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 Chapter 1 
 
 
 SLEEPING WITH THE FISHES 
 
 
     
  I was standing by the edge of the cliff, gazing out over the turbulent sea pounding at 
the rocks below. The frothy waves seemed hungry as they clawed their way up the cliff-
face towards me. Tentacles of cold spray wrapped themselves around my legs and I 
shivered, hunching my shoulders against the wind as I walked back towards the 
graveyard. 
  The last sleek limousine waited with its back door agape. Bending forward, I slid into 
its warm interior beside Uncle Hobart. He was huddled into the corner of the brown 
leather seat and glanced over at me as I settled back with a sigh. 
  "They've gone on," he said. 
  "Right." I nodded, my thoughts still back with the sea. A shiver ran down my spine. 
"God, I think someone's just walked over my grave!" 
  Uncle Hobart threw me a guarded look and my face reddened. I sniffed, looking out 
of the window to hide my embarrassment. The rows of gravestones I saw didn't help my 
composure any. 
  "So, yer staying fer long then?" 
  I shook my head. "No, I'm going back tomorrow." Rubbing condensation from the 
window with my sleeve, I stared out at the light-dappled grass, adding quietly, "I only 
came up for the funeral." 
  As the limousine moved out of the church grounds and into the narrow country lane, 
we sat silently, both preoccupied with our thoughts. The wind eased and the sun broke 
through the clouds, flickering between the trees. I felt a headache building-up behind my 
left eye. Uncle Hobart fidgeted himself into a more comfortable position. 
  "Didn't know 'im too well, did yer?" he asked. 
  I turned and studied him for a moment. His hands twisted back and forth on the 
carved handle of his walking stick. They were hard, strong hands; a farmer's hands. He 
was well into his seventies and still worked the farm. Removing a cloth-cap, he scratched 
his balding head and clicked his dentures - a habit that annoyed me intensely. 
  "Funny old bugger 'e were," he said. 
  I raised my gaze to his faded blue eyes, arching my eyebrows. 
  "They used ter call 'im Jonah. Be'ind 'is back, like." 
  "That right?" I asked, only half listening. 
  He glanced out the window, nodding slowly, as though trying to remember 
something. 
  "And why did they call him Jonah, then?” It was more politeness than interest on my 
part. 
  Uncle Hobart turned his weathered face towards me, pursing his lips. 
  "No, really," I insisted. "Do tell." 



  As soon as the words slipped from my mouth I kicked myself. I should know better, 
bitter experience having taught me that once Uncle Hobart started in on one of his stories, 
there was no respite. At least, not until heʼd rung every last drop from it. 
  After considering my request for a moment, he lent forward to rap the handle of his 
walking stick on the partition separating us from the chauffeur. The driver reached back 
over his shoulder and slid it open. 
  "Yes sir?” a pretentious voice enquired. 
  "Turn the car around. I want ter go back." 
  The driverʼs tone abruptly changed to an indignant squeak. "But I'm only being paid 
to drive you to the..." 
  "Stop yer bleedin' arguing man!” Uncle Hobart interrupted. "We've just passed a pub 
and the youngster 'ere wants ter stop fer a wet." 
  "But..." 
  "What's the matter with yer? Don't yer know we've just been ter a funeral? Fer God's 
sake man, I fought a war fer the likes o' yer." 
  The driver held up a hand in submission. "Okay, okay. I'll go back to the pub, 
granddad. But it's going to cost you a drink!" 
  The chauffeur struggled to turn the limousine around in the narrow country lane, 
keeping up a steady flow of profanities. Uncle Hobart just sat back in the tooled leather 
seat with a smile on his thin lips. 
  A little later we glided to a stop outside the pub and when I trotted around to open 
the car door, I was met with a withering look and muttered comments about the bloody 
impudence of young people these days. Shrugging at the driver I followed my uncle's 
disappearing back into the dim interior of the pub. So much for being helpful, I thought. 
  Uncle Hobart slipped the chauffeur a five-pound note and pointed at the bar. "'Ere, 
get yerself a drink," he instructed, "and wait fer us 'ere. We'll be through the back. in the 
snug." 
  The barmaid looked up and smiled as we approached. "Yes luv?" 
  "Two whiskeys, with chasers," Uncle Hobart ordered, slapping down some loose 
change on the counter. 
  Not waiting to be served, he headed for a table beside the roaring log fire. I 
shrugged at the barmaid and followed him like a loyal puppy. After poking at the fire, 
Uncle Hobart sat back in his seat, ignoring the obnoxious smell now wafting across the 
room as the rubber feral on the end of his walking stick began to smoulder. The barmaid 
came over and placed a bent metal tray on the table between us, giving Uncle Hobart a 
withering look. 
  "Thanks," I acknowledged, smiling broadly. Uncle Hobart just grunted. 
  Hooking the still smoking walking stick onto the back of his chair, Uncle Hobart took 
a hefty pull at his beer, then downed the whisky in one gulp. Sighing contentedly, he 
wiped his mouth on his sleeve, belching loudly. "God, I needed that." Cocking his head to 
one side, he gave me a quizzical look. "Yer've no idea 'ow much I 'ate bleedin' funerals. It 
ain't right ter 'ave ter go ter them things at my age, yer know." 
  I sipped at my drink, studying the barmaid's swinging hips as she sauntered 
between the tables, clearing the glasses. 



