zombie.
So far I hadn't encountered the bonhomie that I see experienced in
TV comedy prison life. It really was horrible. I didn't want to get
used to it. My appeal wasn't going anywhere; I was determined to
prove my innocence from the outside.

I considered the options. There
seemed to be only four types of escape from a full-board compulsory
holiday camp. The opportunist escape, where you find yourself
sneaking into the convenient and accidentally left open laundry van
- without sneezing the alarm on the way out. Lifers could dig their
way though a millstone-grit wall with a plastic spoon - called the
Methuselah option. Laughingly, I leant towards the hi-tech option,
which involved having an encyclopaedic knowledge of electronics
with the ability to fashion, out of a broken torch and a
safety-pin, a remote lock opener, radio-jammer and alarm-disabler.
With this, you gained access to and through any computerised system
in the nick. I needed to work on it. Then there was the fourth
option.

If I only knew what it was.

At last, I fell asleep. About
two zeds later, I fell awake again. It was Scupper telling me to
get up.

'Go away, Scupper.'

'Breakfast'

Wow, time for more gruel.
Wonder if I get to eat my own toast.

'You still haven't told me why
you're called Scupper, Scupper.'

'He won't tell you, Man,'
grunted Ken, from the sink. I thought he was washing his face then
I focused to discover he was splashing while on tiptoe. No, I
didn't ask. Maybe it was closer than the bog.

'He sank his own boat,'
continued Ken.

'Shut your fucking face.'

'Only telling the new boy so's
he won't keep asking yous.'

'No more, see.' Scupper had his
fist raised in Ken's face. But Ken wanted to tell it.

'Didn't want the coastguard to
find the smack he was smuggling in.' Ken expertly dodged the fist.
We now have another crack in the mirror. 'But, he didn't know...'
Ken couldn't stop laughing. It was an ugly laugh that came from
lungs heavily coked with smoke, phlegm and other assorted nasties.
Not so much a laugh as an, 'ugh, cough, ehh, wheeze, ah.
...that...'

Scupper had him from behind but
Ken slammed him back against the wall. '…it would float....ah,
cough, ugh...plastic bags.'

Scupper was sinking to the
floor behind Ken. I think he was sobbing.

'No, there's more.' Ken
implored me to share his mirth.

'You see,' cough, 'his boat
sank, lost all he had, but the evidence he sank, it floated up and
he was got.' Ken was in a spasm of hilarity.

You find little to laugh at in
jail except what dumb criminals do. I barely suppressed a smile,
feeling sorry for Scupper.

*

After breakfast, clutching a
phone card I waited in the queue for the phone on my floor. I was
desperate to know what progress Patricia's boyfriend's corridor
acquaintance had made with my appeal. A letter from Patricia said
nothing about the appeal. It was all about hoping I was all right,
was I eating properly, getting enough sleep. My God.

I was so busy going over
possible grounds for appeal, I didn't notice the eclipse of the
corridor light.

'Give us yer card.'

'What?' I looked up, and more
up. A walking wardrobe stood an inch or two away.

'I said, yer card.'

I was about to turn and run
when my right foot noticed it was being crushed. Logic told me that
if he put his other foot on my other foot then I could push him
off-balance. Fate accompli. I flicked the card on the floor. It was
a mistake. Wardrobe was not about to lose face whereas I was in
danger of having mine obliterated. With one hand he pushed me to
the floor so I could kindly retrieve the card for him.

Furtively, I looked for
witnesses as I started back down the corridor. The queue was still
there. All with eyes on their own feet. I was so angry, frustrated
and frightened. Butterflies, as big as fists, were doing a military
two-step in my porridge.

'A good landing then,'
whispered a familiar voice behind my ear as I rounded a corner.

'Wh-what could be good about
being robbed, Kimanwe, and wh-which landing?' I stammered. I didn't
know I stammered.

'You know. Pilots say a good
landing is one you walk away from. The infirmary is full of brave
heroes. When's the radio going to start again, Gerry?'

'S-soon. Going there when I've
calmed down, there's some sorting out to do yet.'

'Er, watch out, Gerry, Teffy's
coming.'

'Teffy?'

'Yeah. He's a screw, Officer
Rastrick, real trouble if he doesn't like the look of you.'

'Why Teffy?'

'Nothing sticks on 'im, you
know, Teflon.'

I let the implications sink in
but still couldn't see a warden down the corridor.

'How do know it's him, this
Teffy screw?'

'Shoes, can't you hear them?
They've stopped a minute. Now.'

Now I could hear the squeak.
You had to filter out the other noises: the odd shout, clanging,
water gargling through pipes and the rhythmic heartbeat of a yard
brush clearing vomit off the metal floor above.

'Maybe I can ask him how to
find out about my appeal and where to get more phone cards.'

'No. Don't ask him nothing.
I'll get you another card - for some requests or summat on the
radio, but don't ask 'im nothing.'

'Don't ask who nothing,
Gosslind? Speak up.' The squeaking stopped but we hadn't
noticed.

'No one, Guv. Just trying to
advise Jerry here to keep hisself to hisself, Guv, sir.'

'Yeah, right. I've not met you
face to face, have I? Named after a nasty disease, I believe.'

'Gerald Ricketts, Guv.' I was
unwell, quite sick. It's not an everyday experience for a
professional musician to have a giant stand on his toes and rob him
of his most precious possession, even in Manchester.

'What did you want to ask,
Ricketts?'

'I was hoping th-'

'Do you think I want to know
what you want?'

'Er, well...' I felt sick
welling up. I needed to get away.

'No, I don't and I believe you
caused a fracas not long ago. A poxy trouble-maker.'

Me? But peristalsis was in
reverse and a mixture of oats, bread poultice and the liquinure
they call coffee spurted over the warden's immaculately pressed
navy blue serge crease and shiny black shoes.

I doubled up with stomach gripe
and a fearful sense of foreboding. Tears filled my eyes as a weight
on my bent-over shoulders pushed me to the ground.

'Lick it up, Ricketts, put it
all back in your fucking mouth.'

Like a blessed release, a black
veil descended. Spots before my eyes confirmed I was blacking out.
The trauma was just all too much and my system shut down.

*

Assaulting an officer can get
you another month on your sentence, more if it was witnessed by
reliable law-abiding, subsiding people.

Whatever the Governor believed,
I was in solitary for a week and given an extra month on my
sentence.

It was a relief being in
solitary. You knew none of the inmates could get at you. No
vituperative wardens either. You had time to catch up on your
reading: as much as you can on the walls. No books or papers were
allowed in solitary at Stonelodge. The first few hours passed
comfortably enough now I was used to inch-thick mattresses where
the lumps gave you extra thickness. By the next day I had decided
that I qualified for membership of the Raving Loony Party.

I'd seen those prison movies
where the man in solitary did press-ups, running on the spot and
ab-crunchies, became Rocky IV and single-handedly beat all the
baddies. I tried. For at least half an hour.

Then I spent a while staring at
the ceiling, watching the spiders.

Falling asleep was easier
without the snoring Big Ken. I wondered if I would dream of Wendy.
Weirdly, I found myself sharing a jacuzzi with Patricia instead. I
was very aroused and attempting to hold on to something so
penetration was feasible but she was concerned that our discarded
swimsuits would clog the pumps. As usual with my erotic dreams,
nothing came of it.

I awoke to cold porridge, and
toast. At least I got to eat my toast, without butter, without
Scupper. I hoped I kept the radio job. Apart from the job there was
the incredible Wendy. I couldn't believe she'd have sexual
relations with a con, even if it was me. I wonder how many others
she'd fooled with, or was I a one-off? Perhaps that event was a
cosmic singularity. She'd probably had some Christmas sherry
earlier.

I suppose it was wise to keep
cool and not get my hopes up in that direction, concentrate on
getting out.

Poor Kimanwe, I won't be out
until Christmas Eve. He's going to lose out on whatever scam he has
lined up for the radio unless I get time off in here for good
behaviour.

*

Glasses. No one looks the same
when they're wearing specs. I need convincing disguises or none at
all. I might try getting a legit pair by asking the medic for a
test. It might take a while but it avoided hassle and taking
valuable savings. All I'd have to do was fake the eye test so I
couldn't read the bottom line. That way the glasses would still be
wearable. I wondered which face they would give to the public. Me
as I appeared on the official mug shots, clean shaven, no specs,
shortish brown hair and nearly six feet tall? Or a photofit version
with the glasses on? Maybe another with a beard. People look
different even with a moustache. And then perhaps one with no hair
or with a number of different wigs. Ridiculous. How did the police
catch anybody at all? You couldn't expect them to release a
photo-album of 51 varieties of my verisimilitudinous visages. In
any case it all added confusion - and the more confusion the
better.

My brain meandered about the
means and implications of an escape, which occupied most of the
hours that night, anything to take up the time.

The next morning I only
remembered snatches of the nocturnal thoughts so I looked around
the cell for anything new. I found I had neck-ache, shoulders-ache
and just-about-everything-ache. I need more lumps to make a thicker
mattress, aspirin for the aches and a Swedish au-pair for the
massage. Each had an equal no-chance, so standing up I did some
slow head and upper body warm-up exercises. After about ten minutes
I was bored again and sat on the edge of the bed. After another ten
minutes I had forgotten whether or not I'd had this morning's
breakfast. Can being stared at by the aluminium-grey colour walls,
ceiling and floor induce Alzheimer's disease?

I must focus on something else
and keep my brain working. The last thing I needed to do was to
accept my fate here and stop being creative. There must be other
things to occupy me. For heaven's sake, Ricketts, other people have
been in solitary confinement for years and years, coming out to be
leaders. If they could do it so could I. On the other hand they
must have had a lot more upstairs than me.

Sitting on the bed bored me
again. A nasty brown brute of an arachnid had completed part of a
tatty looking web across a ceiling corner. How do spiders in closed
systems like this cell find enough food to get so big?

But wait, two flies have broken
away from the constant swarm that inhabit the toilet block down the
corridor, picked the lock and are now dancing with each other in
here. They get closer to the web as if teasing the spider. Hello,
one got too close and was caught. What? Did the other one say that
Incy only eats greenfly. Come on. Your friend was the one who said
it would be safe to come in here since people and heavy spiders
only live on the floor. Whatever his friend had said he was now
caught in the sticky string but only by a leg. He could escape if
he bit off the leg. He had five others, that's three more than me;
and he had wings. He could be free. Would I bite off a leg if I
could be free? No, because I wouldn't get far on one leg and no
wings. Maybe if I had wings...

Whoops, the fly had decided to
stick it out and gambled badly. Incy was creeping along a strand.
He kept stopping. Perhaps he thought the other would get close
enough to be ensnared too. I couldn't stand the suspense and threw
my only weapon, a plastic spoon. I missed, of course, but the
spider scurried back to a crevice. Bad news, he'd not like that,
I'd made an enemy. I needed all the friends I could get and
although two flies were more than one spider, the flies only lived
for a few days while spiders lived for years.

What was I doing? Was having
anthropomorphic empathy with flies a sign of being stir-crazy?

*

My circle of friends and
enemies grew during the following days. Maybe the cockroaches were
always there. Several species of itchy crawlies shared the bed. I
had already taken the stained pillowcase off, like I had in my
cell, preferring my shirt or jumper. Not that it made any
difference since I could feel my scalp crawling though I couldn't
tell whether I hosted real or imaginary inhabitants.

*

I was so pleased to be led into
my own cell again. Did my co-habitants cheer my entry?

Scupper opened. 'What did you
go and do a fucking thing like that for?'

'It seemed the right thing to
do.'

'He had it coming, the
bastard.'

'Thanks, Ken.'

'You need to watch it. It won't
be just Teffy on your back now.'

Great, though it wasn't as if I
had a lot of choice.

Kimanwe came bounding down the
corridor.

'You have one day to get the
radio sorted, Gerry.'

'I didn't think I'd be
allowed.'

'You've started, so you can
finish.'

'Have you cleared it with the
Governor?'

'Sort of.'

'What do you mean, 'Sort
of'?'

'Well no one said you
couldn't.'

*

The thought of seeing Wendy
again drove the thousand nagging doubts to the recycle bin and I
tagged along with Kimanwe to the radio room.

No sign of Wendy so I started
fiddling with the console and sorted some tapes out. Kimanwe was
picking out all the hip-hop and Jamaican stuff he wanted for a
while until he pointed out that it was half an hour to dinner.

'Well, I'm just about ready.
We've got a mix here that'll do for after dinner for an hour before
bang-up.'

I moved my clipboard and
noticed a name sign on the desk I hadn't seen before. W. Rastrick,
Librarian

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


It couldn't be. Could there be
two members of staff called Rastrick? Perhaps Teffy was her
brother. That's it, but was it any better? If he found out about
the more unconventional use of bubble-wrap then even solitary
wouldn't be safe. Maybe especially solitary wouldn't be safe. If
they were hitched then my life expectancy had become days.

I would have to see Wendy and
find out. Then I must focus on getting away. See if Kimanwe had
another phone card for me then there might be a chance that
Patricia might have made some progress with Pearson, my spineless
solicitor. I could ring Martin. I've only been in the band for a
few years but we've built up a rapport.

I owed Kimanwe for the phone
card but it was second-hand, with only enough left for one
long-distance call.

'Hello, may I talk to Mr
Pearson please?'

'Now which Mr Pearson will that
be?'

'How many Pearsons do you have
working there?'

'Just the one.'

'Then I suppose he's the
one.'

'I guess so.'

'Can I talk to him,
please?'

'Speaking.'

I was beginning to like this
guy. A few weeks ago I would have exploded down the phone, getting
me nowhere. Now, such prevarication seemed like nothing compared to
what happened in here.

'I'm Gerald Ricketts, in
Stonelodge waiting for the appeal my wife asked you to do on my
behalf.'

'Well?'

Now I've changed my mind about
liking this prat.

'Have you anything to tell me
about the progress you have made?'

'Not really, old boy, it's
early days, you know.'

'What have you actually
done?'

'Well, I have the paperwork in
my middle in-tray.'

'That's not the correct answer,
Mr Pearson. The deadline is only five days away.'

'Oh no, there's much more time
in this case… let me see. Hold on...'

'I can't hold on, the phone
card's running out. Hello. Hello?'

Damn the man. I'd better make
my own travel arrangements.

*

First things first. Wendy.

I couldn't detect her in the
library. I went through to the radio room and started finding the
tapes for the mix I chose over a week ago. I'd been given a list of
what I'm allowed to say and not say over the radio. No names of
inmates or staff. No reference to any news of the outside world
except sports results, as long as they were correct and did not
curry favour with any particular teams. About ten minutes before I
was about to go on air heavy footsteps marched up to the door. It
opened.

My pulse rate rose to unhealthy
levels as I looked up. But it wasn't Rastrick. It was Benton, a
Senior Officer in charge of prisoners' welfare. So, I wasn't going
to be allowed on air alone after all.

He pushed me away from the
console and had a look around.

'Right then, Racket, crank it
up.' He stood behind me, arms folded.

I was going to scream, 'Good
morning Vietnaaaam,' but thought better of it.

'Congratulations, Stonelodgers.
You have successfully tuned in to the best music mix this side of
the law.' Shoes tapped the floor behind me. I think they Morsed
something along the lines of do I want to keep the cushy job or
what?

'We are upbeat today as it is
Christmas Eve, a time of goodwill to all men, even...ah well. This
group of seasonal hits is dedicated to that fat man in disguise,
the cat burglar specialising in entry by chimneys and never been
arrested for trespass. No banging on the cell bars now, even if you
are a music lover.'

An hour later, my time being
up, SO Benton turned and started to leave the room.

I called after him. Then
thought I'll be reprimanded for that but he just stopped and looked
at me.

'Well?'

'Guv, how do I get an eye test
in here?'

'You have to ask the doctor,
Ricketts.' He seemed irritated.

'Can I have an appointment
then, please?'

'Guv.'

'Sorry, can I then, Guv?' But
it was no use; he had already turned and gone. I'd forgotten you
can only ask one question at a time.

It's a good job I didn't ask
'Can I ask a question, Guv?'

*

Wendy was in the library
office. She barely flicked a smile as I approached. I had to ask.
'Is Officer Rastrick related to you, Wendy?'

Could she tell the quivering in
my voice? Gone was the cocksure disc jockey of a few moments
ago.

'He's my husband, Gerry,
but...'

'Never tell him what you get up
to?' I offered.

'And what you got up to.'

'So, I'm as bad as you, I
suppose.'

'It's like what Mae West said,
"When girls go bad, men go after them."'

'We need to watch out for each
other then, and that includes not taking silly chances, I suppose,'
I said with a sinking heart as the no nooky codicil sank in. On the
other hand the situation gave me a certain edge. It could be Wendy
had more to lose than me if she was not keen to lose her job, her
husband or both.

'I could make use of your PC to
type up my scripts, Wendy.'

'Sure, any time.'

Great, I knew it had a modem.
Wendy has just given me a key to get out.

*

That night I could not get to
sleep again. This time it was because I was determined to contrive
Plan A and Plan B: two contingency plans to make my leave even if
the plans were of dubious feasibility.

Plan A involved hiding clothes,
money and survival equipment in the radio room. Then I'd have to
persuade Wendy it was possible to help me leave the premises
without dropping her in it, too much. Or that helping me would
prevent me from telling her husband she did more than stamp library
books at work. That would be mean, and I'd suffer too, but every
week in here was costing me a year in life span. I could try the
tack that if she helped me escape, then when I cleared myself,
maybe get divorced, I might help her to get out and make another
life. However, I didn't think that was anywhere in Wendy's options.
I was just a one-off piece of boredom relief and perhaps helping my
escape would give her the buzz she still needed to make life
bearable. Whatever the reasons, Plan A needed Wendy to help. This
might be by providing me keys. I was convinced there was an
alternative way out of the prison for guards and civilian workers
that involved fewer locked doors than the usual way for prisoners.
The plan also needed me to have more cash. I had already jokingly
asked Wendy to get me a one-way ticket to London. I don't plan to
go to London but if she told the authorities or her husband of what
she knew of my intentions, she would give them the wrong
information.

One plan was to make my way to
the Isle of Man. The very preposterous idea of going to the ancient
Viking stronghold was worth the difficulty of getting there. But
there was a reason for my madness: we went there for summer
holidays quite often and had favourite places. Even without me
Patricia and Marie would visit her relatives there. The police
would be kind enough to watch our house and the Manchester area and
maybe London if they winkled that out from Wendy. The chances had
to be low that they would go to a low-population offshore tax haven
to look for an escaped convict.

Plan B still marinated but
involved bribing or blackmailing guards. It was too chancy. As if
anything was certain. One thing was certain: I was one of the few
residents still awake in this grim place. No, it's not that there
are hundreds of clear consciences with smiles on their snores
tonight. It's the sleeping pills. Not your common barbiturate but
the sort that finds its way into ciggy papers. This was nearly a
tobacco-free zone. Plenty of smoke and still carcinogenic: blessed
by the screws as long as the drug taken was removing the buzz and
not putting it in.

*

Sleep was vetoed by
equivocations. Again. I had to make so many plans and there were so
many questions, such as exactly where we were and, related to that,
what towns, roads, rivers, woods and wet cold bogs were between
here and where I needed to go. It was no good going straight home
only for a policeman with a return ticket to be waiting round the
corner. What would the weather be like? What could I smuggle out
for protective clothing? Could I make contingencies for such things
as money, food, water and stamina? A stealth overcoat would come in
very handy when the search and destroy helicopters were flying
overhead. Of course all this supposed that I could abscond.

Access to the library was quite
easy with my cushy job location. It was not much use, though, when
some smart warden censored the entire collection so that not one
book on survival or expeditions sat on the shelves and nothing with
a map except one of the Serengeti Safari Park. I'd seen more books
in a car-boot sale. A car-boot sale specialising in potted plants.
In fact most of the non-fiction books were either on plants or
poetry, although how librarians justify poetry as being non-fiction
completely baffled me. Go on, wind up a librarian by asking her why
foreign literature and poetry are classed as non-fiction.

None of the books had anything
useful.

The PC in Wendy's office. She
wasn't in so I switched it on. Damn, it needed a password.

I wondered if this PC had ever
been hacked before.

Time to try some passwords
Wendy might have used. I was an IT technician for the Rural Science
Department of Manchester Polytechnic before I stumbled on the
Syncopated Syndicate and gambled on being a full-time
saxophonist.

I tried the most common
password on the planet: SECRET, no.

KEY, no. CRIMINAL, no - and it
said I was now locked out for thirty minutes.

I suppose I could get it out of
Wendy but there was another way. The less she knew the better. At
least I had solved the phone card problem after trying the drawers
in her office. Could also be a little earner as long as I wasn't
too obvious and greedy. I was tempted to use Wendy's phone on her
desk but I might get interrupted and the bills probably itemised.
So I joined the phone queue again, keeping my toes out of the way
of ugly inmates. Goethe said that when ideas fail words come in
very handy. I would soon see if he was right.

'Hello, is that the Prison
Service WAN Admin?'

'Yes, Ed Fielding here. Who are
you?'

'TRW service engineers. We
maintain integrity status reports on net stations we install.' I
love a little spot of vicarious subterfuge.

'What do you want?'

'There appears to be a log-in
discrepancy between your server and the station at Stonelodge. To
check the error is not at your end can we run a synchronous log-in
check?'

'Well I don't think we've done
anything wrong here. What do want me to do, exactly?'

'I've set up a dummy terminal
here as if I'm in Stonelodge. You are yourself. Please talk through
your log-in procedure slowly and carefully and I'll read out the
VDU responses.'

Sure enough, he gave out the
password, E4Qk72VmA - now why hadn't I thought of that?

It was amazing how being cheeky
paid off most of the time. Behind me in the queue was a runt of a
Londoner with the telltale smoker's mouth wrinkles. I threw him a
glance to gauge how much of my scam he'd picked up. Not a thing. He
was just standing there as if he'd been there all his life. Perhaps
he had. He looked sixty but perhaps he was only thirty. I left him
shuffling to take my place at the phone. He had a newspaper so he
either had an account with a bookie or was an optimist with the
'Find a Friend' pages.

Back in the library office and
still no sign of Wendy so I rebooted the computer. Ha, what's this?
A closed notebook with WR at the top right and E4Qk72VmA bottom
right on the front-cover, well it could have been for anything.

I gave it a go.

Boot up. Password in. From this
little corner of a hellhole I could reach out to the rest of the
world. Brilliant, but resist a spot of surfing while something more
useful might be revealed in the Prison Service Network. Now I
didn't suppose the digital codes for the doors to this place,
especially for those leading from my cell to the outside world,
would be here. No. The data on Stonelodge included staff salaries,
references and contract details; similar data about the prisoners
except for the salaries. The locks were probably coded by a
contracted locksmith. Maybe they have their own website.

I thought that would be too
easy. Bond Locks account was there but the Internet didn't reveal a
web site for them. There were over two thousand other sites found
when the word "Bond" and "Locks" were linked but most of them
related to bondage and handcuffs – too close to reality.

Then in the Stonelodge folder
on the C drive I found another folder labelled 'Cams'. Clicked on
it and wow. Someone had set up the prison security cameras as web
cameras, feeding the live feed into an Intranet system that could
only be seen by networked computers in the prison. Could I nobble
the images from here when the time was ripe? Couldn't think how, I
didn't know enough and in any case I had found access rights to
logging on, not for administration of the Intranet. However, I
could plant a computer virus, if I had one. This Internet
connection and PC didn't seem to have a firewall so I could
download a virus that I could put in a hidden folder until I needed
it. Had I got time now? Not really but I might have even less time
later. Perhaps I could have a little peek at one of the anarchy
sites with the Jolly Roger Cook Book. I needed a virus that would
upload from this station to the file-server and do enough damage to
make the web-cams inoperable long enough for guards not to see me
moving around or to see which way I left the prison.

I found one that would do the
job nicely. What am I talking about? I loathe virus writers:
anoraks messing up lives. But now I was grateful. Here was one,
Stardot-600. It was a nasty little beastie that did major damage
and trashed the server's hard disk. That should slow them down a
bit. I downloaded it to a hidden folder. When the time came, I'd
attach it to an anonymous email to the network administrator where
it would start work and wipe out sufficient files to lose the track
it came from.

The Internet was going to be
very useful to find out where I was and map a route across country.
I already had an Ordnance Survey grid reference from the Prison
Service site. Looked like www.ordsrvy.gov.uk was going to be useful
for a map of this area, Hexham, and to the coast. It held little
detail but at least the main roads and towns were there. Get a
print of that. Shell had a route planner but it assumed I had a
car. Why didn't route planners have an option of going from A to B,
keeping motorways, main roads and popular scenic areas to nothing,
good hiding places and hidden food caches to maximum? I'd found a
definite niche in the market.

What else might be useful to
research in case I couldn't get access again? Police radio
frequency codes. Look up the wooden_top.co.uk web site for that.
It's also got a lot of other useful links to sites with hints on
how to get round police road blocks, although I might give a miss
to the recipes on making grenades and bombs. It would need a very
cool escapee to consider boiling gallons of bleach down to the
residue and adding other household ingredients. Stir until you are
even crazier, light the fuse and stick your head in a bucket,
forever.

The web might have some useful
survival tips. Maybe the Scout Shop had on-line shopping. I'd love
to see the face on the incoming post censor as he opened a box full
to the brim with maps, wet-weather gear, compass, Swiss-army knife,
camouflage face-paint, emergency tool-kit, Maglite, folding bike,
Damart underwear, dog-dazer, Kendal mint-cake, water-bottle,
one-man tent, GPS system, first-aid kit, Karrimor survival bag,
stay-dry matches, climbing rope, air-bed, night vision glasses,
Thinsulate gloves and hat, winter hiking boots, four-season
sleeping bag, a huge rucksack to put it all in, blessed with the
magical power to empower the contents with either zero or slightly
negative gravity and, of course a hot-water bottle.

What else could I get from the
Internet? False papers of various sorts would be handy. Create a
false bank account and hack into Barclays to put some money into
it? Book some hotel rooms under a false name for the west
coast?

'Hey, come off that, the
warden's on his way.' Wendy came in, breathless.

'Oh, just checking that the
word processor is working.'

She looked at me sideways as if
she knew exactly what I was up to. I reminded myself that she'd
agreed to let me use the computer to write up my mix orders and
radio scripts.

'I can guess what sort of music
you're playing to the guests,' Wendy teased.

'Of course you can, but go on,
let's have your list.'

'Heavy Metal, no, Jail House
Rock…'

'Funny but not very witty. In
fact, since most of my, er, companions are a bit younger than me
they fall into the House category…'

'I was right then,' she
smirked. 'Ooh is that your mike in your trouser pocket or are you
pleased to feel me?' she mimicked.

'It's not Mike, it's Percy and
he is getting lonely,' I suggested. However, Percy's potential
percolation suffered a sudden wilting when we heard the metallic
staccato footsteps outside.

'Cruickshank,' I whispered
loudly as I helped Wendy's hand out of my trousers.

'No, it's Teffy. It might be
better to get into your studio while his lordshit is around.'

'Not like you to be so
disrespectful to your menfolk.' I attempted to keep her on my side
but was surprised to hear her refer to him with our nickname.

'I thought he wore shoes that
squeaked?' Was I losing it, again?

'He wears different ones at the
weekends. Go on.' She was clearly scared as she pushed me.

'You shouldn't let him get to
you. Why don't you div…'

'He is the gittiest git I've
ever married. So, scarper.'

I went to my studio and started
to create another musical mix to wow society's misjudged. A few
moments later I heard voices, so I listened. I heard something that
could be very useful. Apparently, as soon as New Year hangovers
were over, workmen were to trample in to refurbish the library. Why
did they need to bring in outside workers when there were so many
incredibly talented artisans behind bars already here? Perhaps they
only wanted the usual twenty-five per cent wastage on this job
instead of the hundred percent they'd have if the inmates did it.
Either way it opened all sorts of possibilities for an escape with
all the pandemonium that would ensue. I'd better stay hidden until
he left or he might construe my coming and going as a security
risk, which, of course, it was.

I had a very short time to make
preparations for my departure if it was to be in the first week of
January. I needed money. I've read of prisoners doing work in some
prisons earning £30 a week but I didn't get anything for working in
the sound studio, nor do those working in the hospital or gardens.
Some earned up to £4.50 a week putting the paper covers in CD
cases. Trouble was that you spent everything on phone cards, drugs,
burn or favours. Consequently, with my savings of £7.50 I was the
richest man I knew. Could be that I didn't know the right
people.

I was about to get some
fortuitous credit with one of Kimanwe's scams. I'd suspected he was
up to something dodgy with my radio program on Christmas Day. He
was running a book on the songs I'd play. I could hardly believe so
many suckers would actually pay money over to Kimanwe's pot at
ridiculous odds on whether I was going to play Bing Crosby or Slade
first when they all knew we were friends. Such was the power of a
crafty tongue. Between us we chose Slade and netted a massive £35
each. I was in the league of the super-rich and had to be careful
since that made me a target. I needed to save every penny for
travel and food once outside, but to survive in the short term I
might have to give up some of it.

'Here, Scupper, I have too many
phone cards, have a couple on me. For Christmas.'

'Oh, ta but... but I've nothing
for you.'

'Don't worry about it, it'd
only get robbed off me in any case.'

'But there must be something I
can do for you.'

'No, no, don't give it another
thought, really.' But, I could tell he was actually upset at not
being able to return a favour.

'Well, there is one thing you
can do for me, Scupper, if you want.'

'Anything, Gerry, what is it?
Want me to lean on Griff, the bloke who stole your card the other
day?'

'No, don't get yourself into
that sort of bother, Scupper. But you could keep a general eye on
my back for me, especially over the next few days.'

'Oh, I know what you are up
to.' Scupper grinned, although the lack of teeth and the
discolouring of the remainder made me wish he'd limited himself to
a slight smile.

'And what's that, Scupper?'

'The librarian, you want to be
alone with her. But watch it. You know she's Teffy's mare.'

'Maybe but I don't think she's
overly fond of him.'

'Who could be? But I wouldn't
tamper with the likes of him if I were you.'

'I'd be grateful if you'd watch
out for me anyway.'

'No one has ever given me
anything in this place, consider it done.'

I didn't dare hoard much in my
cell. Beside the occasional searches, which were often quite
thorough, I share it. Now Scupper and Big Ken seemed all right but
like all of us their first priority was to survive and if that
meant robbing a cellmate then so be it. And, no one would think the
worst of them, including me.

Sometimes, the guards made the
mistake of allowing one of us to stay in the cell when it was
searched. A mistake? The experience gave me a good idea of where
they didn't search. So my map from the Internet was tucked behind
the mirror, a five-inch tarnished square occupied by
strange-looking people. I was surprised to see one in a cell in
case one of us used it as a weapon, although I had the feeling that
if it was prised off the wall it would crack into a thousand
shards. I sewed a piece of cotton to the map and poked it behind
the mirror. I could tug it out carefully by pulling on the cotton
and if I couldn't shift it I could conjure up seven years of bad
luck by breaking the mirror.

My fortune was split, with some
of it inside my pillow. Not the pillowcase, which was always
stripped off but inside the pillow where I had to undo some
stitches and re-sew each time. It only added one more lump to the
twenty-six there before. A common hiding place was in the hollow
square bedposts. The tops were, of course, welded on but
perseverance over many sentences has loosened them so stash could
be kept down them on string. The screws knew these but they only
investigated them out of sight of us so we didn't know that they
knew. What level of thought processing we were supposed to possess
when they emerged with the booty was beyond me.

I'd collected some survival
gear and stowed it partly in my cell but mostly in the radio room.
We were allowed personal possessions in the cell under certain
restrictions. For example, Big Ken had five photographs of
different women. He says they're of his wife at different ages,
hair colour and states of inebriation. And, he'd flatten anyone who
said anything different. We each had a cardboard box with some
items such as pencils, notepad, small sewing kit, spectacles, a
disposable razor and toothpaste that came in handy for sticking
newspaper cuttings on the wall since glue wasn't allowed. Money,
chewy and burn you always carried or gave to a friend or even a
screw when you showered. In the cell I had extras such as the
hidden map and a needle that I had magnetised by stroking it
repeatedly against the magnetic speaker in Scupper's trannie. So I
had an improvised easy-to-hide compass. I'd managed to get some
matches by swapping ciggies, and waterproofed them, hopefully, by
dipping in the sludge that covered our dinners from time to too
often time. The dripping will break off the head when struck but
should stop moisture getting in. It would have been better with
candle-wax and I had a plan to make a holy visit to the chapel
soon. The trouble was that prisoners were accompanied. I suppose
they were afraid we might try supplication to our gods for inspired
escape plans.

Or they might just be concerned
we would nick the pewter plates, brass cross, prayer books,
cushions, and some felon might nick a candle to waterproof
matches.

I'm not into drugs but not
against all the others using it since it made them dozy and
generally less violent. Could it be the reason why the authorities
more or less ignored it? Indeed we suspected that the old story of
putting bromide in our tea to keep our libido down had more than a
brown grain of truth in it. It took just three of Wendy's cache of
phone cards for me to swap for two Bennies. If I was going to be on
the run over hill and dale, the Benzedrine might come in very
handy.

I had more useful stuff hidden
in the radio room. Some of it was already there and some I
surreptitiously moved from Wendy's office. In a cardboard box, in a
corner as if unimportant. I could do with a rucksack or at least a
backpack but I didn't want to keep asking Wendy. On the other hand,
a bit of underhand snaffling was on the cards. Some snafflings have
gone into the box. A paperknife might come in handy if I had any
envelopes to open. I'd managed to collect some foil-sheeting from
the library office, string, a litre bottle of water and a packet of
peanuts.

Clothing was still an issue. Or
rather it hadn't been issued. Oddly, even in a category B prison
like Stonelodge, they issued us with normal outside clothes to wear
inside, so if an escapee made it out he wore old jeans, trainers
and a scruffy T-shirt. Don't expect escaped convicts to wear arrows
on their suits - although if you did see someone wearing them you
would probably think they were the latest fashion bought in
Next.

I was a torch short but it was
difficult finding anything in the gloom of a library store. In fact
I could have done with a torch to find a torch. I might have found
banned books such as the Art of the Locksmith and Precision
Engineering: Volume IV: Tunnelling. I did find an old first-aid
box: no medicines except a tube of antiseptic cream but I
transferred that and some plasters to my box. I found a vacuum
flask. It made a rattling noise that might come in handy if I
joined a skiffle group but I borrowed the plastic cup with a
picture of Spiderman on the outside.

When my chance came, the next
Monday morning, it came so fast I was glad I hadn't slowed my
reactions with a stomach full of porridge.

 



CHAPTER SIX

 


'Watch your back, mate. Real
workers coming through.' A plank had burst the door open and was
making its way through Wendy's office, bringing with it two
workmen. You could tell they were bona fide builders by the tan
cowboy boots.

I moved to my radio room, head
buzzing. Could this be it? Now outsiders were in the prison, all
out-of-cell activity would be suspended. But the situation was more
than that: there was a level of confusion when work by outside
contractors was underway. The gate officers were seeing new people
for the first time. However, it would only take a couple of days
for the guards to recognise them. If I was to go it had to be
today. The trouble was that Plan A wasn't ready and there was no
viable Plan B.

'Come here. Come here, Gerry
now. Now.' Wendy grabbed my arm and pulled me behind the Christmas
tree in the library. Not again, I thought.

'There's a time and place for
every - '

'Shut up, you idiot, and
listen.'

Hello, Plan C seems to have
been developed without me.

'Did you notice that second
planking plonker?'

'What, the one with the
tattooed bald head or the dark one with the worried face?'

'The one that looks a bit like
you.'

'Oh, you flatterer, you must
mean Monkey Face. What about it?' But I already knew.

'Here's our chance, Gerry.
Yours to get away and mine to get rid of you.'

'I see you've been having
tender thoughts about me, Wendy.'

'You men. I want you to get
away so you can clear yourself and make a future for us.'

'Oh right. Yes, of course.'
This was the first time Wendy had made this sort of commitment to
me; assuming it wasn't a wind-up. Whatever, here was a chance of a
way out - but how far was Wendy prepared to go to get me out?

'I'll distract the chimp while
the other one goes for dinner. You can pinch their van.'

'Oh, right, cool.'

'Hey, come on, Gerry, you've
only come up with intellectual twaddle for escape plans. If you're
serious, let's get pragmatic.'

'What time is it?'

'It's nine-thirty, two and half
hours to gruel time. Are you due to transmit any words of joy and
sunshine to the caged masses this morning?' She had brains, this
screwed up librarian.

'Good point, Happy Listening
and Request Hour starts in an hour but I have stand-by tapes that
can be timed to start and stop without me being there. I'll set it
up. I'd better get a few things from my cell. Did I see Officer
Benton in the corridor just now? I'd rather he escort me there and
back than your Basher Brian.'

Fifteen minutes later I was in
my radio room. I set up the tape and looked at my boxed cache of
survival gear. I was nowhere near ready to escape. I didn't have a
rucksack or duffle-bag and the Tesco carrier had small holes in the
bottom where a mouse was trying to share a Snickers bar I'd found
in the library office. I stuffed my other precious belongings: a
litre bottle of water, packet of peanuts, plastic cup and a couple
of oranges Wendy threw at me the other day. In my pockets were
matches, money, plasters from the first aid box and the magnetised
needle. A short frantic burst of feverish activity and then I sat
down. I had no outside clothes and it was January. No disguise
glasses either but new ones would not have arrived for weeks.

The two workmen had gone back
out to their van to fetch more gear. What then?

Once again the situation
changed out of my control.

'Gerry, come out of there and
into the library office.' Wendy was breathless but she made sense.
She pointed out a door from her office to a corridor that led to
the staff car park where the workmen were. I was still thinking
this through when Wendy interrupted.

'Move it, grab your stuff.
Baldy has been called in to the warden to go over the plans leaving
Monkey-Face to carry on unloading the van. I'm going to get his
jacket, it has his pass on it, and take him into your radio room
while you take his van.'

'No way.'

'Don't be silly, he won't hurt
me but I can keep him occupied for quite a while.'

'But how are you going to
explain your behaviour away when they investigate how I got away
and you...'

'You do worry. We're helping
each other, remember our chats? I'll make sure Monkey Face is so
confused that he thinks it's all his fault. You know nothing about
wily women, do you?'

This was true, but I was
learning fast. I took my carrier bag into the library just as the
workman carried in a trestle. He either didn't see me or didn't
care when Wendy sidled up to him.

'Hi.'

'Oh hello, darling, any chance
of a cuppa?'

'That might be possible Mister
er...'

'Oh, Wayne, and you?'

'Wendy. Wendy and Wayne - how
alliterative.'

'What?'

'Never mind. My, you are hot,
take your jacket off and put it on the back of that chair. I'll go
and make some tea in the radio room. Come on.'

So the young Wayne, as any man
would, removed his black workingman's jacket, slung it carelessly
over the back of a chair and followed Wendy.

As the door closed I moved
quickly and grabbed the coat. I put it on, an easy fit. I stuffed
my hands in the pockets to look for van keys, hat, gloves or
anything useful. My fingers met with a fistful of receipts and
toffee papers in the left pocket. As I rushed towards the door, my
other hand discovered the keys. Great. I picked up my carrier bag
and with one backward glance to the radio-room door opened the
corridor door.

I remembered something
important just in time and went back in and switched on Wendy's
computer. Come on. Why does it have to take so long? Now, bash in
the user name and password. I had already written a little batch
file so all I had to do was click on Start, Run and type 'gone.bat'
and the virus went off. I paused idiotically, listening at the
radio-room door and feeling rather uncomfortable at the silence
within. Shrugging my shoulders I went out into the corridor.

So far so good, no one there,
so I walked as much as I could like a workman. Hands in pockets,
whistling, maybe walking a bit too fast. Probably best I didn't
whistle, I couldn't hit the correct B flat for 'I dreamed a dream'
anyway. I reached the outside door and resisted looking around and
so showing my face to anyone who might have been in the car park.
Head down but with eyes up enough to see a white transit van with
its rear door open. I closed the door and taking the keys out of my
right jacket pocket I opened the unlocked driver's door.

My heart was doing the fast bit
from the William Tell overture but it accelerated more when I saw
that the keys I brought out of Monkey-Face's pocket were Allen
keys. Allen keys are very useful for such jobs as lowering a
bicycle saddle but have limitations in starting vans. Ah well, I
suppose I could walk out of the gates with the pass on the jacket.
Disconsolately, I looked in the van for a hat and anything else
that might be useful. Good, there was a Sheffield United baseball
cap on the passenger seat. As I reached for it I noticed the van
keys in the ignition. Thank you, Wayne. I pulled on the hat and
brought the peak down as far as I could without being too
suspicious. I knew there'd be sunglasses in the glove compartment
or door pockets.

The van started easily. I hoped
the two workmen couldn't hear the engine from wherever they were. I
carefully drove to the first set of fence-gates holding the pass in
my right hand out of the window. The guard barely glanced at me,
ticked Wayne's name and the registration plate against his
clipboard and opened the gate. Now I was in a new and strange land.
I stopped for a moment as I realised that I didn't know Wayne's
surname or the firm's name on the side of the van nor its number.
Oh come on, Gerry, not many drivers would know the number plate of
one of their firm's vans. I looked at the pass.

Wayne Cross. 'Hammer &
Tongs Refurbishments Ltd, Durham'. Saw the vehicle registration:
HAT142. Well, that's easy enough. Shaking, I drove on, following
the road to wherever it took me. It took me to the second and last
gate.

'Turn your engine off, please,
sir.'

Uh-oh. Maybe it's routine.

This time the guard looked at
my face. I didn't know him so to show willing I took off the shades
and grinned.

It was then I noticed the
monitor in his cabin with three web cam images all showing gates
and the road outside. Damn, still working then. Now they'd know
exactly which direction I head in.

'They need some vanish, er,
varnish,' I blundered.

'Oh aye, they must make
everything just right in their posh offices, mustn't they? Never
mind the likes of us out here.'

I could see disgruntlement
lurking.

Hello, why was he walking round
to the back of the van? Now the doors opened.

'Right-oh, Mr Cross, since
you're new here you might as well know that I gotta check the
insides of any vehicle to make sure that none of our lads are
sneaking off home for New Year.'

'That'll never do, will
it?'

'Well, you're clean, off you
go. See you later.' The guard seemed disappointed with the absence
of escapees in the back of the van. Just wait until he found out
there was one in the driving seat.

I started the van and as it
lurched forward I had a glimpse of snow. I smiled. The snow was on
the PC Monitor in the guard's cabin. Brilliant.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


I was a White Van Man.

I had a dilemma. Should I drive
as a stereotypical White Van Man and not draw attention to myself?
That meant finding someone who had the audacity to drive only
inches from my front bumper. Or should I avoid all possibility of
an accident and police attention by driving carefully? I went for
the latter. I headed east on a minor road towards Hexham. I had
thought this plan through a thousand times instead of sleeping at
night.

The police would expect an
escapee to head for a large city, to be an anonymous individual
hidden by the masses. I didn't want to do the expected. But would
they expect that?

A set of traffic lights came
towards me. Green, good, I don't want to stop. On the other hand,
although I thought I'd memorised the route from the Internet map it
seemed to have deleted itself from my brain. I was going to have to
stop and look at it as soon as I got through Hexham and out on the
road to Newcastle. The traffic light went to amber.

Stop. A traffic light violation
mustn't catch me.

As I waited, the butterflies
that had taken residence in my stomach started a wild jive. I
looked for a pointed blue hat on the crowded pavement but didn't
see one. Perhaps all the pedestrians were undercover police. I
pulled the baseball cap further down over my head and narrowed my
eyes behind the sunglasses.

Earlier, I'd decided to let my
beard grow. Adding a beard of even a few days' growth produced the
most cost-effective change of appearance tactic an escapee could
do. My beard was now three hours and twenty minutes old but I
willed it to grow faster. I felt my chin, smooth. I wondered if
there was a vanity mirror on the sun-visor. As I reached for it I
heard a loud lorry horn behind me. I looked in the side mirror and
saw his headlight flashing in syncopated rhythm with his beeping.
The lights must have been on green for quite a while. Great. And I
wanted to sneak, surreptitiously through the town. A real White Van
Man wouldn't have stopped at all.

At the roundabout I saw a
signpost for Newcastle and moved into position to turn right on the
A69. My plan was to go to Newcastle as if I was heading for the M1
but in reality I was going to catch a train to go to Carlisle and
then to the west coast.

Hey, this was a main road and
it was busy. Reached fifty miles an hour. I had to think. At this
speed I'd be in Newcastle in half an hour. But, I had doubts about
this plan. I thought it was a really neat and cunning ruse to
backtrack on the train or bus. They wouldn't think of looking for
me arriving back in the Hexham area, but I could be spotted and if
I get to Newcastle too quickly I could be passing Hexham on a train
just as they started looking for me.

Speed cameras. I'd just passed
one. Suppose it was one of those smart digital cameras that grabbed
your number plate and in seconds matched it with missing ones on
the Police National Computer? Don't be silly, the computers might
work at hundreds of megahertz... but the brains in prison work at
two miles a fortnight. Still, it was a risk. Maybe I shouldn't go
into a main city. I looked at the clock: four. Now that's strange,
it was only just after ten when I left Stonelodge and I think even
I had driven at more than one mile an hour for the last six miles.
Either Wayne liked to be ahead of himself or a long way behind. Had
the clock stopped? And just at tea and biscuit time. Let's hope
that the rest of the van keeps working.

I should get off the main road.
I'd not seen a police car but I didn't want to wait until I did. I
saw a turning off to the left, the A68 to Hawick and Edinburgh.
Never heard of Hawick… and Edinburgh was light-years away so the
road might be quieter. Was that a police car behind me? Yes. But it
jetted past. Dammit, I'd gone ahead on the roundabout instead of
turning left, I'd better take the next left, whatever it was. Here
it comes, no that's no good… it's too small. I might get stuck for
hours behind a tractor. Here's another one with the B6309 signed to
Belsay. Never heard of that either but it would do.

Manoeuvre, signal, mirror –
never mind. Green fields on either side sprinkled with snow and in
the distance another white van coming towards me. I wonder if White
Van Men wave to each other when they pass, like lorry drivers. That
one didn't but the more of them I saw, the more confident I'd be
that a general search for me as a White Van Man would be difficult.
I would've thought that up here in the sticks in winter there'd be
no one around but there was a jag, followed by a pickup truck. I
needed a quieter road to be able to stop and sort things out so I
turned up a minor road.

I found a wide grass verge with
no buildings poking their roofs above the brown spiky hawthorn and
parked. I had to look at the map and revise my plans. I could relax
but only for a few moments. I decided to search for anything useful
in here. As I opened the rear door my eyes glinted at tins of white
paint. Great. Camouflage on the van, get rid of the obvious Hammer
and Tongs Refurbishment logo. A white streak was brushed across the
top of Hammer and Tongs. As I looked up from dipping the brush
again large drips were running down. I finished slopping on the
paint and dashed some on the other side. Inside the van I found a
Nike sports bag that held some tools. I discovered a grubby parka
coat decorated with random multicoloured paint splashes that I also
slung onto the front seat. Nothing else useful leapt out so I
squeaked the door shut again and went round to the driver's
door.

Oh no. Not only were there
dozens of vertical drips but the black words could still be seen.
Of course it really needed sanding down, undercoating, and two
topcoats. Good job Patricia wasn't here. Imagine her derision. I
should've wallpapered it.

I was remarkably calm as I
climbed back into the driver's seat and admired the cold clear air
of this rural pastoral scene. The ubiquitous car-radio crackled
away. I tried to tune it into Classic FM before realising that I
ought to be trying to find the police channel. Of course I had no
idea how to find it so I did the next best thing and tuned to
Geordie 103.2FM in case the local radio picked up my escape.

Having a quick rummage around
among the empty fag and crisp packets on the dashboard, I started
humming along to the inane jingle on the radio. It was an
arrangement of Vivaldi's Winter from the Four Seasons, savaged in
order to sell car insurance. In shock I sat up straight. I was
playing the solo sax. Caught, selling my soul, along with my friend
percussioning Preston and the rest of the band to pay the
mortgage.

Starting up the engine and
lurching off - I must have had some kangaroo petrol - I realised I
hadn't put the lid on the white paint. That damn milky paint. I
imagined the white fluid dribbling out of the door onto the road so
I stopped. Its dubious efficacy as van-camouflage would be
out-matched by the follow-me trail it would paint on the road.

The lid was on after all,
mocking me. As I walked back round to the driver's door yet again,
three cars came from the opposite direction, the last two
tailgating. It's uncanny how vehicles cluster, they must be
magnetic. I turned my face towards the side of the van telling
myself to remember to keep the baseball cap on in future. At least
the drivers, who sent dust up to stick on the wet paint, were too
absorbed in each other, fighting their magnetic pull, to take
notice of me. Nevertheless, as I restarted and travelled another
mile I worried about how far I could journey in this
vehicle-trap.