  "Talkative bugger, ain't yer?" 
  I shrugged, finishing my beer with a flourish. "So why did they call him Jonah, then?" 
I asked, stumped for something to say. 
  Uncle Hobart settled back in his chair and I could tell I was in for a long session. 
  "It were right queer, that," he began. "It goes back ter when 'e were in the navy." 
  "I thought he was in the army," I interrupted. Not that I was that interested, I just 
enjoyed winding him up whenever I got the chance. 
  "Yer don't know nothin' about 'im, so 'ow come yer think 'e were in the bleedin' 
army!" He gulped at his beer and shook his head. "Nah, he were in the navy. Midshipman 
far as I remember. Any'ow, 'e got sunk like." 
  "Sunk?" 
  Uncle Hobart nodded, eyes glazing as his mind drifted back through the years. "Aye, 
torpedoed 'e were." 
  "That must have..." 
  "And bombed. And run aground." 
  "What, all at the same time?" 
  "Nah, o' course not, yer silly bugger!" Finishing his beer, he rattled his glass on the 
table to attract the barmaid's attention. "Same again luv," he shouted. "And one fer the 
youngster 'ere. Turning back he frowned. "Now where were I? Oh aye, yer Uncle Fred. 'E 
were sunk six times altergether." Leaning forward he gazed into my eyes with an intensity 
that made me feel uncomfortable. "And yer know what?" I blinked rapidly and shook my 
head. "Every bleedin' time it 'appened, 'e were the only survivor. 'Ow about that!" 
  Having finished his story, Uncle Hobart lent back in his chair in obvious satisfaction, 
a large smile creasing his weathered face. 
  "Oh yeah! Sure." My tone left no doubt as to what I thought of that story. 
  "But it's true! True as I sit 'ere. 'E showed me all the noospaper cuttings 'e'd saved." 
  I took a sip of my whisky. "Six times, eh?" 
  The barmaid brought fresh drinks and gave me a half-smile as she bent over to 
place them on the table. Over the edge of her gaping top I could see that she was 
wearing a frilly black brassiere. Uncle Hobart took a deep swallow of his beer and winked 
at me as she wound her way back to the bar. 
  "Won't do yer no good that," he said. "Anyway, that weren't all. The last time 'e were 
sunk, only 'im and the captain got off the ship. Adrift in a lifeboat fer three weeks they 
were, afore they was picked up." He took another deep pull at his beer and burped loudly. 
"And all that were left when they found 'im, were 'im and one tatty looking leg." 
  I threw him a look but he ignored it. 
  "Anyway, after the war Fred took up fishing, and that went fine. At least it did fer 
awhile. But suddenly every ship 'e went on..." Uncle Hobart stared pointedly at the floor, 
shaking his head. "Well no bugger'd sail with 'im in the end, so 'e 'ad to buy 'is own boat." 
  I raised an eyebrow at the barmaid, who was listening to our conversation. "Well 
that's hardly surprising," I said standing up. The barmaid smiled and I winked at her. 
"Come on, let's get back - I think you've tried to wind me up enough for one day." 
  "Think yer know it all, yer young 'uns, don't yer?" 
  I handed him his walking stick and chuckled. "Well I know enough not to be taken in 



by any of your stories." 
  * 
 
  We had driven about half a mile when the sound of a loud explosion cut through the 
balmy afternoon. 
  "What the hell was that?" the chauffeur asked, pulling the limousine into the side of 
the road. 
  "Probably dynamiting in the quarry," Uncle Hobart replied. "Come on, never mind 
that. Let's get back to the 'ouse afore they scoff all the bleedin' sandwiches!" 
  * 
 
  The next day our local newspaper carried an interesting piece. An underground gas 
main had blown up, causing the cliff-face at the back of the churchyard to collapse into 
the sea, taking a large part of the graveyard and dozens of coffins with it. The article went 
on to say that only one coffin had been recovered. 
  Uncle Hobart muttered something about cremating old Fred next time round. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 2 
 