Now where was I going? I had to
keep stopping because these poxy little roads and the village names
on the signposts often appeared as squiggles or isolated dots, if
at all, on my crumpled now paint-splattered map. Ah, here was the
A696, that would go all the way to Scotland. My plans were in a
state of flux along with my state of mind. Another sixteen miles
and my jitter index was too high. I should abandon the speed
advantage of this road and be concealed by hedges on the side roads
but that would slow me down. Just as I was driving into Otterburn I
panicked and turned left. Blue flashing lights up ahead set off red
warning signs in my high-tension brain. It was possible that the
police were chasing a speeding motorist, but I was not going to
give in after only a couple of hours of fleeting freedom.

This stretch was much quieter.
I could hear my heart beating. Actually, it was banging away,
threatening to burst my eardrums. Something flashed in the mirror.
Was it blue? I couldn't see it properly as the mirror seemed to be
vibrating.

Whoops, that's why it was
shaking: the left wheels were on the grass verge and nearly into a
ditch. I must remember to keep looking ahead at least as much as
looking in the mirror. I'd better stop for a minute to calm down
and have another map-read.

It was no good, I couldn't keep
on driving like this. I was a bag of nerves. I'd have to ditch the
van and leg it. They wouldn't expect that. Surely they'd expect me
to carry on driving to London or some other big city. But they'd
probably have roadblocks or cameras over a fifty-mile radius by
now. Well, maybe not, I'm not exactly a notorious billion pound
hacker or Ricketts the Ripper but I must be worth some police time
after all the thousands per week it costs to incarcerate me.

With misty moist eyes and
feeling just a little sorry for myself, I peered at the map to see
where I could dump the van and for an unlikely route to escape on
foot. There: Kielder. I remember the reservoir being built and
completed too late just after it was needed to combat the country's
worst drought in the mid-seventies.

As I nervously guided my
getaway vehicle along the winding road towards Kielder Dam, I was
surprised how busy it was. Logging flat-backs and a considerable
number of white vans. Now where to hide the van? After twenty
minutes I still hadn't found a bush big enough or a hole deep
enough. I'd reached the dam, so I drove over the narrow road along
its top and gently stopped in the car park. Thoughtful planners had
built a clean public convenience so I might as well make use of it.
It was unlikely that the police would be on this backwoods road. I
tried peeing as fast as I could but it wouldn't rush, even when I
heard a vehicle draw up on the gravel outside.

It must be the police. They'd
found the van. I couldn't see me crawling out of the narrow windows
and there was no false ceiling to hide in. I hesitantly peered
around the door. Another white van. I came out relieved, twice
over, and looked at the driver. No driver. I looked around. But
there was nowhere to go except where I'd just been. He couldn't
have run into the trees over a hundred yards away. Perhaps he or
two of them were round the blind side of my van. Now that worried
me. I pretended to tie up my shoelaces and looked under both vans.
No feet.

'Hello there.' A feminine voice
chirped behind me, on her way out of the Ladies.

I gave a non-committal grunt in
reply. Then I thought, perhaps I could cadge a lift. They would not
be looking for two people in a different white van. But then she
would be able to say exactly where I was dropped off. So far I
hadn't shown my face so I pulled my baseball cap a little lower,
stood up, strode directly to the van door and climbed in without
turning round.

That close encounter of the
scary kind made me think of Wendy again. What happened between her
and Wayne behind closed doors? What had she sacrificed to help me
get away? Her dignity? Her job? I knew she was thinking on her
feet, mostly. And she had this notion we could be a future item.
All we had to do was get me out, clear my name, secure a couple of
divorces, me to get my job back and her to get another job. That's
all, unless of course we now had to break Wendy out after being put
away for helping me out. We gelled well, on the same wavelength,
appreciated the same music, films - on the whole - and much
more.

I waited a while before
starting up again. The steering wheel slipped under my trembling
grip so I whitened my knuckles. I had to find somewhere to hide the
van and either acquire another or start plodding over the
fields.

The engine growled and the
wheels scratched the car-park gravel as I turned onto the road. I
saw a two-wheeled track veering left off the road uphill into some
Scots Pine. This could be it: the hiding place of white vans. No
one in the rear view mirror or in front so left hand down a bit and
I was off-road. So far so good, I rounded another corner. I
should've pinched a four-wheel drive; the track had been designed
out of icy mud of the corrugated kind. And now the peculiar thing:
it was getting narrower. How can vehicle tracks get narrower? Do
they make Land Rovers with adjustable wheelbases? Whatever, my
forward journey had no future, but the return gave me the willies.
I've never liked reversing and rehearsing reversing never seemed to
crop up on the agenda of things to do on a day off.

So slipping and sliding
backwards, never knowing the exact location of my rear, I lost time
and more sanity as I reached the road again.

Another tense ten minutes
later, another lane to the left beckoned.

This looked more promising as
the grey slate roof of a small building peeped over the top of some
unkempt hedging. Sure enough, the lane meandered a little then came
to rest at a derelict cottage with a lean-to. It looked as if the
building once housed a workshop as I could spy rusted machinery
through the broken door. Getting out of the van I examined the
lean-to. It was big enough to hide the van but was half full of
rotting tea-chests, sacks and assorted dark matter… some of which
twitched.

I stood back and scratched my
head. This activity usually stirs up some brain function. I could
just leave the van around the side of the building. My van would
probably not be discovered for weeks unless experts skilled in
searching techniques were looking for it. People such as the
police. Perhaps I could clear the lean-to out then drive the van in
enough to mostly close the doors so that aerial surveillance might
miss it.

I had another look inside. It
was darkly musty and seemed as if it could be cleared if I had a
week or so to spare. No, let's go for it. I leapt into the driving
seat, reversed a few yards, and then gunned it. One thing I forgot.
I was in the van too. Not that there was anything that would smash
into the windscreen, but the left wheels lifted over the debris,
scaring me witless as I imagined the vehicle turning over. It
shuddered to a stop before it hit a bench.

I couldn't see anything. The
air was thick with black motes, dust, splinters and noise. But it
was done. The van was in and I could close the door. Then I had to
open it again. All my kit was still in it. I should've scavenged
all the useful stuff first. I rescued the bits of food and the
holdall along with the parka.

As I shut the driver's door I
noticed a green glow. Oh no, it was the display screen of a
vehicle-tracking device; they've got me. No, it was a mobile phone.
Now there's something useful, or was it? I had contemplated asking
Wendy for a mobile to keep in touch. She was not going to tell the
police and although they'd be able to find out what phones she had,
they were going to be tapping Patricia not Wendy. But, there was
always the problem of getting it charged.

Now I had one, but should I use
it? Service providers could track the whereabouts of any
switched-on mobile within a few hundred yards. Good God, that meant
they could have been tracking me all this time. I should turn it
off - no, it might need a PIN to turn it on again - a wasted find.
Then again, the sooner I could turn it off the better in case they
hadn't yet realised it was missing.

What was I thinking? The plods
up here weren't going to be using cell-phone tracking. They'd only
just stopped using whistles in favour of talking bricks.

Just in case though, I'd better
be quick. Of course the classic action was to plant the mobile in a
passing lorry so the police would follow it all the way to London
and on through the Chunnel to Istanbul. However, I could be
spotted. Better ditch it here. But who to ring? Wendy would know
more about the search. I'd like to know what happened after I
sneaked off. Patricia would know what the police had told her and
whether they were around our home. I would like to be able to give
comforting words and seek comfort from daughter Marie. Actually she
would find the whole escapade cool whereas Patricia would be
freaked out. As a husband and father I should ring Patricia. As a
survivalist I should ring Wendy. Of course I knew my own home phone
number and that would have settled it, but in fact I knew the
Stonelodge number since the Internet map was printed on the headed
notepaper I found in Wendy's office.

Decisions. The cold was seeping
into my clothes as I agonised.

Whoever I called, I'd have to
talk in code and so would my respondent.

'Hello?' a cautious female
voice.

'Wendy?'

'Who wants to know?'

'Hey, that's my line.'

'Oh, it's you, Are you enjoying
your holiday, Ken?' she said. What a clever girl.

'It's good to be away. Any
chance of having company out here?'

'Not in the immediate future.
Hey… you'll never guess, one of our inmates has escaped,' she
started to talk quickly, gaining confidence.

'No. Are you OK?'

'Me? I'm OK, Ken. It was funny,
we had some decorators in and one of them got a bit over-friendly
with me.'

'Not too much, I hope?'

'Don't worry, he's all
apologetic and quite embarrassed because it was while he was with
me that the prisoner took their van.'

'Hope there was nothing
valuable in it.'

'Only his mobile,' she neatly
let me know. 'He'd left it in the van in case he got it stolen in
the prison.'

'Life can be such a bitch. I
suppose they have roadblocks everywhere?'

'S'pose so. The local police
are handling it at the moment. Inspector Scott is the senior
investigative officer. Has a reputation for getting his teeth in
and not letting go.'

'Good for him.' But bad for me.
I was going to have to risk someone tapping into our
conversation.

'You on your own?'

'Yes, do you want to know what
a clever librarian I am, killing two allegorical birds with one
stone?'

'No. Oh, go on then. How does a
drop-dead gorgeous temptress get away with seducing a carry-on
decorating van-driver, help a felon escape and not be locked up
herself? I suppose it just comes naturally?'

'Behave. What sort of girl do
you think I am?' she cooed. I'm sure I could hear the fingernail
between her teeth. 'I had him remove his shirt and trousers in the
radio room. I playfully handcuffed him to a chair then left him
stewing while I waited next door.'

'Don't tell me, the poor sod
was expecting you to return wearing just your unbuttoned shirt,
whereas you really -'

'Don't interrupt, you are
always rushing me,' she said. 'I waited a while to give you more
time, then went to fetch a PO and gave a very convincing line in
the "he tried it on with me" variety but was able to con him into
being manacled.'

'Didn't he protest?'

'He was both extremely
embarrassed and very confused. Events happened quickly after that.
Teffy had to be stopped from belting him. I didn't realise he felt
so much for me.'

'More likely his manhood was
being dented if he didn't go ape.' I felt jealousy creep in.

'We had to go to the warden's
room. Poor Cruickshank wanted justice to be done but not seen to be
done, if you know what I mean?'

'He didn't want bad
publicity.'

'Brian wanted the police in but
I talked him round. As you say, he doesn't want his image dented. I
gave them both a forgiving cup of coffee and digestives to make up
for the misunderstanding. All this delayed the discovery of the van
that wasn't there.'

'Then all hell…'

'Their senses were not on an
even keel by then so they thought it had been moved.'

'They couldn't believe there
were any criminals around,' I added.

'Isn't that ironic, G…Ken. '
Did she need to keep up the pretence? ' Up to now you've been
innocent but now you are a genuine criminal.'

'Trying to make me feel
good?'

'Wish I could, lover. Is there
anything else you want to know?'

I could do with knowing what
the police were up to more specifically, but Wendy wasn't likely to
be party to any details.

'Any plans for you to join this
Inspector Scott for a stroll in the countryside?'

'Well, I believe it's mostly a
main road job at the moment, especially towards London and
Manchester.'

'What a pity. Still, if you
decide to go for a hike in the hills do let me come with you. You
could bring a picnic.'

'Are you getting hungry
already? There's a nice café in Lever Street.'

'Lever Street? In Piccadilly,
Manchester?' I was confused, how did she know about Lever Street?
The jewellery shop was there… and just a minute. I tried to
remember whether the building next door was a café. My memory was
somewhat blurred, traumatised by having to recall the scene from a
pavement viewpoint, whilst being trammelled into submission. I was
aware that there was no answer from the other side.

'Hey, I'll be running up a
bill. Is there anything else I should know about?' I was feeling
even more uneasy. I could only take so much excitement.

'Not that I can think of. I'll
know more by tomorrow afternoon, give me another call then. Take
care, Ken.'

I needed to kill this phone. I
pressed the red button and kept pressing it until it died. The
chances of the police using cell-phone tracking were probably slim
and for accuracy they needed a denser network of radio-masts than
existed here, but freedom was too precious to take yet another
chance. Now let's see if Wayne had put a PIN in it. No, he hadn't.
Umm, should I keep it? The battery symbol indicated about
one-quarter life left. Very useful to have an indicator like that.
I could do with one, maybe on my arm showing me how long I'd got
before I was caught.

I stood there looking at the
phone, wondering whether to ditch it but wondering also about
Wendy. I couldn't get a grip on how she knew about a café being on
Lever Street and why she'd said it. She would have access to my
record and so it might have stuck with her where the shop was. She
might have guessed there was a café there. Hey, I didn't know if
there was for sure, so that was probably it. She'd tried to use
some paperback psycho-babble nonsense to comfort me and instead it
niggled out that nasty worm of suspicion.

Luckily the weather was good
for January. I could see snow or ice on the hilltops but hopefully
I'd be able to keep lower down. It would be insane of me to go for
a winter walk over high moorland, but that was exactly what I
wanted them to think. Well, my deliberation went along the lines
that they should believe I was nuts and therefore unpredictable,
but not mad enough to attempt this direction. Little did they
know.

I knew I had the will to
survive. How did I know? I was telling me. Naïve confidence or
whatever, I gathered up my few belongings, including the mobile. I
knew I had to head in a westerly direction.

It was good that I'd found the
Nike holdall. Although I hated going for long walks having to hold
a bag. I had the parka on over the decorator's coverall so was
quite warm. Trainers were not hiking boots but I had no choice.
When I had to cross very boggy bits I'd put a carrier bag around
each foot. I had no gloves but my fingernails were still pink.

I looked back at where I heaved
the rotting doors closed as much as I could and wondered if I
should do more scavenging. But my feet were eager to get going.

 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 


I felt quietly confident. I'm
not just a good-weather Sunday hiker. I got as far as gold award
for the Duke of Edinburgh at school, humping a heavy rucksack over
thirty miles worth of Welsh mountains for a few days, camping
overnight. A few Outward Bound winter exercises were lending me
some memories too. Triple checking the map and getting out my
homemade compass I looked to the west. A track made its way between
the Norway spruce but it was steep with fallen trees to clamber
over, exposed skin gathering tiny splinters. I worried about those
felled incipient newspapers. The last thing I needed now was to
stumble upon a chain-saw Freddie looking for a reward.

I was soon puffed and
uncomfortably warm. My breakfast was being converted into
muscle-feeding glycogen but my heating-up so soon was also a
symptom of my general lack of fitness. I took off the
coverall-dungarees - good camouflage if I found myself having to
hide in front of a white wall with random orange splodges.

This was no Amazon jungle, I
had yet to see any sign of wild-life, not even a bird. It was our
wonderful British winter. What wasn't hibernating was peeping at me
from behind apparently lifeless undergrowth. I spotted a grey
squirrel scurrying around and up a tree, probably searching for the
hazel nuts it had hidden in autumn. At least I was fairly sure I
wasn't going to get turned in by that particular mammal. It was
difficult progress. This wasn't a path, just a direction uphill and
westward. Obscured drainage ditches and occasional forest roads
crossed my route.

My spirit gained some elation
in the physical exercise. Anything was better than being cooped up,
even if I was going to be recaptured and re-incarcerated at any
moment. I would have something to re-live in solitary.

The tread on my trainers soon
filled with clay and three feet up and two down measured good
progress. I had to sit on a fallen tree and use a twig to scrape
away the accumulation of clay and mud as my trainers transformed
from size 10 to size 14 every twenty minutes or so.

My breath gushed out in bursts
of grey clouds. My legs were leaden and the mud on my trainers had
travelled up my jeans. Some adventure holiday trek. Why hadn't I
done some training for this? I could have joined the gym at
Stonelodge although I would have looked odd in there. Everyone who
used the gym looked as if they'd been in there every day. Muscles
on top of muscles with matching narrowed eye-slits. Communication
was by grunt. I could've done a lot of walking up and down stairs.
One of the inmates did. No one knew why. I only knew his nickname,
Banister, but he wouldn't talk to anyone. It would be ironic if he
was building up for this sort of malarkey and here I was doing it
with only memories in my muscles instead of real training.

I was getting a cramp under my
left lower ribs and stood, hands on hips, slightly bent over for a
while. A good time to use the mobile to give Patricia a quick ring.
The batteries were not going to last for much longer and I couldn't
believe all the cell-phone providers were going to keep records of
the location of all the millions of mobiles. My eagerness for news
outweighed the risk.

'I'm sorry, the BT-debt-owner
is not around at the moment, though…will be back any minute so
don't go thinking the house is empty for long. After the beep you
could state your name, phone number and whatever it is you want and
bog off… ' …Beeeeeeep.

Typical of Patricia, covering
all angles. 'Pick up the phone, Pat. I know you've put the answer
phone on to filter out the nuisance calls.' Was I a nuisance?

'Is that you?'

'No, it's me. How are you
coping?'

'Never mind me and Marie, we're
all right. Where are you?' she asked, incredibly.

'Birmingham,' I said, instantly
regretting I hadn't said Newcastle or somewhere up here to make the
listening police assume I was really somewhere else.

'At my Auntie Elsie's
presumably,' she said. Another clever girl.

'Nearby. You have heard
then?'

'A nice Mr Cruickshank seemed
quite concerned about you and we'd been a bit inundated with the
press.'

'Ah, sorry about that. Did, er,
the warden say anything?'

'He mentioned that your appeal
will be on hold while you are at large. I told him I assumed you're
trying to clear yourself.'

'I couldn't stand it any more
in there, Pat. You know I haven't even been assessed. Sure, I am
going to try and clear myself but… how are you getting on with a
Private Investigator?' I didn't feel I was handling this well and
the battery indicator was visibly sinking.

'Dave Pawling, he works in the
same building as a friend of mine.' I knew she meant Brian Court,
her very good friend but what the hell.

'Get him to see if there were
any dodgy dealings the jewellers were up to, will you?' I asked.
'And any Peter Pan-type connections.' This really was pushing her
cryptic clue abilities. She won't know Wendy's name but a PI might
find out.

'What? Oh well, I suppose you
know what you're doing, though it'd be the first time.'

'I've only seconds left, Pat.
Give my love to Marie, will you?'

'You can tell her yourself,
here you go.'

'Hi, Dad,' her-ten-year-old
voice burst in.

'Marie. Hello? Hello?' Damn
it.

Now the phone should be
incapacitated so that no way could it be used to trace me. I
removed the SIM card, smashed all the components with a sandstone
rock and buried the lot under another stone.

*

Again I found myself cursing my
trainers. Even if the surface wasn't icy, my progress was slippery.
However, I felt confident and full of sporadic energy as the White
Van Man was being transformed into the pedestrian fugitive he
preferred.

I advanced up the slope even
though it was five steps forward and two back, which was quite an
improvement from the heavily forested slope I started on. After the
phone call to Patricia I cooled down but glowed again with the
effort. The north-easterly wind was helping to push me up the
hill.

I looked up at the overcast
sky. It was only twelve-thirty so I should have at least three
hours of daylight left. It didn't look like rain and the clouds
didn't have that yellowish look about them that signified snow.

The sickening feeling in my
stomach told me this was all very unreal. Look at my feet. Although
it wasn't raining the ground vegetation was wet from the previous
night's dew and my trainers were soaked. Were the squelching noises
from the wet ground or from inside my trainers? I wasn't sure which
was worse, great lumps of clay and mud on the trainers or saturated
feet. I had been going to put my feet inside plastic bags for
bog-hopping but I hadn't expected to get so wet on grass. In any
case the stones in the grass would rip the carrier bags to
shreds.

Five minutes later I had to go
downhill a little on a rocky surface. I was still relishing the
emotions of freedom and control over my immediate life when,
unexpectedly, my left foot went its own way forward when my brain
was expecting it to stay on the rock I had aimed for. As gravity
dominated my movement I thought I had better minimise the damage
and spread my hands aiming at anything solid. I was able to see
that, at worst, I was only going to fall a few yards down the
slope. You feel such an ignominious fool when you fall over.
Specially when you can't stop yourself and fly through the air
heading for cotton-grass, sphagnum bog-moss and great lumps of
rocks as your landing strip. Ummph. Nothing to it. Nothing worse
than green grass stains, grazed hand, twisted ankle and banged
head. I was lucky this time but it brought some sense in me to take
more care.

I laughed out loud. What a fool
I felt, and yet even the most experienced hiker falls over. There
again, look at me: anorak, jeans and a tatty pair of trainers, in
winter, on a wet surface, high up and running away. Fall over? It's
a wonder I'm not bouncing all the way on my head. It would've been
more embarrassing if someone had seen me. What am I talking about?
I bravely stood on one of the larger boulders and looked around.
Looking east I could see the dark green conifers I had just come
from. To the north a wisp of smoke emerged from more trees. To the
northeast was moorland stretching upwards in a giant convex wet
slope. A mix of ruddy bracken, green mosses and grey grit-stone.
Something similar was to the south and west ahead of me, only
lumpier and uphill. No sign of pursuers.

Two p.m. and the sky was a
yellowish-grey. Probably another hour or so of daylight left. I'd
have to look out for shelter soon but I would need to make sure it
was hidden from my seekers as well as from the cold and possible
rain. I stopped again on a slight rise as I neared the rim of the
moorland. I listened carefully. What should I be listening for? All
I could hear was silence. According to my Outward Bound course I
should be able to hear the pee-wit calls of the lapwing, the bark
of a fox, chirrup of crickets along with the occasional anguished
distress call of a reckless escaped prisoner. But nothing. At least
I couldn't hear the distant bay of the sniffer hounds or of
helicopters.

However, just because I
couldn't hear anything, it didn't mean they weren't there. The
hills have a habit of hiding sound just around the corner. In any
case my head was buzzing so much with all this hectic activity and
stress that I wasn't sure that my ears were working properly.

I was presumptuous about the
absence of wildlife around here. I'd had an eye out for any sort of
aerial movement and a helicopter blade-like fluttering sent warning
signals to the be-scared portion of my brain. There, to my right.
Was it a Ricketts-seeking Lynx helicopter? Was it an eagle? No, I
think it was a kestrel. It must have good built-in gyroscopes for
its body to stay so still, but its quivering wing tips were a dead
give-away. What a design fault. Perhaps it's to give voles and mice
a fighting chance. I'd better make sure my toes were tucked well in
when I was asleep in case of mistaken identity.

I must make progress. My God,
my calves were hurting. I used to jog up steeper hills than this
not many years ago. My breathing complained too. I could hear
wheezing noises and they weren't coming from that mossy stone I'm
about to sit on.

I looked for the dipping sun so
I could head west. Of course I couldn't see the sun, just a bright
area in the overcast blanket that was getting darker by the minute.
Once the sun dipped below the horizon I'd have to use my home-made
compass to steer by. Ever tried crossing a boggy moor at night?
Even with a torch it's an activity guaranteed to get your knees
wet.

So far I hadn't had to
negotiate a wet boggy area. Clumps of old cotton grass patchworked
with green and brown bog-moss in areas, but it was mostly wintering
heather, died-down bracken with some bilberry and thorny bushes.
Half an hour later the sun was really low. I peered into the
western gloom to spot a good shelter for the night. Silly really
since I felt fairly fit, legs and lungs notwithstanding, and eager
to keep going. I might have to keep going, dark or not, if I didn't
find the equivalent of a B&B soon. Could be a dry or
not-too-wet ditch with not-too-many rats, a few weeds to keep me
hidden and to stop me freezing. While on tour with the band we
stayed in hotels worse than that.

Hello, the sheep have started
bleating. I'd seen them before but they weren't making a noise
then. As I made progress more sheep appeared so I slowed down so as
not to stampede them. That would be a bit of a give-away to any
passing police helicopter. They still moved away from me as if I
was the anti-pied piper. I wonder why sheep are white? They glowed,
even in the gloaming light. They should've evolved in army
camouflage pattern. Perhaps ancient farmers selectively bred paler
sheep to make so they could be found easily.

I stumbled again in the gloom
and stepped in an ankle-deep puddle. A little ice glistened in the
dead bracken leaves, but only in the distance could I see larger
patches of ice. It meant that in spite of feeling quite warm from
my exertions it was around freezing. My breath jetted out in small
clouds. I faced the danger I'd be found stiffer than I want to be
tomorrow.

I scanned the landscape, which
was fairly level, with a gentle incline towards the west. Gloomy
rocky lumps leered at me. But I was getting used to the amorphous
thorn bushes, birch trees and treacherous boggy bits. Evidence of
human interference with nature manifested itself as broken dry
stone walls and the occasional abandoned derelict half building in
seas of stinging nettles.

I thought back to the survival
guides to making a shelter. Cobblers. At least for real survival
out here in Britain. The guides would have me search for a tree
with a Y branch and start making a bivouac with branches and
leaves. In fact what you did was look for one someone had prepared
earlier, made with bricks or stone and preferably roofed with
corrugated iron. Of course a very recently abandoned cottage would
be very handy but since they are fetching around a quarter of a
million quid, and more with a roof, they're not abandoned long.

I looked for anything sticking
above vegetation level that might be a wall or a building. I saw a
shepherd's shelter about half a mile off to the right. I started
off towards it in decidedly darker light. Would they call off
looking for me at night? Most TV news reports of police searches
have them stopping after dark but it didn't make sense to me. With
infrared facilities the colder surfaces at night would make looking
for a hot human body much easier. However, who was I to argue?
Perhaps it was a rumour deliberately spread to put escapees off
their guard. Trouble was that I could see only one likely derelict
building to shelter in, so any searchers would see the same
building and say, 'Ah-ah, I bet he's in there.' Well they'd be
right; I'd have to take the chance. For all I knew they were still
at the roadblock stage and on all roads to London and would not
have dreamt I'd be demented enough to be stomping though an icy
bog.

Sure enough, the building was
roofless and surrounded by nettles. Apparently stinging nettles
love growing in potassium-rich soil. Urine has a lot of
potassium.

I had three and a half walls
about a yard or so high, so where was the nice large sheet of
corrugated iron I promised myself for a roof? The floor was a
jumble of slates, rotten timber, wall-stones and a fair amount of
sheep doings. I'm going to complain to the estate agents. It's not
too dark yet to look around for lean-to roofing material. Gingerly
stepping around in the damp nettles and rocks, my foot embedded
itself in a mushy lump. Agghh. It was a dead sheep. I sat down
suddenly with the revulsion and shock. Then an embarrassed laugh.
Funny how we laugh when we show ourselves up. It's to reveal to
others that we can rise above such minor gaffes. Why I laughed was
difficult to say since there had better not be anyone around to
hear my nonchalance. I used some dock leaves to clean up my Reebok
then used some rocks and more leaves to cover the carcass. I
wondered how it died. It wasn't at the foot of a cliff. Perhaps it
was old age. No, farm animals aren't allowed to die of natural
causes. Perhaps it had cancer or the flu. I think it just gave up.
It had tired of the sheep-race, the constant bleating of its
companions, had some prescience of its fate and decided to cheat
the farmer of his profit.

Stumbling around another corner
I found my roof. It was a zinc bath used as a water trough before
it grew a few holes. So now I had walls and a roof, when it was
propped up on stones. All I needed was a floor. The sheep's carcass
was on the southern side of the wall so I constructed my inner
dwelling on the inside of the northern wall. Now where did I put
that airbed or mattress? The books tell you to collect armfuls of
hay to improvise, so, what did I have? Stinging nettles, dead
bracken, some grass made short by the ever-active lawnmowers on
legs around here, cotton-grass and a few patches of sphagnum
bog-moss. The latter was spongy but you would have to spend all
night wringing it out.

I manipulated the bath upside
down onto some rocks and sat on another rock to ponder and feel
hungry. Good point. I was hungry and getting colder. The overcast
stratus cloud would hopefully stop me getting too cold. I looked to
see what provisions I'd brought. I looked in the holdall. Ah, no
wonder it was heavy, I had a litre bottle of Buxton water and a few
digestive biscuits. A packet of salted peanuts and that was it.
Well, I should be over the top by sunset tomorrow and I had money
so I'd be able to buy some food. So I could eat it all now. No, I'd
better not. It's always wise to keep some food for emergencies. Did
I? Did I heck, you know what it's like eating digestives: one just
followed another. Good job I still had the peanuts - but look,
there was a tear in the bag and a grave danger of them falling out
one by one. I didn't realise how much energy this escapade had
taken out of me. I was starving. At least I saved some of the water
for tomorrow.

I stretched up and only then
realised that the rock was not as dry as my trousers would have
liked. Another listening exercise was in order. Whitish shapes
moved slowly around but didn't bleat any more. Nothing. Why
couldn't I hear crickets, owls or search helicopters? Obviously I
wasn't important enough.

It was really dark now and not
a lot happening. It must be bedtime. Good job I had one of those
cheap Casio digital watches with a light button. Six o-five. What?
I thought it would be ten o'clock at least. Never mind, the rest
would do me good. I'd forgotten my silk pyjamas so I'd keep all my
clothes on. I made myself as comfortable as I could in the
circumstances, crawled under the bath and pulled some more bracken
over me.

 



CHAPTER NINE

 


With my head pillowed by the
holdall, consciousness went for another walk in a surprisingly
short time. I must have been more zonked than I thought. I kept
waking up: sometimes in a panic when I heard scuffling noises
nearby. Sheep? The SAS, on a search and destroy mission? Or just my
adrenalin-charged imagination? Sometimes, it was the bone-seeking
cold that woke me. I've slept in Bed and Breakfast hovels both in
Britain and the Continent during the winter, in unheated and
draught-assisted rooms with only a thin army-surplus blanket. I
don't usually feel the cold too much and could sleep in appalling
conditions. However, the stomach-griping conditions of being on the
run was something else.

*

Next day it was warmer and I
found I did have a flask, along with biscuits in the holdall. The
tea was still warm. I sat on a moss-covered lump of sandstone with
the warmth gurgling its way satisfactorily down inside me when a
staccato beat penetrated my skull. Helicopter. What else? Where
could I hide?

As the percussion crescendoed I
threw my unwilling body down and made it as invisible as you could
for a twelve-stone weakling. I squeezed my eyes shut as you do,
thinking it might help.

Just a minute, it wasn't a
helicopter it was rain.

I was still under the upturned
tin bath. It was still dark and cold, and my back registered every
bump including the wet ones. I'd been dreaming. I should've
guessed. Maybe I could return to sleep and everything would go
away.

It didn't work. I was gripped
by insomniac vicissitude. Sleep was as allusive as finding a
karaoke singer in tune. I was inside a large drum. At least if I
could hear it then it couldn't be snow. My shivering informed me I
might have been warmer if I was covered with a blanket of snow. It
wasn't particularly heavy rain but enough to be disturbing. The
staccato raindrops were not in syncopation. It was doing my head in
and a goose-grey dawn was forcing itself through the nimbostratus
and under the zinc bath where I'd lifted the edge on to a few
stones. I decided I would rise for non-breakfast. I added to the
potassium-rich soil, barely open eyes watching the steamy stream
against the ancient stone wall. There went some valuable body heat.
A cold-shiver resonated from head to toe and back again.

The rain continued as I
sheltered under the tin-bath. Should I make progress with my
journey and become saturated, with a likelihood of hypothermia, or
should I wait for better weather?

A couple of damp hours later, I
was still under the bath. The sky hadn't changed. It showed no dawn
with magical crepuscular rays of sunshine darting from suspended
clouds, just an indefinable blend from pre- to post-dawn. The dark
wasn't so much pushed away by sunlight, as invited to linger a
while to join the reluctant daytime.

The rumblings in my stomach
were in direct competition with the rattling of rain on my roof.
But it didn't matter because I was going to walk into an
Eight-till-Late and buy pies and a can or two. It's always good to
have a goal in life. If I waited just a little while longer, the
rain would clear and I'd get going. Where were my comfy bracken
leaves to keep me cold instead of freezing?

I must have dozed off for a
short while. It was probably the silence that woke me up. At least
I wouldn't get wet while I skipped along the rest of my westward
journey. Whoa, what was this? True, the rain had stopped but the
precipitation had continued; only it was the white stuff. Just the
job for leaving footsteps.

This was ridiculous. I couldn't
spend all day under this tin bath. I was shivering and hungry, I
had to get going. The parka coat was wet but better than no coat at
all. I had the tin-foil but I couldn't rig it as an extra layer to
keep warm or dry because it would rip. I'd need it to cover my
prone state when hiding from infrared cameras day or night. I was
still puzzled that I hadn't seen any aeroplanes or helicopters yet.
Was I not worthy?

I stretched my arms and tried
to look in the direction I had walked. The snow blew at me, making
it impossible to see a damn thing.

The sky was overcast with a
yellow-grey nimbostratus giving up its load in a steady curtain. It
wasn't possible to say where the sun was hiding and after my
wanderings yesterday I was only vaguely aware where west was. Out
with my makeshift compass. Good, at least the white stuff was
coming at me from over my right shoulder and not straight in the
face as I staggered off.

After only a few minutes I
looked like a walking snowman. The only consolation was that I was
invisible to anyone more than a foot away. I could make out the
larger ditches just before falling into them. What I didn't see was
the barbed-wire fence. It was a good job it wasn't an ordinary
smooth wire fence. I bounced backwards like an apple from a
catapult and would have fallen on my back if the sharp metal barbs
hadn't stuck into my coat. So there I was dangling, leaning
backwards with my hands keeping warm in my pockets and the Nike
holdall that was over my right shoulder now in the crook of my arm.
No wonder an observant sheep was bleating its mirth.

I stumbled blindly along the
fence looking for a gate, when I remembered I had a pair of pliers
in my holdall. Sorry, Mr. Farmer, but my survival rated higher than
a few sheep wandering between fields.

Now there's a piece of luck.
This environmental farmer has decorated part of his fence with a
large plastic bag. I couldn't tell whether it originally contained
fertiliser or feed pellets as it was badly battered, but it made a
reasonable sleeveless pullover on top of my parka. With the holdall
back over my shoulder, I stepped over the cut fence and stomped off
once again, the snow leading the way.

Unfortunately, the snow was not
a reliable directional guide. One minute it blasted my neck, the
next it was up my nose. It was a master of the vortex. And snow is
cold, in fact it's freezing.

Of course it was mid-morning
when I'd started out, so already it was getting past midday. I was
making very slow progress indeed, tripping and stumbling in a
hopefully western direction. I thought I had reached the top of the
ridge but it was only one of its daughter foothills. And then
another, and another. It was exhausting, soul-destroying, and
downright disheartening. If this was a weekend walk I would have
given up and gone home by now. However, I had will-power to keep me
going. The will to keep out of Stonelodge and the maniacal clutches
of Wendy's tough Teffy. The power that went with the will was
struggling to keep up.

After a few hours of stomach
rumbling, your body gives up arguing about it all and just gets on
with converting fat to glucose. It must have switched mode, having
given up waiting for prison gunge to drop in and started on my
spare tyre.

I had to find shelter, even if
it was just the lee-side of a wall. Certainly the appalling
visibility didn't help me spot an abandoned luxury mansion like I'd
had last night.

My trainers were soaked
through. As long as I kept moving my toes kept fairly warm but I
needed to allow myself to light a fire tonight. Better to light it
while there was a glimmer of some twilight so anyone else out for a
stroll wouldn't see it. These survival thoughts comforted my
determination to press on a little more in the hope of finding some
sort of shelter in this white-out. It was hazardous to continue
trampling in this landscape. It looked as cute as a Christmas
pudding with a creamy custard-sauce but with snow-covered traps for
ankle-twisting and knee-wrenching. Worse, I might stumble across a
road and into the open door of a police van.

I nearly walked into a low
stone wall about five feet high. It was made loosely of sandstone.
A hard wall builder assembled these stones some two hundred years
ago and now a fugitive was to find shelter alongside it.

The blizzard had settled down
to your average minor snowstorm so I shouldered the holdall and
keeping the wall within sight on my left I set off, again. As the
wall started heading off higher up the hill, so did I. At least the
increased slope was making my muscles warmer but the higher I went
the colder it became.

Later the incline became a
decline. Was this it? Had I reached the top and now I could zoom
down to the known world? Maybe, it was too dark to tell. For all I
knew there was a roller coaster ahead with mostly inclines. The
snow was definitely thinning.

Whoa, I nearly hit my head as a
dark shape loomed up ahead. It was difficult to be sure but it
looked like I'd nearly walked into a bridge spanning the gully I
was stumbling down. The stone wall butted up to what might be
concrete. It was about six feet wide and I could make out
snow-covered moor on the other side. But what was it for, out here
in the wild? I stopped to listen, in case it was wider than it
seemed and I was nearly under a road. Perhaps this gully filled
with water in the spring and a farm lane crossed it. Now would have
been a good time to have a torch. I'd hate to find a store of
barbed wire or mega-deposits of sheep dung. It was dank but
remarkably dry - a definite improvement on my old cell, especially
with respect to the wrinkle of odour. One problem was that the wind
jetted through the narrow gap, making it feel much colder. However,
there were plenty of rocks around, so I spent another half an hour
piling up some stones in the entrance. Luckily, it was only about
four feet high. Pushing some snow in the gaps made a good
windbreak.

I still had the farmer's
plastic bag over the parka so it didn't really matter if the
mattress of bracken was a bit damp. In the increasing darkness I
surveyed my new bed-sit. I had a sloping ceiling, uneven earthen
floor, a few rocks and dead weeds around with my head pointing
north. Definitely bad Feng Shui. Nevertheless, with the holdall for
a pillow, I fell asleep. I was secure in the knowledge that I
should be able to buy some food tomorrow, again.

Uncontrollable shivering woke
me up. It was dark. I looked up at the sky, a featureless and grim
overcast - I'd forgotten I was under a bridge. There at my feet I
could see the sky. At least the sky was dark, even though the
ground was white. The snow was quite thinly spread. It was no more
than two inches deep, except where turbulence piled it.

I sensed movement. It was a
dog. I thought I'd heard one yesterday afternoon. No, it was a
sheep, and another one. They saw me but didn't run for it. Perhaps
they'd come under the bridge to keep out of the snow. Most sheep
run like hell when they see humans. Perhaps they didn't recognise
me as a human, just a miserable wretch. My ears picked up a
buzzing. No, it was a droning noise like a propeller. I looked up,
searching for the blinking of the nav lights on the wing-tips but I
was tired, my eyes bleary. Hey, the sheep would make good cover if
I was being looked for with infrared picking up my body-heat.
Where's that tin-foil? With that over me my heat-signature would be
lower. The other thing in my favour was that the body-heat of sheep
was a couple of degrees higher than mine, even though it might have
better insulation than me. Why were they here anyway? They live
here, you fool. What was I talking about? I could get back under
the bridge until the aeroplane had finished this search grid and
flew on to another. Damn, I'd moved a few yards from the bridge and
couldn't find it. I went into panic override and did a random
high-speed search then stopped dead. I thought the plane had gone
but all of a sudden it was on top of me. Too late to find the
bridge. I looked to cuddle a sheep but they were doing a Brownian
motion demonstration, running in every direction. Either the plane
had frightened them or they could telepathically pick up my need to
use one as camouflage. After a few stumbles, the plane's throbbing
closing in, I tucked myself into a foetal position trying to make
my nocturnal heat signature as much sheep-like as possible. I was
sure that one of its wheels was going to touch my back when I
realised that had I been a real sheep I would be in the next field
by now and still galloping. The plane passed over the wall to the
west. I lifted my head and did a 360 while the plane was turning. I
spotted my night-time shelter and went for it. Long coarse grass
wrapped itself round my foot just as the plane was about to come
back over the wall. I dived under the bridge head first. I was
winded and deafened. The plane was going as slow as it could, as
though it was trying to land. Perhaps the farm track was straight
enough; surely the pilot wasn't going to land on the moor? I must
have left footsteps in the thin snow but thanks to the sheep, there
would be a myriad of patterns. The plane roared over. Bits fell on
me under the bridge. I don't know what had vibrated loose but hoped
that they weren't scared bat droppings. I wished I had bat-ears to
detect what the plane was doing. I was sure it had half circled
again. It was getting louder again … then a diminuendo, thank God.
Then suddenly, the bridge thundered and flakes of concrete along
with their spider inhabitants cascaded down on top of me. At least
there were no bats. Above me the plane must have used the bridge
for its initial landing - they knew it wouldn't be soft ground -
before heading down the lane as its landing strip. Now what? Did I
stay so close to them? Surely they knew this was a bridge and would
search here? I'd better slither out, stick to the wall and any
sheep. I headed up the gentle slope, keeping close to the wall and
in the opposite direction to where the plane was still
manoeuvring.

I needed to move anyway, to get
muscles generating heat, pursued or not. After some lung-bursting
minutes, I huddled down and sneaked a backward look. I thought I
could just make out the tail and over the other side of the wall I
could see dark shapes moving back more or less down the way I had
arrived last night. I had at least a half hour on them. Slow down,
heart.

I brushed my hand against my
face and was shocked at the abrasion. I hadn't shaved since
yesterday morning. Or was it the day before? No, it was Tuesday.
Pretty sure about that. Or was I? My mouth was dry as I rasped my
rough tongue over cracked lips. It wasn't far, for heaven's sake,
to get to civilisation and some warmth. Just over the rest of this
hill.

Shakily I stoop-walked for a
while until the height of the wall matched me, and then I stood up.
I scanned the horizon, twice. It looked like a Christmas cake. A
soft glow was in the east; an incipient dawn illuminated the
silence.

The cold weather squeezed my
bladder so although I hadn't taken on much water I was required to
lose some hot liquid from time to time. I hadn't needed any toilet
paper, which was just as well since I hadn't any. I could imagine
having a green arse once I needed to use dock leaves.

The wind had died and the dawn
lived. I looked up and saw a grey sky with grey clouds and grey
smoke. Smoke. A house?

 



CHAPTER TEN

 


No doubt about it, there was
smoke over the horizon.

Half a mile of uphill sliding
and struggling left me exhausted. I sat down on an icy, mossy
sandstone rock and rummaged again in my holdall. Come on, there
must be some breakfast here. And there it was: two Benzedrine
tablets. Ideal for energy and stamina in emergencies like this.
There was a downside but I couldn't remember what it was, so down
went one with another mouthful of slightly warmed-up snow. Wow. You
know what it's like having strong coffee after a few caffeine-free
days? Multiply by a lot and that's how I felt. I suppose it must be
the empty stomach I had developed.

I didn't remember bouncing up
the rest of the hill. I didn't even mind seeing that the top wasn't
the top. Nor the false top after that. Nor did I notice the wet
feet and chapped lips.

After being without decent food
for a few days you don't feel hungry, just weak and disorientated.
On the other hand my brain seemed quite sharp. It was probably the
Benzedrine.

I heard the drone of an
aircraft a long way behind me. Perhaps they too saw the smoke. I
looked to see if I could see the stream of smoke to the north west
of me. A hill separated me from its source but it was bound to be a
cottage or farm. No one was idiot enough to be camping out in this
weather, were they? I squatted motionless as the plane appeared
over the horizon, half-circled to the north, and flew off to the
east.

Keeping my head down as if I
was on a military manoeuvre, I crept up to the crest of the hill
and saw the blue-grey sheen of slate dusted with snow on the
ridge.

They might have seen a picture
of me on the TV. Of course I would've been clean-shaven but until I
had a respectable beard I'd look like a scary tramp. But then, I
was a starving and freezing scary tramp and had to take chances. I
listened for a while and lay on my back scanning the sky. No more
signs of aerial reconnaissance.

I approached the moorland farm.
I needed to stop shivering, have food and warmer clothing, but if
necessary I would skirt this one and go on to the next. The smoke
told me I could be warm soon if I wasn't shot at or eaten by savage
sheep-dogs.

A woman was in the barn milking
a goat. It looked at me. Unlike me, the woman was well wrapped up
against the frosty morning. I froze, both metaphorically and
literally, as the vision was so timeless. She sat with her mauve
padded anorak back to me, on a camping stool rhythmically squirting
steaming milk into a clean aluminium bucket. I took my chance, and
shivering, coughed my approach.

Turning her head she smiled a
good morning. She didn't seem at all concerned at encountering
bronchial strangers on the moors. Maybe she was expecting the
postman.

'M-m-morning ma'am,' I could
hardly get the words out. Days of not talking to anyone coupled
with the dehydration and bitter weather must have disabled my
tonsils. I should've kept my voice lubricated by conversing more
with the sheep. 'My c-c-car skidded off the road during the night.
I w-w-wonder if I could have a warm by your fire... and possibly a
cup of tea?'

'You look frozen, dear.' She
beamed at me with some hesitation but gaining in confidence as she
took in my pathetic condition. As we entered the kitchen she put a
finger to her lips.

'Don't make too much noise or
Dan will stir.' As I was wondering whether Dan was an
eighteen-stone husband or a black and white sheep dog, she carried
on.

'He's usually an early riser
but this being a winter Wednesday there's nowt for him to do.'

My God, was it Wednesday
already? They must have discovered I'd gone by now.

I was ushered and shushed into
a large kitchen where there was a real fire in an old-fashioned
brick hearth.

'Buttered toast?'

'Heaven,' I replied with a
sincerity unfelt for a long time.

As she stripped off the outer
quilted layer, I beheld a well-nourished smiling woman, probably in
her forties, although I'm a notoriously poor judge of age.

I'd already stripped off my
feed-pellet overcoat over the horizon, but suddenly realised that I
probably stank to heaven.

'Is it possible to clean up a
little, please?'

'Of course, luv, but you don't
mind using the outhouse, do you, only, Dan… You know…' She pointed
to the room above us.

'Outhouse?'

'Where I was milking Shirley,'
she said, with a quiet laugh.

Although it was the outhouse it
had a large waist-high porcelain sink with lagged hot and
cold-water taps. I spied some dark recesses as my hands and face
enjoyed real warm soapy water. I chanced Shirley's keeper coming
out and gave Percy a much needed wash. Ah, I was spotted; Shirley
was spying from the dark recess. I apologised, dried my bits and
hands on an icy dark green towel and went back in.

The warmth enveloped me as I
re-entered the fire-lit kitchen. The aroma of toast and coffee was
ambrosia. How on earth could Dan sleep through it?

Sinking into a tired old
bottomless armchair, I helped myself to yesterday's Daily Mail.
Scanning through it I found no reference to me. Now if I was a real
man I would have started at the back page and there found it under
the Stop Press. No doubt the original text released by the police
would have run something like 'The public are alerted to be on the
lookout for Gerald Ricketts, 43, a convicted felon who has been
reported as missing from Hexham Prison at 10 a.m. Monday January
3rd. He is of medium build, 5 feet 10 inches tall with light brown
short hair, clean shaven, grey eyes and wearing jeans and a grey
shirt. It must be assumed he might be desperate. If you see
Ricketts do not approach him but inform the police on this
emergency number.'

But this said, 'Murderer Gerry
Ricketts escaped jail today and is probably armed. He was convicted
of armed robbery, manslaughter and assaulted a police woman on his
arrest.' No picture but no doubt posters would appear imminently in
all post-offices throughout the known world. I wondered what would
appear on TV.

Twenty minutes of buttered
charcoal and small talk with rum-laced strong coffee later, I was
ready for anything, which was just as well.

Jane - a result of small talk
interrogation - crept up behind me just as I was comfortably
drifting off to sleep in the armchair in front of the fire. The
radio was transmitting moronic non-stop pop songs. I felt something
brush the back of my neck and smelt cheap rose perfume. I realised
I hadn't seen Jane, the milkmaid or farmer's wife - a relationship
I hadn't yet established - for a soporific while.

She moved round and stooped in
front of the fire with her back to me. She wore a white housecoat
of the type beauty technicians wore. Slightly translucent when
stretched over pink skin. And Jane was stretching it over her round
buttocks as she knelt on the sheepskin rug, poking at the fire. Her
poking seemed to be an inviting metaphor. It was not a long nylon
housecoat, and a significant amount of upper legs were exposed. The
implication and invitation was obvious. Get a grip, Ricketts, I was
a happily affaired man. On the other hand I could get caught today,
and not just by Dan. I could be put away and isolated from feminine
company for a very long time, with Wendy out of reach, stamping
books in the Outer Hebrides. Suppose Dan wasn't up to it these
days? Perhaps Jane was desperate? She must be desperate.

'Payment is required for the
stuttered boast then,' I whispered, as I levered myself off my
chair, as a recently thawed appendage rose in expectation.

'Pardon me?' she was
ingenuously puzzled at my poor spoonerism but smiled
nevertheless.

Maintaining her position, she
wriggled her ample bottom at me. I reached my hands to the white
taut material and caressed her buttocks.

'Ummm, keep going,' she urged,
'but keep it quiet, won't you?'