 
 SOGGY SANDWICHES 
 
 
     
  As usual I was playing the invisible man, waving my ten pound note in the air to no 
avail, so I shouted above the noise. "Er, excuse me. Excuse me can...?" The barman 
walked right passed me as though I didn't exist. Sighing heavily I pushed my way nearer 
to the bar. 
  A rough voice exploded in my ear, "Oy! You berk!" 
  My heart sank as I felt beer slop over my arm. The owner of the now half-empty 
glass looked down at me with a scowl. He was big, very big. 
  "Sorry," I apologised quickly. "Here, let me buy you another one." 
  Turning away, he held up a finger to attract the barmanʼs attention. The barman 
instantly homed in on him, ready to take his order. 
  "A pint," he rumbled. "He's paying." 
  I nodded eagerly, trying to figure out how the big lug had done it, while handing over 
my money. "And I'll have a pint for myself and a whisky as well please." 
  Picking up the drinks I headed out of the crush, being extra careful not to jostle 
anyone else on the way. 
  "Yer always were a cack 'anded bugger, weren't yer?" Uncle Hobart greeted me as I 
lowered myself into a seat. 
  Forcing a smile I pushed his drink across the table at him, wondering why everybody 
seemed so intent on upsetting me today. 
  "Thanks for the show of solidarity," I replied sardonically. 
  Uncle Hobart just grunted, taking a long pull at his beer. 
  "Ah,” he sighed, “that's 'it the spot just right." Then, with another long gulp, he 
finished his drink and held up his glass. "'Ow about another one, then?" 
  Before I got the chance to point out that Iʼd not even started mine yet, Uncle Hobart 
was out of his chair, heading for the bar at a fast trot. Head down, elbows out, he 
disappeared into the crowd, the image of a demented ferret Iʼd once seen at a side-show. 
The only way I could follow his progress was by the angry comments being shouted at 
him from all sides. 
  "Oy watch out!" 
  "What the...?" 
  "Hey that's my foot!" 
  "What the hell! Oh sorry granddad, didn't see you there. Come on, I'll give you a 
hand." 
  The Neanderthal whoʼd cost me an extra pint of beer was now escorting Uncle 
Hobart to the bar. Raising my eyes to the ceiling, I shook my head in disbelief. 
  "Marvellous, isn't it?" I muttered under my breath. "When I try getting a drink, not 
only does the barman ignore me, I end up buying the Incredible Hulk one as well. But 



him..." I snorted at the unfairness of the world. 
  Emerging from the melee with a pint clutched in each hand, Uncle Hobart headed 
back. "Come on Peter boy," he called, trotting straight passed our table, "don't just sit 
there looking bleedin' glum!" 
  Before I could answer, he'd gone, disappearing through a doorway at the back of the 
bar. Sighing in resignation, I picked up my glass, following at a more leisurely pace. I 
found him sitting in a pleasantly shaded area, set out with tables and chairs. 
  "There, that's better, ain't it?" he asked as I settled down. 
  "How'd you find out about this, then?" 
  "Geezer in the bar told me. Built like a gorilla 'e were. Asked if I were with the pillock 
what spilt his beer. When I said I were, 'e suggested we come out 'ere ter the kiddies 
garden. Right embarrassing it were!" 
  "Yeah, I can imagine," I mumbled under my breath. 
  We sat in silence for a time, listening to the ducks on a nearby pond assail us for 
having no bread. 
  Finally Uncle Hobart smacked his lips and clicked his dentures. "Made out me will 
yesterday," he informed me in a chirpy voice. 
  "That right then?" I commented forlornly. We'd been down this road before. 
  "Aye. Left everything ter the Green Meadow 'Ome Fer Orphan Lambs." 
  "That right?" 
  "Nothing worse than a poor wee lamb that ain't got no mum." 
  "That right?" 
  "True as I sit 'ere." Tapping his nose with the side of his finger, he nodded sagely. 
"Worse than orphaned kids, that is." 
  "That right?" I repeated again, trying to figure out how anyone could believe an 
orphaned lamb was worse off than a motherless child. 
  Taking another quaff of beer, Uncle Hobart raised his leg. I turned my head aside as 
the smell of reconstituted alcohol wafted passed. 
  "Well", he mused, "with kids yer see, yer usually wants ter put 'em down at birth, 
don't yer?" 
  I concentrated on the ducks, doing my best to ignore Uncle Hobartʼs inane remarks. 
They were making more sense than he was, even though it was only, "Quack. Quack!" 
  "Unless they're nannies o' course," Uncle Hobart continued. "Then yer might want 
ter keep one I suppose. Yer know, ter breed with another goat, like." 
  Shaking my head, I wondered how we had got onto the subject of goats. Iʼd 
obviously missed something along the way. 
  "And what's all this got to do with your will, then?" I countered, not sure which 
direction the conversation was going. 
  "Nowt! And fer Christ's sake, will yer pay attention. It's right irritating trying ter talk ter 
yer sometimes. It really is." 
  Picking up a stone, I threw it into the water, making the ducks quack in ill humour. 
One, with its big red beak and beady little eyes, reminded me of Uncle Hobart, so I threw 
another stone, which missed. And that summed up my luck with life so far. 
  "So how's Aunt Gertrude?" I asked, changing the subject. 



  "Dead!" 
  The bald statement caught me by surprise. I dabbed at the beer that now soaked my 
trousers, swearing. "For Christ sake, Uncle Hobart, you could have given me some 
warning. At this rate I'll be carrying the bloody brewery home with me." 
  He smiled, raising his glass. "It's better if yer drink it, not bathe in it, Peter boy." 
  Shaking my head, I did my best not to rise to his baiting. 
  "I knew Aunt Gertrude was ill, but I didn't realise it was that serious. What an earth 
happened?" I asked, wringing out my handkerchief. 
  Scratching the back of his neck, Uncle Hobart frowned at the floor. "Don't rightly 
know. I went up ter visit 'er as usual but she weren't there. So I asked the old biddy in the 
next bed where she were. She told me that they'd carted 'er off in the middle o' the night. 
Stiff as a board, she reckoned. Anyway, I left the daffs with the old biddy and came ʻome. 
Couldn't see much point in wasting ʻem." 
  I nodded. "No, I suppose not." 
  "Ate the grapes meself, though." 
  "So when's the funeral going to be?" Uncle Hobart shook his head and shrugged. 
"Surely you know?" I persisted. 
  Shaking his head again, he frowned. "Fergot ter ask, didn't I?" 
  I silently prayed that when the time came for my funeral, somebody would be 
thoughtful enough to ask when it was going to be. 
  * 
 
  I was sitting on the dilapidated sofa in Uncle Hobart's front parlour - he always 
insisted on calling it the front parlour – watching various members of his family, most 
clutching cracked plates piled high with sandwiches of dubious origin. I turned to him, his 
nose was stuck deep in a pint glass as usual. Smacking his lips, he belched and threw 
me a quizzical look. 
  "Who's the old girl then?" I enquired, nodding towards a tall, thin woman stooping 
over a rickety table. 
  She was studying some gently curling sandwiches with a look of distaste, her long, 
painfully thin nose jerking this way and that as she patiently removed the top slice from 
each sandwich before poking the filling with a stick-like finger. Every movement was 
angular and twitchy, the overall effect that of a nervous bird. Uncle Hobart studied her for 
a moment, then grinned broadly, his upper set falling into his glass with a muted chink. 
  "Oh pith, I knew I thouldn't 'ave worn me new teeth," he lisped. 
  Plunging his dirty fingers into his glass, he extracted his teeth, wiped them on his 
cardigan and stuffed them back into his mouth. When they were firmly in place, he called 
out to the bird-woman. "Martha, come over ʻere and meet my nephew, young Peter." 
  Martha twisted her head jerkily in our direction, zooming in on us with her prodigious 
nose, and for one awful moment, I thought she might impale me with it and carry me off to 
some secret eerie. Then, with a ramrod straight back, she picked her way across the 
room towards us. Uncle Hobart smiled at her, this time managing to hold onto his teeth. 
She frowned at him. 
  "What?" he asked, eyebrows arched above pale blue eyes. 