'Dan?' Oh God. Her husband was
only yards away. Could I do this? If I made a run for it she might
take offence and create a scene. It was a tough job, but somebody
had to do it.

My fingers reached under the
hem, did a search mission but found no underwear. Jane was
unbelievably moist. As I fondled and probed she gasped and became
dangerously loud. I decided to stop and move a hand further round
and under to her pendulous breasts. Through the housecoat her
nipples were hardening. I was kissing her neck while my right hand
went to release my trousers. However, I discovered she had already
obliged me. Regretfully, there seemed not to be the time to search
for a prophylactic and we were too far gone to give it much serious
consideration as I entered Jane's moist warm vacuum pump from the
rear. After a little pumping, she suddenly drew forward and rolled
on to her back. I was about to mount her when she held up her hand
silently.

'No, you sit down,' she
whispered, still afraid of too much noise. 'On the edge of that
chair.'

I positioned myself on the
chair trouser-less but with my prison shirt on, unbuttoned. With
her back to me and with careful manual control, she slowly impaled
herself on me, sliding down and whimpering in ecstasy. I was able
to get my hands around her breasts, kneading and caressing while
kissing the soft skin on the nape of her neck. As I started to lift
my backside up and down, the chair gently and silently rocked as
she slid like a slow piston. A rocking shagging chair.

She came after we completed a
few circuits of an imaginary Grand National with a few momentous
jumps. How we didn't make enough noise to wake the whole of
Northumberland defeated me. Glowing and beaming she climbed off and
lay on the rug. 'Come on then,' she offered, spreading her legs,
her housecoat not quite covering her hips.

I eagerly climbed over and
gently kissed her belly button, licking all around it. She
squirmed. Her housecoat was stretched over her plump breasts. I
placed my mouth over each nipple in turn, licking and dribbling
through the thin, nylon making the material translucent. I wanted
the reality so I popped the poppers of her housecoat so I could
suck on her raspberry red nipples. She giggled. I was afraid the
moment might go so I gently entered her. Round and round, up and
down but for only a few minutes before I exploded.

A wave of hormones washed
through me. Ecstasy. I was asleep on the rug in minutes. In
semi-consciousness I felt some confusing guilt trips trying to gain
access to my morals. I gave up. An escapee's life's too short to
take too seriously.

A contented and now even more
exhausted sleep clutched at me while I lay sprawled on my back. But
it wasn't to last more than a minute or two. Jane woke me with a
'Shush'. Then I heard the ancient floorboards groan, reacting to
someone heavy moving around upstairs.

'Dan?'

She nodded, then threw her
clothes on and threw mine to me.

Part of me wanted to get out as
quickly as possible but also to get more protection from the cold
outside world and a few provisions. However, there was no time. I
was shooed out of the door. It was shut firmly behind me.

I decided I had a few minutes
before dozy Dan made it downstairs, had breakfast, a pint of tea
and more breakfast before he'd want to venture outside to do
whatever sheep farmers do in the winter. I thought maybe there
would be some warm clothing in the outhouse: scarf, snow boots,
thick overcoat, gloves and portable heater. The goat was steadily
munching through a loaf of bread. My need was greater than the
goat's. I grabbed the bread and did she like it? 'Oh come on, girl,
your mistress has used up all the energy I took in with my
breakfast toast. I need more input to do more escaping with.' She
was tied up so she couldn't chase after and butt me. She must have
thought about this as I was scanning the rest of the barn for a
thicker coat because she decided to make some loud bleating
noises.

'Whoa, girl, don't do
that.'

I broke off some bread and gave
it to her. That shut her up for a bit.

Damn. My holdall was still in
the house. I couldn't risk bumping into Dan. I decided to see what
was here instead. Exchange was no robbery. Ah, wellies. I needed a
bag to put my haul in. No carriers, rucksack or holdalls but I
found a sack. I stuffed in the wellies and what remained of the
bread along with a pair of red rubber gloves. Well I couldn't find
any GoreTex-double-sheepskin-lined Tog24 gauntlets that fitted
me.

Leaving the barn my eye was
caught by the black etched rubber of a cycle tyre. Was it attached
to a bicycle? Did the wheels go all the way round? Wheels were
going round in my head at the notion of travelling at a heady speed
of twelve miles an hour instead of two miles a fortnight. It looked
as if it had gathered cobwebs and goat-hairs for years, they
weren't going to miss it for a day or so.

There was a handy wicker basket
strapped onto a rear-carrier. So in with the sack and with a
leg-over, for the second time, off down the lane I wobbled.

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 


There is nothing like
freewheeling downhill on a good bike. And this was nothing like a
good bike. It rattled, squeaked and bumped but most alarmingly I
had the uneasy sensation that the saddle was about to fall apart
and I'd be impaled.

The thicker snow on the ridge
top had thinned down here. It was trail-blazing - I was making a
new track in a pure white carpet even though it was not much more
than a quarter of an inch thick. As the minutes and yards went by,
patches of black tarmac islanded through.

My hands were red raw. The air
temperature felt above freezing but the added wind-chill made
exposed parts suffer. I'd have to stop soon and put my new gloves
on. Across my forehead was a tightening band where my skull must
have shrunk with the cold.

No matter how short-lived this
transport mode might be, the journeying was so exhilarating. My
hands neared the dropping off stage but even so, it was payback
time for the struggle on foot. With my wheels scattering loose
stones into the hedge and sending splash waves from ice-crusty
puddles, I laughed hysterically. My approach sent crows skywards,
otherwise, I seemed to have the countryside to myself.

The lane rounded a right-hand
bend then suddenly went down out of sight. I pulled up on the left
brake. Nothing. No squealing of rubber on metal, protesting at
having to decelerate after having its freedom and mobility after
years of being in storage. I tried the front brakes and risked a
forward roll. But no reaction; no brakes and I was hurtling towards
the far hedge as the lane went left. In spite of the reckless speed
I put my feet down but unless I leant over only one trainer could
reach the ground at a time. Time became sluggish as adrenaline
surged through my blood.

Just before I hit the slight
embankment beneath the hedge, I leaned far left so the front wheel
rose into the bank then over it under the hedge. Heavily, I was
scraped into the hawthorn. Oh look, it still had some red berries
even though there weren't any leaves. What? Stop observing and
focus on surviving, you fool. The dense mass of thorny knitted
twigs accepted me for a few inches and then, in a pique of
repelling aliens, it sprang me back into the lane where I rolled a
couple of times before coming to rest head downhill, spread-eagled
on my back.

I'm not sure I could take all
this excitement, I thought as I gingerly sat up and checked myself
over. Blood leaked on the back of my right hand, my elbow started
hurting, but otherwise I seemed to be all right. Up on one knee, I
listened out for any traffic, dogs barking, police whistles, people
running - but nothing. Only the rhythmic squeak of the rear wheel
rotating could be heard above the thumping of my heart struggling
to slow down. I straightened to be more upright and felt my right
leg twinge. My knee attempted its own escape through a tear in the
denim. Strong stuff those hawthorn spurs.

Quick though the hedge was to
expel me back into the road, it wasn't giving the bike up without a
fight. A strong tug at the handlebars didn't help. I bent down and
saw that the bottom bracket was entangled. Ah, well, back into the
brambles again. No, wait a minute, I'll put on my new gloves.

Minutes later the bike was as
upright as Claud Butler had intended it to be. I examined the
brakes. There's the problem, no brake-blocks at all, front or back.
Nothing I could do about that. I'd just scoot it down the hills.
Just a minute, my bladder hadn't been emptied since the farm.
Revenge on the hawthorn, although it would probably grow all the
faster.

I made good progress along the
winding lane, pedal pushing up the hills, freewheeling down the
gentle gradients and scooting down the steeper ones.

Whoa. A small white van with
blue 'Police' on the side loomed into view as the bike whistled and
creaked round another bend. The slope was gentle but I was going
too fast to stop easily but the police vehicle was unoccupied. I
was well past it before I breathed again and made the decision to
stop. It wasn't an easy decision but I had an insatiable thirst to
know what the police were doing. Perhaps I could stay out of sight
and spy on what they were about.

I leant the bike into the
hedge. Twigs that were probably family to the one up the hill. I
curled my lip menacingly at it. I crept back up the lane, keeping
my head down. I peered through gaps in the hawthorn, trying to spot
blue uniforms.

I reached the police-van and
looked in through the passenger's window. Maybe there was a
portable radio I could nick. But, apart from a peak cap and some
discarded paper coffee beakers, there was nothing obvious that was
worth trying to break a window for. Dog biscuits. As in police-dog
biscuits. I went over to the gate that he, she or they probably
used and leant on it but couldn't hear or see anyone. I'd better
get back to my own vehicle. It was while I was reaching for the
handlebars that I heard voices. They weren't close and I couldn't
make out the words but they were enough to accelerate my pulse rate
way beyond normal for a country walk. I rushed back to their van
and used a hawthorn twig to depress a valve. Anyone can get a flat
tyre and hawthorn can be such a nuisance.

I accelerated the bike, legs
going like eggbeaters even before they met the pedals. The saddle
made threatening noises that reminded me it might skewer me.
Nevertheless, I was amazed at the speed I was throwing this bike up
the hills and pushing hard instead of freewheeling down them.

Almost immediately I found I
was in a one-street village. The lane had disgorged me at an
enthusiastic velocity into populated, hostile territory. I felt
eyes behind twitching net curtains searching my face for identity
clues. Actually the place was like a ghost town. I rushed past a
nameplate: Newcastleton, Borders Region, Scotland. Scotland. And
here's me without a passport. I should have guessed, the low white
and grey, single-floor, plain buildings butting directly onto the
road. Not a soul around, unless dogs have souls, even though it was
about ten in the morning. Of course it was bloody cold but the
locals were hardy, surely? Should I stop and skulk around the backs
back on to the moor? Or brave it out and continue this free-wheel?
With an embarrassed smile, my legs carried on circling and I was
nearly through.

Suddenly, a black mongrel
greeted my intrusion with loud staccato. How did dogs know there
was a bike in the area? I think they must have heard the whistling
of the spokes above my hearing threshold. I knew that one way to
stop dogs barking was to stop. They get confused, but then you have
to start again sometime, so I stood on the pedals and accelerated.
All of a sudden there were people around. Slow-moving shapeless
mounds of coats, headscarves, flat caps and mufflers populated the
village. Only a few were looking my way. I suppose the red rubber
gloves made me look even weirder than they did… but I battled on
and through the village. Damn, I'd just caught sight of a
sub-post-office on the way out: I could've bought some
nourishment.

Luckily, the road was only a
minor communication link between haggis-land and the land of tea
and crumpets. But, then because of that, no one had thought to
level out the hilly bits like they did on main roads. The upside to
pushing a pushbike up an incline was that you get hot. The red
rubber gloves came off and rattled along in the basket along with
the wellingtons. As arduous and awkward as getting up the hills
was, going down was much scarier. With non-existent brakes, it was
a question of: could I see the next uphill section with no
potential fall-off zones in-between, before allowing gravity to
exert its influence on the combined mass of the bedstead and me? In
regular downhill bursts, my life expectancy appeared to exist in
seconds. This wasn't fair. The uphill slog took longer than the
downhill buzz. Before long, I was whizzing downhill through another
village. So I'd already enjoyed the exhilaration of the free ride
downhill. Too late to stop. No means of stopping. No need to stop.
Yet.

Danger ahead. Between
breathless gasps, I spied moving traffic through gaps in the hedge.
Bandits at two o'clock, except I was the bandit. By now I was a bit
lost. No map and a few random decisions at various crossroads and
T-junctions had led me in a roughly south-westerly direction. Still
a short downhill bit to enjoy coming up.

Whoa. The bike cannoned me into
Canonbie, over a stone bridge spanning the River Esk, taking most
of me with it. Left behind was a pint of sweat, loose hairs, flakes
of skin and worn-out muscles. The High Street inclined away from
the bridge, decelerating me nicely to a stop just outside a
convenience store.



Worrying was a side effect of
breathing. Should I show my face? I felt my scraggy beard; an
exaggeration. You can't call the results of not shaving for a few
days, a beard. I wished I'd stopped shaving a couple of days or so
before the great escape but even so it was more like the feel of a
used doormat than proper George Bernard Shaw shrubbery. Still, it
might be enough to make me look like someone different than the
face on the telly. On the other hand I might have a physiognomy so
scary the shopkeeper would call the police. A low rumbling
intestinal growl made up my mind.

The shop door was closed but I
could see through the glass. Under the pull-down blind and past the
wanted notices there were customers milling around in the relative
gloom. Wanted notices? No, not for me, they were for Cleaner, two
days a week, £20 - they must be joking - and one for a handyman, no
political correctness up here. Whoops, it seemed that both a ginger
cat and a Staffordshire bull terrier have gone missing. Probably
eloped to Gretna Green, it's not far away. At least I wasn't up
there on the window so I went inside.

The door clanged tunefully.

'…and you have no idea how
difficult it is to clean them when one is bigger and stickier than
the other.'

Wow, what have I walked into?
The speaker, in a slight Scottish accent looked serious even though
the floppy felt hat, thick purple knitted scarf and un-matching
camel-haired coat made her look ridiculous. But then, what did I
look like? Her grim-looking listener nodded because she had the
benefit of catching the beginning of the sentence. The grim
listener suddenly flung her own scarf around her neck. The sunlight
streaking through the shop window caught the thousands of motes
dancing in the air as bits of wool, dust, dandruff and detritus
floated up and down. I was probably the only witness to this
familiar but entrancing vision and I paused, my plight forgotten
for a few precious moments.

The two customers took no
notice of me, probably because I'd left the rubber gloves in the
basket on the bike. It appeared they were using the shop as a
gossip corner. Had the burly storekeeper clocked me? Made me out?
Seen me on the telly?

'Can I help you, sir?' His
words were civil but the intonation read differently. More like
'What's a dosser like you doing in my nice clean convenience
store?'

I attempted a smile but
suddenly thought it might make me look worse. So I pointed at some
pastries under the Perspex counter top and asked for three.
Hopefully, he'd believe I was procuring provisions for a building
gang. To stop him looking at my face I showed my money. As he was
packing them up I placed three Mars bars on the counter, a
family-size packet of salt and vinegar crisps, three cans of Stella
and three of Red Bull.

'Do you want a bag for this
lot, sir?' He was still scrutinising me suspiciously but I felt I
was getting away with it. I nodded then immediately stopped as bits
fell out of my hair.

'That'll be thirteen pounds and
twenty-five pence please.' He smiled and I saw crooked yellow
teeth. What a rip-off. Wasn't it? Well, I wasn't sure but I'd have
to pay up and not cause a scene. I was shaking when I pocketed my
change and eager to leave the shop. Near the door was a hot drinks
machine. A minute later two twenty-pence pieces cascaded down the
cogs and a polystyrene cup full of hot chocolate, with optional
lid, was in my hand. I loaded my provisions into the basket and
wheeled the bike farther down the road, out of sight of the shop.
Was the shopkeeper phoning the police? I didn't think so. I
couldn't ride the bike since I was holding the hot chocolate and it
would look daft if I was spilling it all over the road when I
needed it to be warming my stomach.

I stole another sly look
around, wondering if I dared sneak a snack hereabouts or further
afield when a terrible face saw me in a window. It was me. But I
wasn't so easily scared now. A few short days of refugeeing had
hardened this once sensitive human mouse into a grizzled bear. I
leant forward peering into the dark reflection staring with hollow
eyes back at me. I was wondering whether going bald might throw the
searchers off even more when my reflected eyes appeared to blink
non-synchronously with mine. Oops, someone inside had spotted
someone outside, I'd better slink off.

A damp bench beckoned right at
the edge of the glistening flag-stoned square. No need to share it
as I let the hot thick liquid ooze its central-heating path into my
inner core. Feeling a little more confident, I unwrapped a pie and
took a grateful bite. Moments later a tilted black-topped sparrow
was sharing my pie but it was when a mongrel started sniffing
around that I decided to swing my leg over the saddle and push off
before I attracted any other life-forms.

Almost immediately I was nearly
knocked off by a juggernaut. Its front mudguard nearly rang my
bell, in more ways than one. As it passed I had to fight the force
that tries to pull you in and under the wheels.

A sign pointing south to
Carlisle told me I was now on the A7. This was a major road with
major danger and not just from speeding tin cans. One of those cans
might be blue and white or, in these parts, sometimes green and
white. I braved it for a while since I was refuelled and it was
more down than uphill. Nerves were getting to me though, especially
when I couldn't see around the bend ahead. What I couldn't see I
imagined and what I imagined were roadblocks or traffic cameras. As
soon as a right turn came that wasn't a dead end, I took it. Once
again I was in a network of quiet lanes. Gentle valleys welcomed
me, and I shot through short tunnels of larch with verges where
snow was a glimmer in the shadows.

Skeletal brown hawthorn hedges
rushed past me on both sides. Sometimes I passed a narrow long
grass margin to the glistening grey tarmacadam, in which a few dead
thistles bedraggled themselves among the empty and dented Carling
Black Label cans. That's the advantage of escaping by bicycle: you
get more eyeful to the hour. Time to see the landscape, road-scape
and drains with slots wide enough to grab your tyres. Now what? The
hedges were slowing down, it must be this hill. There's a critical
speed below which you know, from experience, you wouldn't have time
to sling your leg back over and stop safely. You knew that halfway
into the disembarkation manoeuvre, you'd head ignominiously for the
tarmac. Not willing to risk finding out how slow I could keep
upright, I leapt off and pushed the bike to the top of the rise. I
was warm but worn out. Spending time doing time inside the Inside
wasn't great for cycling muscles. Especially cycling muscles
atrophied many years before. I should ditch the iron bedstead
before I did myself an irretrievable mischief. But the downhill
section looked as if I could decide on my policy on transportation
issues a bit later.

It occurred to me, as the
hedges increased in velocity again, that warm though I was on the
incline, wind-chill removed all the heat and more on the decline.
My legs were as strong as jelly and my bum as solid as tenderised
beef. Although the bike was a source of pain it was getting me
along much faster and quite anonymously compared to being on foot.
Unfortunately, my body was protesting.

It was a very narrow lane. If I
met another bike, we'd end up ringing each other's bells. More
narrow lanes led from it, and occasionally it seemed it was just a
farm drive.

It was no good. I was really
getting saddle-sore now. I was going to have to leave the bike and
make my way on foot. Suddenly, I was in Gretna Green. It was three
o'clock, getting dark soon and I hadn't enough for a Bed and
Breakfast.

I parked the bike in a cycle
rack and gathered the sack with my worldly goods out of the
rear-basket. I could do with a more conventional container but the
couple of carrier bags I had wouldn't hold the wellingtons.

As I pondered, the sinking
sunlight was eclipsed by something big that moaned to a halt at the
curbside. A gleaming white mini-bus with Carlisle as its declared
destination. No one would be expecting me to go in the direction of
the prison and yet Carlisle was big and easier to hide in than
Gretna.

The fare would be well within
what I had in my pocket, so hardly daring to breathe I made my sack
as small as possible and climbed aboard.

There's nothing quite like
country bus journeys: gentle rocking, warm, deep wide seats, you
can't get off when you want, trapped in a container, you have to go
between other people and pass a driver to get off - what was I
doing?

Well, it wouldn't be for long
and some kind person had left The Sun for me to read. Nothing about
me. Oh, it was yesterday's. Looking at the passing scenery, I found
this wasn't the speedo service going straight to Carlisle but the
'call at every village and cross-road' service.

I remembered the downside of
Bennies: super-energy for a while followed by deep sleep. But I had
to fight it.

After a brief stop in Longtown,
the bus approached a northern Carlisle suburb and I stumbled out.
This was a typical council housing estate. All built to the same
grey pebble-dashed pre-fabricated design but with every other one
having a penthouse extension, over the garage extension, front door
extension, window boxes and tarmac front gardens. Suddenly, one by
one, sodium-orange street lamps flickered to life, signalling the
dark to come, and I was plodding along looking for a night
shelter.

I had an empty house in mind as
I dodged the skate-boarders and made threatening kicks at the
too-many dogs. Several surprisingly busy streets later, I found a
boarded up house but twitching curtains opposite kept me moving.
The trouble was that the algae and mossy brick walls round the back
were too high to see over. However, a few guilty hop and jumps
later I found the gate leading to the boarded-up house but it
wouldn't open. Either it was locked or rubble and dead bodies were
piled up behind it and I wasn't powerful enough to shift it. I
noticed someone else coming down the alley from behind me so I
carried on to the end and into the strange tangerine glow that
passes for night illumination on these estates. Once the
streetlights came on, the sunlight gave up trying to hang on.

A slow-moving police car. No
flashing light, but flashing eyes making searches into the recesses
for escaped convicts. I carried on walking just like any other
innocent citizen carrying a sack at nightfall. I didn't have a
non-de-plume. I could be Grip Barter or Storm Baddington-Smythe,
something with strength, style and panache. At least, something
unlike Gerald Ricketts, for Christ's sake. I would probably suit
Grovel Doormat or Grim Chance. No, it would have to be a real one
since the Police National Computer would only take seconds to
reveal any fraudulent identity. I had to know someone who wouldn't
mind, or know, I was using his name for a while. Someone who didn't
live up here so it wouldn't be a quick job for the police to check
details physically but who might have a reason for being up here at
this time of the year. It would be better to choose some small town
or rural area where they might be out. Our drummer, Preston Garnet,
who lived in Painswick, Gloucestershire and only recently moved to
Manchester. I went there last year and it had one of those really
English addresses like Thorn Cottage, Lower Culdeck, Painswick.

All I needed tonight was a
gaff.

Nothing for it but to try
another back-alley. This one was terrible. I like Carlisle, its
wide open central area and shops I dared not show my face in, but
this was awful. Getting bolder by each darker minute, I tried each
gate handle. Several gates would open but the lights in their
houses were a bit off-putting. Then one opened with a bothersome
creak but the house beyond was dark, at least temporarily.
Abruptly, light beamed across the neighbour's garden, emanating
from a downstairs window. Quickly, I squeezed inside the gate
without squeaking it further and shut it so I wouldn't silhouette.
Splendid, a garden shed. Let's see if there was room for a
wandering garden gnome.

Damn, it had a security device
holding fast the door: half a wooden clothes peg.

The gloom made inspection
difficult. I had to move some of the contents out to make room for
a human-shaped refugee.

A padded deckchair with the
added feature of being damp and a little musty was finally
unfolded. All that was needed now was to get the door to fasten
from the inside. A piece of twine twisted around a projecting nail
provided dog resistance, even if it wouldn't keep out the police.
All that was needed now was supper.

I was about to feast on a pie
of unknown filling, washed down with the second of my Stella, when
I made out bottle shapes in a crate under a workbench. Now, could
this home and garden owner be a home-brewer? It wasn't worth
finding out, could be cider vinegar or weed-killer. Hey, there were
some apples wrapped in autumn newspapers. A nibble later confirmed
they were Cox's Pippins. Quite sweet too. I'd better not eat too
many but I might take some with me in the morning. I had turned
into a right villain.

All that drugged cycling had
exhausted me so I was ready for sleep. I'd probably wake early and
be off before the owners discover their lodger. It was just like
sleeping on the beach at the seaside. Except that I was in a
mildewed shed with blankets of sacking instead of warm
sunshine.

 



CHAPTER TWELVE

 


Oh no, I'd been fast asleep, as
the indentation in my nose testified. My face must have rolled,
somnambulistically, into the wooden struts of the deck chair. I
massaged my painful proboscis. A glimmer of light struggled through
the windowed cobwebs. Forcing my eyes to focus, I made the
discovery that it was just gone 7 a.m. I'd better go. I expected
there were some gardening gloves I could use instead of these red
rubber-udder look-alikes.

More by feel than sight, I
found a knapsack and gloves made of what felt like some kind of
suede material. Exchange is no robbery, I pretended as I decided to
leave the wellies behind and put my meagre possessions in the
knapsack. Even a slightly mouldy knapsack was going to look more
fitting for a worker than a hessian sack.

Back on the street again, now
where? Well the medium-term plan was to get to the coast and over
to the Isle of Man.

It's Thursday. I'd been a
fugitive for nearly seventy hours. Would the search be scaled down
or would another push be forthcoming before the week was up? I
hadn't seen any wanted notices yet. I checked my money, £13 and
some loose change. Enough for bus fares or a CD of jingles by the
Syncopated Syndicate featuring a screwed-up saxophonist.

My worn trainers padded on a
long road heading southwest. It was a mixture of the edges of
council estates, light industry and large Victorian houses. I was
tempted to nick a milk bottle from one Georgian-style portico when
I spotted a traditional British roadside café, and it was open. For
about three quid I could have a full English breakfast, a pint of
stewed spoon-melter and the free use of a washroom.

It was the best heart attack
meal I'd had for ages. I was distracted though. I felt uneasy at
the presence of one other face-feeder. I was envious of his bushier
black beard though not his tatty donkey-jacket, of his solid
steel-capped toe-tector boots but not his basket-ball paunch, his
mobile phone but not - did I see a mobile phone?

Taunted by possibilities,
knowing that I shouldn't use a landline telephone, that the mobile
call might be stored and tracked and who to call. By the time I'd
decided to ask if I could borrow the mobile and call Patricia,
Donkey-jacket had left. Ah no, he just came out of the washroom. As
he passed me, I looked pleadingly at him.

'Excuse me, but I wonder if I
could use your phone for a minute.'

'What? Oh, I don't know about
that.'

'I'll pay you for the call,
only the pay-phone isn't working,' I lied.

'Well, is it a local call?'
What? Doesn't he know about mobiles? Poor sod, what else in life
was passing him by? Oh yes, and look who's talking.

'Just my wife,' no lie but
wrongly suggestive that she was just around the corner. I aided his
decision by holding out a pound coin.

He uncertainly passed me the
phone and I quickly jabbed in Patricia's number while walking to a
corner away from the door in case he thought I was going to run off
with it, but far enough for him not to hear what I was saying.

'I'm sorry, the BT-debt-owner
is not around at the moment, although…blah blah… ' …beeeeeeep.

Not again but at least I knew I
had the right number.

'Pick it up, Pat, it's me. Come
on, come on.'

'Is that you, Kevin? Have you
any idea what the time is?'

'Oh, sorry, any
developments?'

'Walls have ears,' she
said.

'Yes. Has the PI found out
anything?'

'Give him a chance, but don't
forget your usual read. Oh, gotta go I'll pass your love to Marie,
byee, and, be very careful.' She was gone.

I gave back the mobile and we
exchanged understood grunts.

Usual read, that was a clue.
Something I'd know but the police wouldn't. Usual read. I read
anything that's left on a bus. I don't subscribe to Sax Plus
monthly - but just a minute, I often eat my tea with the New
Musical Express on my lap. Looked like I'd have something to read
very carefully on the next bus. Feeling much better fed and
refreshed, I took a chance while it was still relatively early and
walked to the bus station.

*

It took three attempts to find
a newsagent that sold NME and then the first one I saw was for last
week. That was a good point: it was too soon for an advert to
appear already in NME for this week. Even if it was in the shops by
Thursday, copy had to be sent in the previous week. That's before I
escaped. On the other hand, Patricia was as tenacious as a dog with
a bone and twice as aggressive. She'd probably worked the editor
over and so there was a message for me in the back pages.

The clean white bus was revving
to go when I mounted its welcome step. The driver actually looked
miffed as he had to abandon the accelerator and accept my payment
for a journey to Silloth.

'This is the thirty-eight to
Silloth, isn't it?' I knew it had said that on the front of the
bus, but the driver could've been playing one of those cruel tricks
of changing the destination once you embark.

'Wrum,' he said, through
jangled grey teeth with resignation that I was a bona fide
passenger and not a mistaken identity that could be ejected.

So once again an escapee was on
a bus. This time, however, there was an increased risk of being
checked since the bus was heading away from the direction of the
prison and on relatively main roads towards the west coast. I had
to assume there were roadblocks and random checks for a few more
days. Where was the best seat on this bus? It was a bit reckless to
have a window seat like yesterday, so either an aisle or the rear
seat, where it was more difficult to be seen from the pavement. The
bus was inhabited by only half a dozen other passengers but since
the school run was over, the back seat was free. The middle of the
back seat would have been too visible along the aisle of the bus
so, one away from the window seat at the back represented the most
logical place.

The New Musical Express helped
to hide my face when the bus stopped to annoy the driver with more
passengers.

The trouble with not sitting at
a window was that you can't see out as well and you have no support
when the driver forgets to brake round corners. The words on the
page jumped about and didn't settle to legibility until the road
ran straight. Stopping and starting was an all-or-nothing
experience. This was where fellow passengers needed to be
elbow-locked and in the absence of such, my seat kept losing its
gravitational grip on me. The only surprise was that the other
passengers weren't throwing squashed Coke cans at the driver but
then they either have the side of the bus or another passenger to
hang on to.

During a straight stretch of
tarmac I reread all the adverts in 'The Works' section at the back
of NME. The only item that might have been related to me appeared
under Musicians Wanted.

 


SAX PLAYER

Without one.

Watch out for Leiden.

P-G

 


Some of it made sense: I am a
sax player and I am without a sax. I am also without as in out of
home and out of prison. P could be Patricia and G could be me but
who or what was Leiden and why should I watch out for him or
it?

As the bus came to a grinding
halt in Wigton I made myself as small as possible. The bus was
recycling about half of its occupants and every new face scanned
the sitting tenants for acquaintances. A dark blue peak-capped
uniform embarked and talked to the driver. Panic. The dark
glowering eyes drilled into me and, to be fair, everyone else. He
made his way straight for me, lurching from side to side, grabbing
the handrails on top of the seats, and the bus wasn't even moving.
Was it the police or …

'Ticket please.'

My heartbeat went back to the
normal jumping about pattern of a runaway when after returning my
ticket he bent to talk to the driver. Perhaps he was complimenting
him on his driving technique. Maybe he'd clocked me, been told I
was a dangerous criminal, would arrange for the Cumbria Police,
army and air force to ambush the bus up the road. You age quickly
thinking like this.

Immutable forces pressed me
back into my seat as we rocketed off.

Leiden. It had been festering
inside brain cells and they'd pushed Holland into the front line.
We got into some real trouble on a gig in Amsterdam last summer. We
performed a few evening wallpaper music sessions between
alternative comedians. While we were on, the customers got stoned
or drunk. It became clear we were only there for ambience. It was
in the Club Bluess, or so I thought, halfway down Westerstraat. We
were too numerous for the poxy little stage, so Preston, with his
percussion unit, had to be next to the stage in place of a table.
This didn't please the management or the customers, even though
most of them were far gone. Neither, apparently, did they like our
version of 'Piano loco'. I still don't know why, perhaps it was
because we didn't have a piano. Whatever the reasons, we were in
the middle of a brawl culminating with a police raid and a lot of
unpleasantness. Not only did we not get paid, we had to fork out to
get released from the Haarlemerstraat police station the next
morning. What was even more upsetting was that one of us was
accused of robbing one of the customers. Me. Apparently this black
leather coat missed his wallet in the fracas and insisted it was me
who'd lifted it. Naturally, I protested my innocence and all the
police could do was to search everybody and take statements. Even
if the club had CCTV, it would've had to be infrared to find us in
the mostly-dark-with-red-lights interior.

Some odd things occurred during
the police interview, I tried to recall, now the bus was droning on
its journey.

It was a precursor to the
interviews with the police in Manchester but I'd put it all behind
me. I remembered the interview room was two shades of green with
the uglier bottle green rising from the skirting-board. One of my
interrogators was smartly dressed in a suit, while the other
carried the casual look as if he had been out for a stroll on his
day off, when he had a call to interview an international smuggler.
Incongruously, he wore what resembled an English cricket sweater
with a blue stripe around the V-neck.

*

'Please announce your name for
the tape.'

'Gerald Ricketts,' I informed
the tape.

The cricketer extracted a
toothpick from his mouth and asked in stilted English, 'Please, Mr
Ricketts, why are you in the Netherlands?'

'I play the saxophone in a band
and we had a gig at the Club Blues last night,' I replied, wanting
this over with. My hangover was knocking on my skull big time.

'Then why was your group in the
Kavern Bluemen?'

No wonder the bar manager
didn't like us and appeared confused when Oliver Till, our manager,
told him arrangements had been made with the proprietor.

'It obviously has been a big
mistake then, officer,' I said, still trying to work out the harsh
words I was getting ready for Oliver.

'We are, in fact, more
interested in why you took Meneer Leiden's wallet.'

That's it. My mind replay of
that foreign interview has stirred my memory bank to where I'd
heard the name Leiden. But I was cleared so why was Leiden still
after me? What was in that wallet? Or was it something else related
to that evening that brought Leiden over here to look for me? How
did the PI know he was after me? I'd a lot more questions than
answers after reading NME. But let me finish my reminiscence.

'I, I didn't take Mister, I
mean, Meneer Leiden's wallet or anything else. Anyone else could've
taken it.'

'Ah… so you saw someone else
take it. What did he look like?'

'What did who look like?'

'The person you saw steal the
wallet, and maybe a package.' The policemen were increasing their
sinister meandering. My genial nature was being stretched, as was
the credulity of these Dutch officers. I had to start my defence
with an attack.

'You know it wasn't me. Now,
before I get a solicitor to have you for false arrest, perhaps you
can tell me what you're really after.'

'We are creaking in our boots,
Mr Ricketts. You have heard of the Balkans?' he asked as if I was
on The Weakest Link.

'Seriously, though, Mr
Ricketts,' said the neat one, he'd said his name, for the tape
rather than for me but it was something like Grottysbrook or
Grootebroek. 'We have taken in many new people in Amsterdam and not
all of them welcome,' he said, leaning on his elbows, making me
lean further back.

'Doesn't that contravene some
European law on how to speak of immigrants?' I asked.

'We are free with a lot of
things in this country - drugs, prostitution, foreign
so-called-music bands but in the last few years, we have housed
many fine homeless people from Serbia, Albania and Romania, to
mention just a few.'

'Genuine refugees can enrich a
nation's culture,' Cricket said, 'but a minority from the countries
I speak of were once members of the SDB, SHISH or Securitate. Have
you heard of them?'

Everyone has heard of the
Romanian secret police, the Securitate. Or was it Albanian?

'I'll take your puzzled
countenance as a no. So, the SDB are the Serbian secret police and
the SHISH and Securitate are their comrades in Albania and
Romania,' said Grootebroek, darkly serious.

'They might be but I don't see
how I, or the other members of my band, can help.'

'You appear to have manipulated
yourself into a venue for a gig, as you say, that did not exist,
which was a club where an exchange was taking place. Previous
members of the old-guard secret police are very nasty people, Mr
Ricketts. They would think absolutely nothing of a knife between
your shoulder-blades…'

The cricketer twiddled his
toothpick. 'Or inserting these up your fingernails…' I shuddered.
'…just because they were bored or because you might have
information…'

'And you were there, Mr
Ricketts, just when they were about to gain payment for a job. A
down payment in baguettes…'

'No, we are not talking about
breakfast, Mr Ricketts. You know what we are talking about?' It was
getting like watching a tennis match.

'Baguette? Not bread?' They
both slowly shook their heads, looked at each other and the neat
one, Grottybrook stood up, whispered goodbye to the mike and left
the room.

'You aren't happy with me, are
you?'

'You are either a naïve
ignoramus or a very good liar,' Cricketer said.

They released us without charge
within the hour. We made a hasty beer-line for the Irish pub in
Marnixstraat.

I never knew what this Leiden
bloke looked like. I did find out that a baguette was a
twelve-faceted cut diamond and, of course, Amsterdam was not just
famous for tulips and willing ladies in shop windows. I found
several references to ex-Balkan gangs operating in Amsterdam in the
Guardian after that but lost interest. Why did I have to watch out
for Leiden? Did he believe that I nicked his diamonds? Hey yes. Of
course, the jewellery shop that the papers have been full of with
me, the trial, the escape, the … Bloody hell. I think I've solved
it.

I sat back in the bus with a
satisfied smile. I must look even scarier with a scrubby chin
growth and a smile. What was I thinking, smiling when a mad
Dutchman thinks I'd nicked and sold his diamonds? It was a good job
I was on the run. If I was in prison I could've been in danger. Why
were some nagging doubts going on in my head?

I looked down the bus and felt
eyes looking back at me. It told me I'd been clocked and that if I
didn't do something I was going to be in a less mobile container
for a very long time. Even while thinking of nonexistent
communication cords the bus decelerated. It could be a bus stop but
I could see that the road swept a long right bend. Across damp
meadows, through thin trees, the flashing blue and white lights
strobed the presence of a road block.

The bus had reached the back of
the queue. It made a change from a queue reaching the front of a
bus. I couldn't wait here to be caught. The road might be closed
for another reason: a traffic census, an accident, or to catch me.
Having noticed that the driver was now busy looking ahead, I nipped
to the middle door and opened it with the emergency handle and I
was out. I pretended it was my stop and walked briskly along the
way we'd come, waiting for a farm drive to appear. One did.
Eagerly, I opened the gate and nipped up the drive to the house,
thinking of excuses if the owner confronted me. I could sell
insurance, measure up for an outdoor pool or say I was lost. No one
challenged me as I reached the house. To appear innocent, I knocked
on the door. I turned to see that the bus had reached the block.
After a few moments it drove on through. That was a good sign since
if the driver decided to say that a suspicious-looking felon had
just jumped bus they would have wanted to hang on to the bus to
interview the other passengers. Seeing no sign of any change of
police tactics, and no one in this house, I decided to plod on.

A path led up beside the house
over a low hill, so I trudged up it and over the top to a narrow
lane. I walked my poor trainers until they screamed. I risked
buying fish and chips in Aspatria, a grey small town, where I hoped
to be as anonymous as the plain buildings. An information board
told me it was a mere four more miles to the coastal footpath. So
off I went, being led by the setting sun. I told my trainers to
stop walking if they met salt water.

I heard the waves before my
trainers felt them. To the right was Silloth and left was Maryport.
I couldn't possibly reach either. Allonby was also to the right and
only by a mile and a quarter by the signpost. I didn't have enough
for a B&B so it would have to be another garden shed. Tempting
though that thought was, something better or at least different
would've been nice.

Allonby boasted a Methodist
chapel and I heard angels singing within. It went against my entire
upbringing but the thought of having one dry and warm night was too
irresistible. I sneaked in through the unguarded front arched oak
doors, found a toilet and locked myself in.

I was double-locked in when the
choir went home an hour later. I'd nearly fallen asleep sitting on
the toilet but managed to stir myself enough to find their kitchen,
where I disgraced myself by dispatching milk and biscuits before I
made bedding with some hassocks and velvet cassocks. They weren't
warm, pity. Thursdays weren't dress rehearsal nights, then.

 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 


Soft golden light from the
pre-dawn rising behind me illuminated small waves spilling onto the
creamy sand beach. Heading south, the path stayed just dry of the
beach and my worn-out trainers carried me onward grateful for the
biscuit and tea breakfast unknowingly provided by the Allonby
methodists. Every now and then a smart wrought-iron sign announced
that I was on the Cumbria Coastal Way. Just as I reached a few
buildings with a stream in my way, the rain came to meet me.

A moment's consideration about
the need to shelter left me shrugging my shoulders and onwards. I
put on my baseball cap. I was surprised at how effective they were
at both keeping your head warm and keeping your face dry. Their
main purpose, of course, was to hide faces.

At places the path skirted the
road I needed to avoid, taking a few commuters and an early
minibus, but we were able to mutually ignore each other. It took
only a wet hour to reach another village. My trainers burned rubber
as I nearly speed-walked for a while. The footpath disappeared onto
the beach, which had become an unwelcome and dangerous moonscape of
jagged rocks. I didn't like this, the rocks were smothered with
nose-wrinkling seaweed. The sharp rocks stabbed at my feet through
the thinning soles of my use-by-yesterday trainers. It was noisy
too. The wind was picking up off the sea, sending higher waves into
the very rocks I was struggling over. Travelling on the road looked
an attractive option; bugger the dangers of being seen. I stood in
a pool and tried to see where I was. The thickening cloud was not
letting the midday sun through. I'd better splash to dry land.
Leaping to the next encrusted boulder, my feet didn't make it. A
wave took my legs from under me and I found myself admiring the
cloud base as I went for a feet-first crash landing. The knapsack
saved my back from serious damage but now I was totally drenched
and had cuts on my hands. Cursing my own stupidity, I lay dazed for
a few moments, allowing another wave to perform attempted murder.
This time, I took in some of the salty drink and, witless,
struggled to my feet. Immediately, I started the shivers as the
wind bit into my soaked clothes. Survival. I had to get back on the
higher ground and quickly. I'd heard of people being cut off by
fast tides. Stomping rather than leaping now from pool to pool
until I reached a low cliff, I scrambled up out of reach of the
incoming tide and crashing water. Damn, my cap must have been
knocked off as I fell. I looked back but couldn't spot it amid the
dark waves interspersed with white crests and spills. Although the
air temperature wasn't freezing, I knew I was going to get
wind-chilled with the increased westerlies that brought this storm.
Survival training procedure, once you emerged from icy water, was
to roll a couple of times on the ground. The weight of your body
squeezed much of the water off. Risking dog muck, I rolled a bit
but was still very wet. I quickly found a wall and got out of the
wind and rain.

I took off my parka and both
T-shirts, wrung them out and pulled them on again. Rushing through
my head was the need to preserve body warmth. My teeth chattered as
I tried to think how else to keep the killer wind off me. I still
had a black plastic bin bag, so I pulled that over me as well. I
was out of the wind here but some rain still sought and found me. I
don't know how I missed what was supposed to be a marked footpath.
My eagerness to keep off the road had led me into more trouble and
potential danger than when I left in unreasonably good spirits this
morning. I headed southwest on the rediscovered footpath. Twenty
minutes later the rain gave up. Hooray.

My drip-drying body was
generating heat with the climb. I reached the top of a hill. There
would have been a magnificent view over the Solway Firth if only
the mist didn't impair my visibility. Suddenly, the town of
Maryport showed itself down below. So there it was my medium-term
goal. I hoped to hole up in Maryport for a week or so. It was small
but not so small that everyone knew absolutely everyone. Many
houses were unoccupied. It was part of the fruits of spending time
on the web in Wendy's room. Something like www.Maryport.com but
unless you narrow down the search you'll find thousands of
references to other Marys including the mother of a famous
carpenter's son and many completely different Marys wearing no
knickers.

Well, that thought helped to
warm me up, but as saturated as this, I could hardly stroll into
the town. I re-soaked an otherwise drying bench on the hill and
shook my head to spin-dry my hair.

I could emulate the Levi advert
and find a laundrette, strip and dry my clothes in a tumble drier.
The few people around on this hilly suburb were keeping their heads
down against the wind, taking no notice of another wet person. The
shivers were beginning to set in again. As it was lunchtime on a
Friday, the pubs were open. I went to find the first one. The
Ferment, what a name. The pub had a small covered entrance. I
dripped while I tried to straighten my hair, wring more water out
of the sleeves and hem of the parka before going in and ordering a
whisky.

'Can you keep it till I come
out?' I asked as I nodded in the direction of the toilets. Lord
knows what he thought of my appearance but he didn't show any
emotion as he put my change on the beer-spilled bar. I added the
wet change to my wetter pocket, took a sip of the gold spirit and
placed it back on the bar. My mind immediately went to the old one
about leaving a little note beside it to say that I have spat in
it. You come back to find that some wag has added 'so have I'. The
liquid found all the right spots as it fired my insides on its way
down.

I went straight to the hot air
blower, praying that it was working. I adjusted it to blow up at my
face and bent my head down for it to blast my hair. Re-thinking my
strategy, I looked around. No alternative paper towels or linen, so
I unravelled a handful of toilet tissue to mop my hair, face, coat
and trousers. A cloth-capped pensioner came in and gave me a
quizzical look. I nodded a damp greeting and he nodded a dry one
back.

Back in the bar, I collected my
drink and took it to a corner. I removed my parka and placed it
over a nearby vacant chair near a radiator. I settled my back
against the worn velvet upholstery. I could feel the moisture being
drawn from my T-shirt. I was going to dry by osmosis. Not so much
drying out as sharing my wetness with the pub. I saw steam rising
from the parka. I shifted it so it might dry without making fog. As
I sat down again and leaned back, although into a drier spot, my
back shivered. I wondered what time The Ferment finished fermenting
its occupants. Soon, I guessed, as it was nearly two.

Sure enough, another half an
hour later, the mostly old blokes started shuffling to the door.
Quickly, I headed for the toilet again to have another blast of
desiccating hot air. I glanced in the chipped mirror and found a
spiky-haired ruffian looking at me. I did my best to smooth down
the sticky-out bits but was quirkily pleased with the stubble
disguise. The expressionless bar-manager was placing a tea-towel
over the pumps but to keep drying for as long as possible, I waited
for 'Time, Gentlemen, please.' Instead, we heard 'Come on, you lot,
bugger off.' But at least he added a 'Mind as you go' to me as I
left. What did he know?

Warmer and slightly drier, I
down-hilled towards the town centre.

I had a plan. The lessons I
learnt in the Stonelodge Academy of Law Breaking helped my
confidence. This time I needed to find a way into an unoccupied
building. I knew all about squatting, trespass, and illegal entry
but with legal occupancy.

I knew what I was looking for:
houses with For Sale notices that had weathered sufficiently to
indicate selling was a problem. Boards over the door and windows to
indicate lack of occupancy - at least by the legal owner - and in a
low price situation. A reconnaissance was necessary. Maryport was
off the normal tourist route with a small harbour, odd quaint
museum with connections to the Titanic and Mutiny on the Bounty.
Thinking of Fletcher Christian made me realise I needed to have a
working name for local consumption. Already, I'd thought about my
drumming mate from Gloucestershire, Preston Garnet. Other reasons
for using Preston were that he was a real person, travelled around
a lot, would act daft if someone asked for a reference or something
like it on the phone, didn't open his post if it looked official
and was a mate who would understand, eventually. Probably.

Preston Garnet shrugged, and
whilst looking for For Sale notices or boarded-up windows, I walked
down King Street towards the quay. I saw several Victorian houses
for sale but they didn't feel right. Too public, on a main road,
but it was going to take too long sussing all of them. A place
likely to have been abandoned for at least several months so a
rightful owner wouldn't come knocking on the door. It needed to be
off the main road so the constabulary wouldn't observe me.

One of the side roads had a
promising home. It cornered a private side lane and Wallis Street.
I reasoned it would be useful to look in at the estate agent to get
details of any of the hopeful premises before attempting entry. It
was getting late though, even at two-thirty. I didn't have time to
walk every road and catch the relevant estate agents before they
closed. I would try the Netherhall district, check them out, go for
one and if the bugs got me tonight I would go for another two or
three tomorrow. One thing I did know about this particular Preston
was that you were not going to find him standing on street corners
with a starved dog calling out 'Gissue please. Come and get your
Gissue 'ere.'

The estate agent had a long
glass front that bent around the corner on Senhouse Street in the
centre of Maryport. I started at one end, looking for Wallis
Street. This was bad; they were all around a quarter of a million.
I had to revise my earlier impression of the wealth of the citizens
around here. Ah, they were cheaper as you sidestepped to the left.
Well there you go, I didn't know you could still buy a whole house
for under £30,000. Through the gaps between the colour photographs
I could see where the cheapest houses were. I waited until the two
people working in the office, the Residence Sales Advisers, were
busy with wealthier customers. Entering the office and keeping my
face away from the desk, I went straight to the collection of under
- £45,000 hovels, the ones that didn't have gch, uPVCdg, fc.

I found the 12 Wallis Street
advert. The crowd-pulling copy said, 'Two bed end terrace. Situated
within close vicinity of town centre. Spacious accom to include
reception/dining rm. Easily maintained side yard, car parking on
rd. Shared use of through attic. Wine cellar. Suitable for DIY
enthusiast or FTB. £38,450 offers considered.'

I took all five copies, folded
them and put them in my left parka pocket just before, 'Can I help
you?' chirped the ever hopeful adviser.

'Just browsing, thanks,' I
muttered, as I escaped. With no copies on display and with the
board on the premises looking weather-beaten, I thought it unlikely
it would get bona fide visitors in the near future.

The sandstone wall alongside
number twelve was my height and stretched a hundred yards or so
down the hill towards the quay. A flaking green wooden door led to
the yard of the house but wouldn't open. There were few curtains to
twitch on the other side of the road. I looked around and had to
delay wall scaling… a wheeled basket was pulling an old lady down
towards the shops on the other side of the road. Once her back was
to me, I was up and over the wall.

So this was the
easy-to-maintain side yard. A few paving slabs, kept apart with
thick lines of grass and dandelions. A bolt kept the door to the
pavement secure and I left it, for the moment. The back door
refused to let me in and an old-fashioned large sash window
wouldn't open either.

The preferred option was to
work open the sash catch with a piece of wire. A good option since
nothing was broken and it all looked normal afterwards. Then I
could say, if challenged, that I didn't break and enter but found
the door open. Occupancy was then legal as long the rightful owner
didn't want to live here too.

An ideal tool to undo a sash
catch was a bicycle wheel spoke. To think that I had two
wheels-full of those a couple of days ago. I should've kept
one.

A black shed lived at the end
of the yard. I didn't want to spend the night in there. In any case
there was only room for brushes and I was never very good at
sleeping standing up. A push mower thought it was about to be used
at last even though the only grass was between the flagstones. The
dark floor of the shed was buried beneath a dense grimy mass of
cobwebs. But I was hard and rough now so I rummaged and found a
rusty hacksaw.

I removed the broken
quarter-inch-wide blade and pushed it up the inside of the sash
catch and pushed the metal lever into the open position. Putting
both thumbs and pointing fingers under the wooden frame, I pushed
upwards. It shifted enough to tell me there were no screws
fastening the lower window. If there were we would've had screws
keeping a convict out, say no more. I put my palms beneath and
heaved upwards. Two feet and I was able to roll into my new home,
at least for one night.

The first thing I noticed was
the smell. Maybe there were some deceased mice in a corner. It was
dark because the front downstairs windows sported boards; even so,
I had to check I was alone. The stairs creaked but not so loud
close to the wall. I found a bed. And a double… though no sign of a
blanket. I hadn't slept in a real bed no matter how lumpy, damp or
infested since Stonelodge. I'd investigate more thoroughly later
but the second bedroom was very small with a few tea chests on top
of a single bed and a collapsed chest of drawers. A grimy toilet
looked forlornly at me from the bathroom but at least the bath
looked intact, even if arachnid-inhabited. One of the floorboards
was missing on the landing. Returning downstairs, I looked for
keys. People often leave a back door key in the kitchen. There
wasn't an obvious one lurking on a hook or in the drawers. The
remains of an old green kitchen unit stood sadly with jammed
drawers that hung at interesting angles. But no keys. The front
door had a mortise lock with no sign of a key. No post had
accumulated on the floor because the door was boarded up. I tried
the back door and it opened with the Yale knob from the inside, so
I could leave it on the latch to avoid having to climb in through
the window. Advice for genuine squatters, which applied in my
situation, was that once you're in an unoccupied house, make it
occupied. Remove boarding, get new locks and get services
reconnected.

Back in the living room, I sank
into a fifties leather armchair. When the dust settled and the
coughing stopped I went through my options. Such as, if I didn't
remove the boards but the neighbours saw me around, saw a fire lit
in the fireplace or a candle, they might call the police. If, on
the other hand, I removed the boards and made out I was a legal
tenant, then the police might never notice me. In other words to
make myself inconspicuous I needed to be noticed. The dilemma was
to do it as an escaped prisoner rather than just a vagrant looking
for a roof over his head. I decided on conspicuous
inconspicuousness.

I walked around to the front of
the house and surveyed the scene. No sign of anyone next door yet.
Oops, I didn't know the name of the previous owners. That might
seem suspicious. I should go to the post office and look up the
electoral roll. It would be worth it for the sake of mock
authenticity.

At the post office I asked for
the electoral roll and found my predecessor: Thomas Clive Skinner.
To be believable, I needed more details. Once the queue had
temporarily zeroed, I tried the probably too-young lady behind the
counter.

'Excuse me.'

'Can I help you?' She unpoked a
pencil from her hair.

'I'm new here and was looking
for Tom Skinner?'

'Sorry, I don't know anyone of
that name around here.' She seemed impatient and appeared to have
ended the exchange.

'I think it was in Wallis
Street. Tom, Thomas or even Clive Skinner?'

At last she seemed to think
about it and shouted into the back room. A nearly-retired lady
studied me over her half-moon reading glasses. 'We knew Gunner,
lived on the corner, and, yes, his proper name was Thomas Skinner.
Are you a relative?'

What's this, a hospital enquiry
desk? I was living in his house so I could hardly pretend to not
know where he lived.

'I've come up from down south
and…'

'I'm sorry, perhaps you didn't
know that he died last October,' she said, divulging without
requiring me to give any details.

The younger one then had a
memory recovery, 'Oh, Gunner, the old man who lived on his own. I
did hear that he'd a son in London.' They both looked at me as if I
was about to burst into Cockney rhyming slang.

'Can I have a first class stamp
and a box of matches please?'

I went over to a customer
counter that had racks of forms. I needed to send myself a letter.
Among the paper paraphernalia I found lots of envelopes but none
that had blank fronts. My SAE had to look authentic to pass as
evidence of my residence. Then I spotted a white envelope on the
floor. It had obviously fallen from the collection of greetings
cards. Finders keepers, possession was nine-tenths of the law,
listen to me. Shrugging morals aside I printed my new name, address
and post-code that was on the estate agent's blurb and stuck the
stamp on it. What should I put inside? I should nick a 'Welcome to
your new home' card but I settled for a leaflet on home security. I
might as well have some more post sent to me; it's all useful
kindling. I found forms for free hearing tests, home insulation and
all manner of insurance providers and they were all going to send
me post over the next few weeks. There's nothing like feeling
wanted, although it was a mixed blessing in my case.

Good. The house had been empty
since October with the likely heir over three hundred miles
away.

*

At my house I attacked the For
Sale sign and with some effort took down the warped hardboard. This
not only let light in and gave my occupation some credibility; it
gave me fuel for the open fire in the living room.

I was just picking up the
pieces in the front when number ten's wood-stained door opened and
a mid-twenties peroxide blonde came out. A three-quarter length
black imitation leather coat was being buttoned up when she spotted
me. Her make-up on so heavily her pouted lips couldn't reform into
a greeting. I broke the silence.

'Hi, I'm Preston,' and held out
my hand.

She had an automatic
stimulus-response reaction to my invitation and put her limp hand
into mine. Her immaculate dark eyebrows raised ever so slightly as
she telepathed, 'who are you?' then some brain cells clicked into
place as she assimilated that I was moving in next door. Once
realising her clean hand was in the light but definite grip of a
likely pervert, a grubby one at that, she freaked and trotted off.
No smile, no offer of a cup of tea for a new neighbour. I watched
her wiggle off and thought, not bad. If only she could manage the
obviously difficult skill of dyeing her eyebrows along with her
hair I wouldn't say no. Yeah, right.

 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 


I had to dry out, get some food
and rest. Broken boarding and unfit furniture was easy fuel.

I wanted to leave the fire to
burn, warm the living room and heat some water while I spent the
last of my money on provisions.

It was dark at four as I walked
through the town to the Co-op with £3.20. I'd get a job tomorrow
but I mightn't get paid for a week, so I needed mainly carbo-food
to keep full. It's a challenge to keep hunger away for a week with
just over three quid.

My basket was soon loaded so I
walked around the shop looking for freebies. Come on, these places
always had thimbles with sample wine or other titbits, but not this
Friday.

I did get a free carrier bag
and a free local paper. Eagerly, I took my supplies home to prepare
supper.

My fire was just about
extinguished. That's the trouble with cheap furniture, quick
combustion with low heat output.

The wire tray from the cooker
worked well, holding up a frying pan on the flames. Half an hour
later, sausage sandwiches were making their way down my throat.
Over the back of a chair, I'd draped the only sheet I could find
and it toasted to drive away its damp. A large pan of water sat on
the wire tray. While it was being energised, by one of the kitchen
chairs, I looked unsuccessfully for blankets.

The bathroom, bathed in the
orange glow of the sodium street light guarding the window,
revealed a thin towel. On an impulse, I tried the hot water tap. It
went from brown icy to discoloured cool then clear tepid and stayed
clear lukewarm. I recovered the pan of warm water from the fire
adding its energy to the bath.

Stripping off all my clothes, I
put the boxer-shorts in the bath and rubbed the thin bar of what
was probably Fairy Soap over it. I went back down with my wrung-out
boxers to dry on the back of a chair within the fire's glow. It
felt bizarre climbing naked up the stairs, this time with a jam
sandwich. In spite of its high specific heat capacity, the water
cooled before I wanted to get out, but there you go. The towel soon
became more soaked than me, so I dressed with just one of the
T-shirts so I could scrub one. Then there were two items of
clothing trying to find some evaporative power from the flickering
flames.

Sitting in the broken down
armchair with the damp clothes shielding me from the fire, I
resumed shivering. I took down the curtains from the small bedroom
for a blanket and, for once, took my jacket off for the night. The
bed was lumpy but pure heaven compared to the last week or indeed
the last few months. It was exquisite lying on a proper mattress.
My shoulder-blades wriggled into the springs and relished the worn
cotton flock. I listened to the town's nocturnal noises.

The best noise was the rain. I
could hear it being thrown against the windowpanes while I was safe
inside. Later, there was some shouting and banging of doors from
next door. You just can't get the neighbours these days. I've had
more comfortable beds and bedrooms more fragrant, but I was clean
and dry with a semi-permanent roof over my head… bliss. I woke up
in the night and had to put the parka over the curtain-blankets.
This parka probably saved my life.

*

A bright light shining full in
my face startled me to full consciousness. It had been a long time
since the sun had been allowed to waken me. It was already nine and
I'd two important jobs to do today: get some money and get the
leccy connected.

A wardrobe was in a state of
near collapse in the bedroom. It was too dark yesterday for its
investigation. Firewood of the future. Nothing but a shirt hanging
up. It had a seventies big collar that might come back into fashion
again. I shook any livestock out of it, decided not to sniff it too
closely and pulled it on. A bit small but not bad. There were
drawered trousers, socks and grey underwear but no thank you.

I heard a bang at the door
downstairs. My God, they'd found me already.

The stairs re-creaked as I
crept cautiously down. Looking at me from where a doormat should
have been was a fresh collection of franked literature. My letter.
The rest was junk mail addressed to The Occupier. That's me, I was
the occupier. I sifted through the junk mail for usefulness and
started my toast fire with it.

I'd several jobs in mind. As a
musician, frequently in-between contracts, I'd turned my hand to
bar work, to casual labour on building sites, to fruit picking and
to shelf-stacking. Between the in-between casual work, I would
busk. But I was in a fix because all the casual jobs need
references, National Insurance and Inland Revenue details. Busking
involved the risk of being picked up by the police looking for a
musician who might be busking. Another snag with busking was that I
didn't have an instrument.

First though, I needed to get
my power on. Armed with my letter to myself I found the Energen
Store. I joined a queue of people paying their bills. At a speed of
five shuffles per hour, eventually it was my turn.

'Hello, I've moved into a house
without electricity,' I said as cheerily as I could.

I expected the ridiculously
young man to wrench his Yorkshire worsted suit out of his chair and
fetch a form from a filing cabinet. But, of course, it's all
digitised now, even out in the sticks, which was why they had a
fourteen-year-old to press the buttons. 'Now, sir, can we start
with your name…address…previous account number?'

'Actually, I don't have the
previous account details. I assume you want mine and not the
previous householder?'

'Both but…' He clicked and
pushed the mouse around for a bit,' I see the premises doesn't have
an outstanding bill, so we only need your own previous account if
you have one.' He looked up at me.

'What do you mean, if I had
one?'

'Well, you might have never
been an account holder. For instance, if you have been living
abroad since you left home. Have you ever been an account holder
Mr... er… Garnet?'

This could be tricky. It was
tempting to say that I'd been an account holder but the lad had a
computer, so Preston Garnet's name would pop up with an
electricity, water and gas account in Painswick.

'I had to move up here to help
a friend out. I have an account at Thorn Cottage, Lower Culdeck,
Painswick but can I have this house connected with a separate
account?' Obviously, I didn't want Preston to find extras appearing
on his bills down there. A mate he might be, but I wasn't in a
position to prepare him for favours. If I did get in touch, the
police or Leiden would track me.

'No problem, sir, it's just
verification of your account status. That's OK. Now do you have
evidence of your ownership or tenancy such as deeds or a rent
book?'

As he was looking at me again,
I had to think which answer to give. If I was a tenant then the
landlord's details might be required and I didn't really want to
set up a dummy landlord, so to speak.

'I am the owner, but it'll be a
while for deeds as such.'

'Do you have a letter with your
Maryport address,' he asked.

I produced my SAE, 'Will that
do?'

'It will be as long as you are
in the house when the engineer calls. On, Monday.'

'Monday is a long time to wait
in a cold dark house that's not been occupied since October. Can't
you contact an engineer on the road, today?'

'Only for emergencies, I'm
afraid.'

'Does having a wife and young
child in the cold, dark and damp house count for anything?'

He suppressed a laugh. 'I'll
see what I can do. Is your wife pregnant too?'

I wanted to tell him not to be
impertinent but I wanted electricity.

'I need to be at work. Is there
a time I should definitely be at home?'

'After three, Mr Garnet.'

'Today?'

He nodded. Bureaucracy working
well in Maryport.

It was time to do a pub-crawl.
Most open at eleven and there were a lot here. The first three were
no good. Then on Furnace Road I found it. I studied it from the
outside. The Bellows, an appropriate name for Furnace Road. One
crucial factor - it was a Free House. A brewery-owned public house
tended to organise your wages through its finance office and paid
through your bank account, whereas a Free House could pay you cash
in hand. It was no use trying for work at a large city centre type
disco-bar with my clothes and shoes. Many small pubs had dress
codes for staff too, but I guessed not this one.

In through the door. It'd been
refurbished, around twenty years ago, so there were plastic covered
seats and tabletops. The bar, finished with mock Moroccan red
leather, supported half a dozen drinkers. There were seven or so,
from under-age to antique, looking into their pints at the
tables.

A piano. Good, it didn't look
as if it'd been used for months by the dust on the keys. I pulled
out the stool, glanced again at my audience and decided on some
Gershwin. Easy listening for the lunchtime connoisseurs. Nice and
easy, with a four-four beat, I started on 'Someone To Watch Over
Me'. After playing it twice, I was quite pleased, even though
middle C didn't co-operate. The liquid lunchers must have liked it
too, judging by the audible, though not thundering, applause. I was
about to embark on 'Bridge Over Troubled Water' when the rough and
bored-looking barman asked me if I wanted a drink.

'Oh, a pint of best
thanks.'

'I wasn't offrin to give it yer
for nuffin.'

'I haven't any cash, I was
hoping for a job.'

'God, not anuvver one. I don't
need no bar staff or a residenshual plonker.' He shuffled back to
the bar before I could appeal to his business acumen. Some of the
drinkers laughed but one started walking over to me and said to the
barman, 'I'll stand it, Harry, give Gershwin his pint.'

'Thanks, mate,' and I meant it.
'The name's Preston, do you have a request?'

'It's OK, you'd started
'Bridge', I'd like to hear you make this contraption produce
something worth listening to.'

Actually, I wish I hadn't
started it because although I was weaned on Gershwin numbers and
could play them in my sleep, other pub favourites needed
concentration. Apart from sipping the welcome pint, I was wasting
time. There's no job here and I couldn't buy food with free pints.
But help was at hand as my new benefactor told me of another pub
looking for bar staff. I made my excuses and followed his
directions to Mealpot Road. I had thought he called it 'The Frog
and Firkin' and hoped he was wrong since the Frogs, Slugs and
Firkins were mostly big brewery-chained pubs. What I found was 'The
Frog and Duck', an old-fashioned black and white large inn.

Blast it, the two bar staff had
black T-shirts. Uniforms usually meant not a Free House. But they
were Guinness shirts, so maybe…

'Yes?' she said, bored, even
though it was only one-thirty.

'Is the manager around, I
understand I might be in with the chance of some work?'

The blonde sharp-nosed girl
turned to the older lady, writing on a clipboard by the till. 'Liz,
he wants a word.'

As the dark-haired middle-aged
woman looked up, chewing a pencil-tip, I walked towards her,
smiling.

'I'm a good barman looking for
employment,' I said, without the in-house musical entertainment
ploy.

Shorter than me, she walked
round to the up-turned hinged flap and looked me up and down.

'I don't know.' She was clearly
appalled at the state of my jeans, trainers, hair, face... or
perhaps it was the pin-striped shirt with the oversized rounded
collars.

'I brush up well, really,' I
apologised. 'I've just arrived in town and my belongings are
following.'

'You aren't looking for a
live-in, are you? Only…'

'No, I have a house. I'm just
after some shifts.' This was true. I didn't want to spend all my
time working when I needed to research Leiden and what was really
going on with Wendy and the Manchester jewellery shop. 'And I work
as self-employed,' I added. Free Houses liked that because there's
no need for a P45 or for them to work out tax, insurance and other
paperwork. I liked it because they didn't ask so many questions
with checkable answers.

'Have you any bar experience,
NVQs? References?'

Here we go. I should have gone
to the library, begged the use of a computer to forge ahead with
some references.

'I've done lots of bar work in
between gigs and…' Got it, I remembered where Preston and I, in
real life, slaved '…you could ring the Queen's Hotel in Cheltenham
and ask the bar manager, Dan Swift, about me. I'm Preston Garnet,
by the way.' I grinned, baring only my best teeth, and held out my
hand. She took it and said, 'OK, I'll give him a ring now.'

Oh God.

She had to dial 192 to get the
number and got through to Dan Swift.

'Hi, I'm Liz Fernlea, the
manageress of the Frog and Duck Inn in Maryport and a Preston
Garnet has given me your name as a reference. Yes. Yes. I see.'

This was terrible. Here I was
pretending to be a real someone else. They don't know about it, yet
someone was describing my strengths and weaknesses in real time
when if they could only see down the phone they'd know it wasn't
me. Good job she hadn't a mobile with picture messaging. I hope he
didn't describe my appearance. Preston was shorter than me and
corpulent, an off-the-wall sense of humour and an absolute
brilliant drummer.

She put the phone down. 'He
said you still owe him a tenner.'

I replied with an instant
fabrication. 'I don't, I gave his restaurant customers a piano
recital to pay him back, the cheeky sod.'

'Oh, you should have said you
play the piano, I like a change from the wretched juke-box. Can you
work tonight?'

Would you believe it?

'Six till eleven?' I asked. I
didn't need to discuss wage rates because the default was the legal
minimum. I'd broach having it as cash in hand later.

'Come in at five-thirty for
someone to show you the till codes and we'll sort out any music
later. By ear,' she made a little joke.

'I've got the electricity
coming after three but I'll come straight after.'

'All right, it's just that,
even with you, we'll be short-staffed tonight.'

That's what I liked about bar
work. It's low pay but once you're in, they can't get enough of
you.

Off to welcome the electrical
engineer.

By four-thirty I had the power.
Not only did Miss Energen re-connect twelve Wallis Street to the
National Grid, she deftly checked that the main electrical
equipment, such as the cooker and immersion heater, weren't going
to detonate when I switched on. She might have done more but she
couldn't hold her breath for more than three minutes. I must
de-must by opening a window.

I was able to get to the pub on
time. Liz was busy with the drayman and it was Kayleigh who showed
me how to pull. That wasn't what I needed to know. I needed to know
which of the codes were wrong. There's always some and in this case
the key said 922 was 4X when in fact it was Newcastle Brown.
Kayleigh then proceeded to tell me how to calculate change.

'It's all right, Kayleigh, I
can do subtractions. What I need is one of your T-shirts.' I
pointed at her shirt, but realised that she was confused so I had
to have another go. 'I don't mean your shirt, Kayleigh, just a
Guinness shirt like it.'

'Oh, sure, they're in the back
room, I'll show you.' She started off down a corridor then turned
to face me again. 'Don't tell Liz, 'cos she always watches that
sort of thing.'

'I won't breathe a word,' I
answered, 'and she'll never guess.' What was this girl on? I pulled
on the T-shirt, stuffing my 70's shirt in a carrier bag. Just then
a very black man came in the back door pulling two large bags
stuffed with baguettes and other foodstuffs.

'Hiya, Kylie Minogue, who's
your friend?'

'I'm not Kylie.' She giggled an
admonishment. I gave a hand to bring in the pub food and introduced
myself. He was a qualified chef who felt his talents were wasted
since most pub food was microwaved and pre-packaged. The pub
probably drew trade from his own recipe pies I took to Kevin
straight away, especially when he let me have the odd snack.

'As long as Liz doesn't spot
you or it'll come out of your pay,' as he too sampled his own
splendid Balti. He reminded me of Kimanwe back in Stonelodge only
blacker and thicker set from all the frequent tasting..

'Watch out for Eric, he's the
deputy manager and a nasty piece of work. Everybody's afraid of him
and have cause to be,' Kevin said, looking around as if the object
of his vitriol was behind a pillar.

There's an odd thing. I'm not
sure I'd slag off a superior to someone who was a complete
stranger. It must be my honest face. The evening passed quickly in
spite of having no break for six hours. Liz told me any cabaret
would be on weeknights. This was a shame since you get tips when
playing the piano. The tips for pub staff were abysmal, especially
if you didn't wear a skirt. The pub had up to two hundred customers
at the busiest with the four of us serving, collecting glasses,
refusing drunks and loads of underage would-be drinkers.

Even after one night some
assessments were easy. Loopy Kayleigh couldn't add up or take away,
even when the till told you ninety percent of the answers. On
average, she undercharged more than overcharged, so her accumulated
errors left the takings just in the red. It would have been more
had Liz and I not spotted which light-pocketed customers targeted
Kayleigh for their purchases. Kayleigh was oblivious to her
discrepancies but Eric was deliberately under-changing and
overcharging and filtering the differences into his pocket. Mine
couldn't have been the only observations but I wasn't going to
queer my pitch. Above all, in spite of needing cash, I needed the
job and being above suspicion more. It was odd to have seen Eric
getting away with it though. What hold did he have on Liz?

I broached it with Kevin when
we were clearing up. He wouldn't say until I helped him with the
rubbish into the skips outside. He closed the pub back door while
we were still out in the cold.

'He's her dealer,' he
whispered, 'and you didn't hear it from me.'

'I nearly didn't hear it then,'
I replied. 'Why does he take risks with small change if he's a drug
dealer?'

'Shush.' Kevin covered my mouth
with his garlic-reeking hand. 'Are you kidding? The takings on a
Sat'day is way over two grand, right?' I nodded. 'He would've
collected over a hundred from change, not to count the wraps.'

'Wraps? He's flogging heroin
from the counter?'

'You didn't spot him then.'

It couldn't be that well known,
surely, otherwise we'd get raided. Maybe we will get raided. There
might have been undercover cops among the crowd. I could be in more
danger here than walking the streets. On the other hand if I played
it craftily, I could be earning more very quickly. I asked for and
got a fiver sub before walking slowly home thinking of how to scam
a scammer.

After another night under the
curtains and after breakfast I was in research mode. In front of me
on the scrubbed wooden kitchen table was the Sunday People and the
Maryport edition of the Times & Star. Among all the adverts for
double-glazing and TV repairs, you never see what was happening
just under the surface. No adverts for drug dealers' assistants,
hit-men needed, burglars and safe-crackers. Imagine the alternative
local newspaper, because all those occupations were going on. They
had their own underground infrastructure with a career structure,
training, apprenticeships, and finance arrangements, including
investment portfolios, security, punishment and health care.
Although there were a few go-it-alone criminals, most operated
within organised groups, often families. Most towns had only a
small handful of extended families with nefarious activities as
their main income. The families had links within their own town but
also in other urban areas throughout Britain. Sometimes, they
swapped specialists, though rarely did jobs together. There was
quite a culture of 'owing us one' and a huge knowledge bank of
who's who.

All of which would make it
nearly impossible to pass myself off as an established criminal,
even with my inside knowledge, but not impossible to pass myself
off as an undercover policeman. By the very nature of the job,
neither the local police nor their adversaries would know me. I had
a bold and dangerous plan that a year ago would have been
ludicrous. I'd changed. Prison was an inevitably metamorphic
experience, as was being on the run. My success at evading capture
had given me confidence and an assurance in myself. I was up for
anything, almost. Of course, it mightn't last forever.

My next shift was eleven to
six. Loopy Kayleigh was sweeping a broken pint glass outside the
pub when I arrived. I gave her a cheery greeting but it was as if
she didn't recognise me. I looked into her eyes. They were
bloodshot.

'Did you get home all right
last night, Kayleigh?' I asked, feeling belatedly concerned. It
hadn't occurred to me to ask if either of the ladies wanted to be
walked home.

'Mm.'

'Did Eric take you home?'

Her eyes startled up at me.

'He did, didn't he? What did he
do?'

'Nuffin, leave me alone,' she
cried, so I left it and went to push the door open.

'Naw, you can't go in yet,' she
said, putting up her hand. I hesitated but tried a guess.

'Liz and Eric in there?'

She nodded.

Shrugging, I strolled off to
explore the boundaries. Eric irritated me already.

Maryport had laid a fancy brick
path between the outside wall of the pub and a small river and I
followed it upstream. It wasn't the landscaping I was interested
in. I was bursting to find out what Eric was up to. I was too late.
A door opened before me, Eric stormed out with a face on it,
brushed past me and throwing himself into his S-type 30, drove off
spitting grit in my face.

I rushed into the pub but Liz
appeared to be calmly transferring chairs from the tables onto the
floor.

'Are you OK?'

'Why shouldn't I be?' Her face
belied her words.

'Come into the kitchen. I'll
make you a cup of tea.'

'We're open in a few minutes,
you don't need to fuss, Preston.'

I helped her with the last of
the chairs and made us a pot. Kayleigh served the dribbles of
customers while Kevin prepared basket-meals for the lunchtime
trade.

I had to force Liz to sit in a
quiet corner with our tea.

'I can help you, Liz.'

'You are, I need bar staff
that's all.'

I let it go and we sipped our
tea for a few moments.

'How about if I said that I
could get Eric off your back.'

'It's not my back he was on.'
She mouthed a smile but her eyes remained moist.

'I'm working undercover.'

'What do you mean?' Her
eyebrows dived downwards. 'Isn't that rather melodramatic?'

'I work for Her Majesty's
Customs and Excise.'

'I thought you were a musician
doing bar work in between.'

'Her Majesty is an equal
opportunities employer.'

'I hope you don't think I'm
selling illicit cans of lager.'

'Well… you do appear to have a
large stock of twelve packs of Grolsch with strange labels.'

'I…I think they were part of a
wrong order. I -'

'Don't worry, Liz. Remember.
It's Eric I'm after, not you.'

Liz rapidly recovered her sense
of humour. 'It takes all sorts, I suppose. How do you know he's up
to anything?'

'You're joking. He's been
dealing narcotics from this pub for a long time, hasn't he?'

She looked guiltily
shocked.

I needed to put her at her
ease. 'Listen, I'm not interested in your habits although you might
need another supplier if Eric is scared away completely.'

'He's an extremely evil man, be
very careful,' she said, placing a hand on my arm.

'What did he do to Kayleigh?
She's upset.'

'She's learning the hard way.
She accepted a lift home a few weeks back and was idiot enough to
think men do that without having to get into your knickers for the
privilege.'

'I hope you don't think all men
are like that.' I tried to look hurt.

'They're not?'

*

Liz seemed convinced I was
working undercover. I didn't know I was such a good liar. Worrying.
I was having kittens by the cat-full deliberating on how to scam
Eric. Was he going to be so easily fooled that I was an undercover
security officer? Even if he suspected I was just getting him away
from the ladies, he wasn't going to be sure. If I'd gone firing on
all cylinders, telling him to bugger off without the undercover
scam, he could send some heavy friends around. But he'd think I had
even more heavy friends. On a head-to-head I felt I could handle
him. The last few months in the nick had taught me a few tricks.
Who did I think I was kidding? Eric was a low-life gangster. He'd
have a knife, knuckledusters or steel caps on his brogues. What had
I to defend myself with? Tatty trainers that would make a muddy
footprint wherever I stamped on him and a mouthful of sharp
put-downs. I was still thinking of openers when he came in from the
storeroom, carrying a crate of mixers to the bar.

'I'd like to have a word,' I
opened.

He looked straight into my eyes
but I saw nothing there.

'What for?'

It was as if we already knew
each other.

'There's something you need to
know.'

'It'll have to wait, I'm busy,'
he said grabbing hold of several bottles at once by their
necks.

I put my hand over his.
'Now.'

I suddenly realised I had no
need for the butterflies. His toughness was a brittle shell. We
went to the storeroom.

'I'll come straight to the
point. I work for the drugs division of Custom and Excise.'

His face was unchanged. 'So,
what's that to do with me?'

'We believe that dealing is
going down on these premises.'

'Oh, no, not another one,' he
said, with some exasperation.

What did he mean? Another one
what? Was my not-real cover about to be blown already? Before I
could ask, he continued.

'Nearly half the town takes
drugs of some sort round here.'

'Aspirin doesn't count.'

'Are you sure you're not on
something, Garnet? Most of the kids try stuff for kicks 'cos
there's nothing for them to do. Have you seen the unemployment rate
around here? All right, maybe they're not all on the hard stuff but
even ice, E, poppers, uppers and downers are being used.'

'I'm not judging the good
citizens of this town.'

'What do you want, exactly?' he
said, but his face read, 'a piece of the action?'

'Let's just say my eyes are
going to be wide open around here, Eric. Do you get my drift?'

He gave one curt nod. I left
him there as I went back to the bar and found myself rescuing
Kayleigh, who was about to pay a sixteen-year-old pimply to have a
pint.

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Over the next few days I was
kept very busy. My intervention had kept Eric from messing about
with the women but it was because he'd stayed away. That meant
there was even more to do at the pub, which I didn't really want.
But it also meant the takings went up, which made it easier for Liz
to pay me in full plus bonus and in cash. Our client base seemed to
change too.

It concerned me I had nothing
on Eric besides the unwilling testimony of two distraught women.
Information was power. Nobody at the pub knew anything useful about
Eric. Only what car he drove and what he did at the pub. If I
needed to counter some threat, what did I have? Diddly-squat. As I
only lived ten minutes quick march away, I arranged for Kevin to
tip me off if Eric decided to do half a shift or so. So it was that
I ended up loitering with intent to follow him. I had to be a
codpiece short of a suit of armour. In fact I could probably do
with a suit of armour.

It was dark, very dark. All the
way through the centre of town he didn't look back once. Well, it's
Maryport and not Chicago. Even so, I would've expected more caution
from someone who lived on the dark side. Heading west I was getting
too close so I stopped near a wall. A rising full moon was sending
its reflecting silver ripples across the harbour towards me. It was
incongruous to witness such timeless beauty. The fishing boats
gently swayed in harmonic motion. It was hypnotic. Whoops… I had
taken my eyes off my prey. Where had he gone? There, he was looking
in my direction. I slowly stepped back into the shadows. I think he
must've looked straight past me to the lighthouse that was adding a
glow to the night. He turned and strolled on.

I wasn't surprised at the
Ritson Wharf address. Expensive yuppified conversion job with his
Jag parked outside. A little more electoral role research in the
Public Library gave me proper names. At least I had his address. 'I
know where you live' always sends a chill.

*

My house looked better once I
had some money. I was able to buy a quilt for the bed and get new
locks for both doors. I couldn't believe how expensive Oxfam was. I
was able to get Cancer shoes for three pounds, Barnado's quilt for
two, RSPCA black trousers for two pounds fifty and a hospice
twin-bar electric fire in exchange for the lawn mower trying to
escape from the shed.

I heard a knock at the door.
Just a gentle rhythmic rat-tat of the metal letterbox. It couldn't
be the police then. Looking out of the still-dirty windows didn't
help. To my surprise, I found my young lady neighbour. In spite of
the winter weather, she was sportingly displaying her belly-button
under her open pink plastic jacket. She clutched an Ecco bag and
looked at me with big eyes.

'Hello,' I said. Surely she
wasn't going to borrow a cup of sugar.

'Hi, er...'

'Preston.'

'Kelly, can I come in for a
minute?'

Was my luck in? I didn't look
forty and she must be late teens. Right, I was kidding myself… so
what did she want?

'Sure, come in.'

'God what a dump.'

'I'm into the authentic forties
look.'

'You what?'

'Have you been in here before,
when Gunner lived here?'

'You joking me or what?'

'Yes.'

'Eh?'

Was this small talk?

'Would you like a glass of
something?'

'Can.'

'Can of what, Coke, lager,
baked beans?'

'Owt.'

I gave her a can of Stella.

'Would you like me to give you
a grand tour, Kelly?'

'Can I see upstairs?' She had a
foot on the first step looking expectantly up. What was going on?
I'd no illusions over this young woman. Well, not much. While I'd
breath, I had hope. She was an un-sophisticate. But her cultural
naïve innocence was outweighed by her street-wise raw sexual
energy.

'Let me lead the w…' Too late.
She was already wriggling her provocative backside at me as she
chanced the dodgy timberwork. I continued talking as I
followed.

'Watch out. There is a missing
floorboard on the landing.' But she'd already skipped over it
before diving in and out of all three upstairs rooms. I caught up
with her not in the master bedroom where Percy was beginning to
point but in the spare bedroom.

'You could rent this one out,
couldn't you?'

So that was it. Our Kelly
wanted to flit her parental nest. She didn't want to go far but
enough to taste the exquisite flavour of independence. The room
wasn't that bad. A few more pounds in the charity shops and it
would spruce up as a girly-pad. If I washed more she might not
spend every night in it. I'd even buy some paint and…

'My boyfriend needs
somewhere.'

'Oh. I'm not sure about that,
there's not much furniture, no blankets, it's damp, cold and no
en-suite.'

'Will you take twenty quid a
week?'

Now here was a situation. You
break into a house and live in it free of charge, quite legally
squatting if you overlook the way I found my way in. Then you
acquired an income, no matter how small, from some sucker who
thought you owned it. Hilarious. Trouble was I liked being on my
own. It was more secure and I didn't need to be careful about what
I did. It was a thoroughly bizarre and bad idea.

'I don't think so.'

'Twenty-five.'

'OK.' The comic side of it was
too inviting. 'I need a month's rent as deposit,' I added as a
greedy afterthought.

'Right. 'Ow much is that
then?'

'Hundred…and fifty,' I
lied.

Maths was clearly not a Kelly
strong point.

She dived into her small black
shoulder bag and fetched out a bundle. 'You'll have the rest
tomorrow. Can he move in Sat'day?'

'Sure,' I said, 'but there
aren't any sheets and blankets at the moment.'

'I'll bring some round.'

Things could hardly get better.
All right, it was a shame it wasn't Kelly moving in with me, but
let's be realistic. Now not only do I have an income from someone
else's home but the tenant was helping to furnish it as well.

'There's one more thing,' Kelly
said.

'What's that? Bad habits I
should know about?'

'Yuh what?'

'He doesn't want to sub-rent it
out to someone else, does he?'

'Naw.'

'Sorry, private joke. Does he
like his radio on too noisy or something?'

'No, it's his bike,' she
said.

'He has a noisy bike?'

'It's only second-hand.'

'True, second-hand bikes can be
very noisy,' I said, wondering where all this was leading to.

'Will it cost extra?'

I resisted asking if she
thought a noisy bike would cost more to house than a quiet
bike.

'Not if he keeps it in the
yard.'

And that was that. It spurred
me to invest in some bathroom cleaner, fix the plug on a vacuum
cleaner I found and test it. Thoughts of a stereotype biker with
tattoos, nose and other body parts pierced, Hell's Angels, smoking,
sometimes with ciggies, beer-spilling, gobbing and snotting on the
floor - flashed through my mind. Then, what the hell? I'd been
sharing accommodation with worse at Stonelodge and I could walk out
easier. I gave her a spare key for the front door.

*

It was only a twelve-minute
dash from work but I was soaked when I reached my navy blue front
door. I must get another hat, my soggy head calculated, as I let
myself in with the shiny new key. He was already in. So was his
motorbike. That's great, an oily mechanic and his oily motor bike
in my best lounge. It was bound to lower the tone of the place.
He'd put some Cumbria Stars on the floor but oil was dripping,
missing his arranged newspaper. Luckily the oil also missed the
carpet, puddling onto the floorboards.

' 'Allo, Meester,' he said,
holding out a grimy hand. The rest of him looked well scrubbed. No
body hair. He had jeans and biker's black leather boots but his
white shirt and jacket were on my armchair. He obviously didn't
want to get them oily. Presumably he didn't want his bike to get
rained on either. I suppose I would've done the same.

'Only while fixing, you
understand?' he said, in a stilted mid-European accent, pointing a
spanner at the bike while his right hand was still looking for
mine. We could all learn a lot about manners from our asylum
seekers, I thought.

I took his hand, oil and all. I
received a firm pumping.

'Preston,' I said.

'Pau,' he replied. Presumably,
that was his name. Kelly, who bubbled in from the kitchen, rescued
me.

'Hi, Pressie. Isn't he
gorgeous?' She draped herself over his back with her eyes closed as
he lifted his open palms to me, as if to say, 'I can't help it, all
chicks do this to me.' Sickening, it shouldn't be allowed.

'Put him down, Kelly, and put
the kettle on while I change.'

Upstairs, I changed. This meant
putting on a different shirt since I didn't have a complete change
of clothes yet. Patricia would've done her nut. One of the reasons
we've come asunder was her excessive prim orderliness. Umm… things
were getting a little out of my control now in this squat and I
wasn't sure I liked it. I'd better make out the formalities.

'Kelly, can you write down
Pau's full name?' I offered her a pen and paper.

She looked as if it was the
first time she'd seen such artefacts.

'Give me,' Pau said.

Great, now I had an oily biro
and paper but at least a semblance of officialdom and his name.
Pazardzhik Pleven.

'Thanks, I'll get you a rent
book later today.' I needed to buy this week's New Musical Express
for any more messages about Leiden. 'The rest of the deposit?' I
asked them both.

'No problem,' Pau said, and
wiping his hands on a newspaper fetched an envelope out of his
jacket pocket and counted out a hundred. I wondered if he realised
that four times twenty-five was a bit less than a hundred and
fifty. His grey eyes looking steadily into mine told me he did.

'You don't need to pay any more
until the beginning of February,' I said.

'Correct,' he replied. He
looked like a teenager but spoke and carried himself ten years
older. Was he running away too, I wondered?



SAX PLAYER

Without one.

L will give anything.

Has contacts everywhere
big.

For a sparkling gig.

 


The first two lines in the
Works category classifieds were the same as the previous one, so
this must be for me. I interpreted it as meaning that Leiden had
unlimited funds to find me, no city was safe and it was related to
diamonds. This could be good news if it meant Leiden and anyone
he'd paid were only looking for me in large cities and not in rural
backwaters. In which case my strategy for hiding worked. On the
other hand it didn't help me to find what was really going down and
how to clear myself. I couldn't do this on my own. I was going to
have to get in touch with Dave Pawling, the PI Patricia had hired.
She was clearly doing these messages and hiring the PI out of
loyalty, as the romance between us departed ages ago. She was a
brick. I hope she got some happiness from Brian.

I've got about three hundred,
not enough for legal travelling, paying for legal hotel stays,
bribes and so on. I needed more. Had I enough bottle to squeeze
silence money out of Eric or enough immorality to join him? It
would raise the cash quickly. I wasn't sure about me anymore. How
many laws had I broken? Dozens. So what was different about me
selling alcohol and Eric selling wraps? The odd glass of wine can
be good for you. The odd whiff of some drugs can be relaxing,
stimulating, inspiring and make you feel good - just ask Keats and
Oscar Wilde. Alcohol can kill. Drugs kill quicker. Maybe I should
stick to blackmailing Eric when the opportunity arose.

Next week at the pub saw Friday
lunch customers ushered out and Kevin gone home. With five dirty
dishes and half a dozen glasses expertly balanced, I pushed through
the swing door into the kitchen. Whoa. Standing in front of the
rear door were two big lads wearing dark suits but no smiles.
Instinctively, I stepped back but there was another one behind me.
I'd no choice but to continue into the kitchen with my load.

'Can I help you?' I asked, in
my strongest but unconvincing voice.

'You Garnet?' said the one on
the right, who'd moved his coat just slightly to the side to reveal
that he and probably the others were packing. I resisted the zany
urge to ask who wants to know. Should I say 'Officer Garnet' in the
hope that if these were Eric's thugs, they mightn't know I was,
supposedly, working with the police and might go easy on me? On the
other hand they might be worse. Calling me Garnet ruled out them
being police, thinking they had found the missing prisoner.

'Yes, and who are you?' I went
for a bold response. Beatings were common in the nick. No real
person could face up to, and beat, three thugs. But there were
methods of damage limitation. They mostly amounted to delaying
tactics. Two good ones I tried now. I threw the crockery into the
air in the general direction of the two in front and dived under
the table. In the nick, the noise from smashing plates eventually
brought help and you delayed the attack by being under a difficult
access table. The trouble was that only Kayleigh was on shift with
me. Not that she couldn't scream or dial 999, but she'd have her
headphones on listening to the latest pop-stars rather than being
tuned into smashing pint glasses. In fact, the bloke that came in
behind me must have seen her out there. He might've already put her
out. I felt sicker by the minute. The table was in the middle of
the kitchen and there was a lot of shouting going on. I was making
suitable threats of retaliation by the forces of law and order
while they were making threats of a more violent nature. One of the
main areas to grab people was by the hair. It hurts and there's no
option but for your head to follow your hair. It's one reason why
so many in the nick have virtually no hair.

Eventually, the one with a
brain cell realised all they had to do was upturn the table. While
I still had an arm free I instinctively went for one of the kitchen
knives even though my head was arguing against turning the
situation from a probable beating to a fatality - mine. Before I
reached the knife, both arms were grabbed while the third man
punched me hard in the ribs. Doubling up, my face met his knee
coming up. They threw me to the ground where they could use better
weapons, like boots. Part of my brain, the tiny peanut-size bit,
wanted to reason with my tormentors. It wanted to engage in cogent
conversation. To explain why maiming an officer of the law only
brought trouble. But another bigger lump in my brain, the bit where
experience lived, knew that logic had nothing to do with this sort
of beating. I had two options to survive: run for it or curl up and
play dead. There's no joy in beating someone who couldn't
appreciate it. But I was in excruciating pain in my ribs, face and
legs so my brain wasn't working too well. I was worried about the
guns. Suppose they decided to finish me off?

A boot found my ribs, again.
Another was standing on my left leg. He looked as if he was going
to jump up and then down, hard. I tried to turn it. Both my arms
were held and I was in danger of blacking out as my head kept
banging on the floor.

Perhaps I overestimated their
perceived danger from me as an undercover drugs enforcer. Suppose
I'd threatened a much more lucrative business than I thought? Maybe
there was another way. It depended on being able to operate my
mouth.

'I'll make a deal.'

No reaction. Maybe I only
thought I said it but my mouth couldn't get the words out. But I
did. Maybe not loud enough. They must have heard me. That told them
that I wasn't yet unconscious and not so badly hurt that I couldn't
construct a simple sentence. Another kick to my right ribs and
although I was losing feeling all over my body, I heard a crack.
Did it stop them? My legs and arms were freed. I was curled up to
protect my underbelly and bits but two of them were again forcing
me onto my back.

'Tell Eric I'll do a deal. Do
me in and there'll be nothing for any of you…aagh.' It was the best
I could do under the circumstances.

A pause. Through half-closed
puffy eyes I could see they were considering their next step. It
wasn't so much their conversation because two of them hadn't said
anything at all and the talkative one had only uttered two words.
Actions speak louder than words. They seemed to operate with some
sort of low-life telepathy. I've seen it before. Knowing looks,
eyebrow elevation semaphore, short jerks of the head, shrugging
shoulders and grunts. Why use complicated language, fraught with
the dangers of using the wrong words and all the permutations of
ambiguity?

'Oos Eric?' gruffed an eventual
reply. As if. Surely it wouldn't be Leiden? They called me Garnet.
Unless…

I could only see one of them
clearly, since I was still in my protective curl, but I saw him
getting his .22 out from within his coat. Was it loaded? That
depended on how he held it. If he held it by the barrel, then he
intended to pistol-whip me round the back of the lower head to put
me out. They don't do that with a loaded gun in case a horrible
accident happened. Otherwise he…I never found out. Kayleigh had
started screaming. Well done, loopy. In other circumstances I would
have wanted her to call 999 but it would be a bit tricky, wouldn't
it?

The three underworld security
men left through the back door, leaving me on top of the upturned
table, leaking blood, throwing up - and I hadn't noticed the other
puddle. I suppose it was mine. I started to sit up but doubled up
in pain and passed out.

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 


'Bill. Bill. Are you with us,
Bill?'

I had a blinding headache; my
chest shot pains through me whenever I breathed in. I waited. Oh
yes, and when I breathed out.

'Bill. Open your eyes, come on
now.'

Oh, go on, Bill, whoever you
are, open your eyes for them so I can return to blissful
unconscious ignorance. What else hurts? Just about everything.

'Come on, Bill, you're nearly
with us.'

For heaven's sake, Bill, put
them out of their misery. It made me curious to see who Bill was.
And what was he doing in the pub? Come to think of it, what were
these people doing here? My eyes were puffy and swollen. I didn't
know if I wanted them open. It might hurt even more. But curiosity
got the better of me and I put in a huge effort to crank open my
eye-lids.

What's this? White lights,
white ceiling and faces wearing stupid grins talking at me. Me? I'm
Bill. That dozy Kayleigh has somehow turned Preston into Bill. I
had enough trouble remembering who I was these days.

That meant I was in hospital.
Oh no. Forms, ID, records and … what else was there to worry
about?

'Don't worry, Bill, you won't
have to talk to the police just yet,' said nurse.

That was it, the police. The
thought sent me back into a coma.

*

I came round during the night
shift. The painkillers must have worn off, assuming they'd given me
some. Was my breathing difficult because of cracked ribs or the
swaddling bandages? I couldn't breathe through my nose but couldn't
tell whether it was missing or dried blood. Sharp pains accompanied
the bringing of my left arm up to feel my face, then I noticed I
had plastic input and I'd pulled it. The right arm felt better but
my fingers hurt from hitting the three bears. Or was it from when
they were stamping on them? I wondered what the damage was, and was
I fit enough to check out. It was ironic I might have to execute
another escape. How was I to know that Eric was going to overreact
to my warning him off? At least I was alive. I'd the impression
that those thugs intended to terminate me. I probably owed my
tenuous grip on life to loopy Kayleigh. Bless her.

I wondered if crying out about
doing a deal might still bear fruit. I needed connections in the
underworld that might know about Karl Leiden and what he was up to.
I couldn't divulge this to Eric, since he believed I was the law
and so had access to my own information system. But the forces of
order and the forces of disorder were two separate existences, with
not as much interaction as people think.

'Well, we're in the land of the
living then,' said Florence Nightingale, who had crept up on my
thoughts unnoticed.

I attempted speech. 'Yeah.'
That was enough for now, my throat hurt.

'You're probably dehydrated in
spite of the drip. I'll get you some water.'

She came back, helped me to sit
up and let my top lip paddle in the water.

'That's it, Bill.'

'Acshuelly, I'm Pwestun.'

'Don't try to speak yet, Bill,
especially in a foreign language. When the doctor does his round,
we'll give you something to reduce the swelling. Your face looks
like a beach ball.'

'Bleashed, fashe?' I uttered,
confused that my mouth wasn't obeying orders.

'Umm, maybe I'll see if the
houseman is around,' she said.

Another sleep, another voice,
lights and still more sleep. Consciousness came with the dawn
chorus of the tea, tablets and bedpans. Hey, my right hand
discovered something interesting. My face wasn't so swollen. I
must've had some medication in between zeds.

I couldn't stay here much
longer. Both the police and Florence will want answers. Uh - uh,
she was in effusing mood.

'Now then, Bill, I've got to
get some details about you. I know it's going to be difficult
talking but I'll keep to the essentials for now. Now, is it Bill or
William?' she looked at me with poised pen.

'Preshton,' my lips were
swollen and cut in two places.

'Preston? Do you mean your name
is Bill Preston?'

'No, my name ish Preston…' Just
a minute, I shouldn't give too much away about my new incarnation
here in Maryport. I might want to hang around before moving on.
Perhaps I should keep with Bill as a name. On the other hand, Liz
and Kevin might visit and ask for me by name. I'll compromise and
give a different surname to Garnet. '…Green.'

'P'raps you mean Bill Preston
Green?' she didn't want to believe that she'd been calling me the
wrong name all along.

'Jusht Preshton Green.'

'Have it your own way then,'
she said, scribbling away. 'Now your date of birth.'

'July twelfth, nineteen
shixty-shix.' At least that was real. I'm not going to remember too
many pretend identities.

'Place of birth, Maryport, is
it? You can just nod to some of these.' She could be so
helpful.

I shook my head. It was no use
pretending to be born here. Local records were much easier to
verify than remote locations.

'Oh, come on, Bill, Preston,
whoever you are, just nod your head.'

So I dutifully nodded. This was
getting to be too much like hard work.

'I suppose I'd better put down
where you really were born,' she admitted.
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