  "Your teeth," she replied, tapping her own with a long, lacquered fingernail. 
  "Aye, they're me new set. Like 'em?" 
  "Are they supposed to be that colour?" 
  "Blue fluff," I whispered. "From your cardy." 
  Hastily removing his dentures, Uncle Hobart picked off the offending piece of fluff, 
swirled them in his drink and fumbled them back in his mouth again. I looked at Aunt 
Martha with fond helplessness, shrugging my shoulders. 
  Trying to act the gentleman, Uncle Hobart struggled to stand up, but rather than put 
his glass and plate down first, he held onto them and in the ensuing struggle managed to 
knock Aunt Martha's plate sideways, shooting her sandwich straight into the punch bowl. 
  "Martha," he said, ignoring the mess that was now sinking slowly to the bottom of 
the mixture. "'Ere 'e is, me nephew, Peter - and Peter, this 'ere's Martha, my dear 
departed Gertrude's sister." 
  Suddenly Martha gave a kind of choked squeak, her cheeks turning red. My 
eyebrows rose when I realised that Uncle Hobart had just goosed her. She stepped 
forward, placing the heel of her shoe on Uncle Hobart's instep, then offering me her hand 
with a broad smile, she leant forward, bearing down with her full weight. Uncle Hobartʼs 
mouth began working frantically but no sound came out. 
  "Oops, sorry Hobart!" Aunt Martha apologised. "Did I stand on your foot? Goodness, 
how clumsy of me!" 
  Clenching his jaws, Uncle Hobart hobbled off towards the toilet and I returned Aunt 
Martha's smile, shaking her hand warming. 
  How careless of you to step on his foot!" I observed with a grin. 
  "Yes, wasn't it?" she agreed, settling down next to me on the sofa. "Do you know, 
that impudent man was just the same when poor Gertrude was alive. The fact that I'm his 
sister-in-law has never put him off one bit." 
  I took a pull at my beer, then pursed my lips. I was growing to like this newly 
discovered relative of mine. 
  "Allow me to get you a drink," I suggested, standing up. 
  "Well thank you very much, young man. Yes, I'd like that. A glass of punch if you 
will." 
  I raised an eyebrow, nodding at the sandwich which had risen to the surface of the 
bowl and was now soggily floating amongst the pieces of fruit. "Well perhaps not," she 
agreed. "Do you think there might be any port about the place?" 
  I tapped my nose. "Oh, I think I might be able to find you some from somewhere." 
  I finally tracked it down, hidden under Uncle Hobart's bed in an old shoebox. The 
whiff from an half-filled chamber pot made me glad to get back to the relative fresh-air of 
the parlour. As I handed Aunt Martha a glass of his very expensive Fine Old Ruby, Uncle 
Hobart frowned at me. 
  "What's that?" he growled. 
  "Port," we answered in unison. 
  "But I've been saving that fer a special occasion!" 
  "I'd have thought your wife's funeral was a special occasion, Hobart," Aunt Martha 
snapped, turning a smouldering look on him. 



  Clicking his teeth, he snorted and walked off in a huff. 
  Oh yes, I was beginning to be very glad that I'd found this wonderful addition to the 
family. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 3 
 
 
 THE ELASTICATED BAND 
 
 
  "What's this?" I asked Uncle Hobart as he plonked himself down beside me on the 
bale of hay and held out a sheet of paper. 
  Wiping the muck from its crumpled surface, I smoothed it out and could tell from the 
smell that it had spent some time in the back pocket of his overalls. He scrabbled about 
down the side of the bale for a moment, then produced two cans of beer. 
  "'Ere," he said, tossing a can at me. 
  I hissed it open and took a long pull. "So what's this then?" I repeated, shaking the 
paper at him. 
  "It's me sponsoring form, ain't it? Must 'ave dropped it in somethin'," he added, when 
he saw me wiping it down the side of the bale. 
  I grinned. "And what're you being sponsored for, then? The most obnoxious 
behaviour ever witnessed in a seventy year old? No wait, I know, it's for the longest 
amount of time that anyone's ever gone without washing, isn't it? Christ, you're bound to 
win that!" 
  "It's a bungee jump, ain't it?" 
  It took some pounding on my back before I managed to cough up the last of the beer 
from my lungs. I pushed him away, running my hand through my hair. "A bloody bungee 
jump!" I shouted. "At your age! You'll kill yourself, you stupid old bugger!" 
  "Aye, that's what the young whipper-snapper running it said. But I soon put 'im right. 
Fought a war fer the likes o' you, I told 'im, and if yer think yer can stop me from bouncing 
about on yon elasticated band, then yer can bleedin' well think again!" 
  "And what did he say to that?" 
  "Told me ter sod off, didnʼt ʻe?" I sighed in relief but Uncle Hobart lent across, 
tapping and the form with a dirt-encrusted fingernail. "Then 'e gave me this, didn't 'e?" 
  "He agreed? I breathed in disbelief. 
  "Didn't 'ave much choice, did 'e? Threatened ter tell 'is missis what 'e gets up ter on 
Saturday nights if 'e didn't." 
  "And what might that be?" 
  Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures and smiled. "That's between me and 'im!" he 
retorted, crushing the empty can in his gnarled fingers. "And one legged Lill, o' course!" 
  * 
 
  It was the day of the Great Bungee Jump, and as I wound my way around the 
puddles in Uncle Hobart's front yard, I wondered if I was doing the right thing in letting him 
go. Before I reached the farm house door, it opened, and I looked on in amazement as he 
walked out, his best bowler hat perched on his head at a jaunty angle. Under a colourful 
blue checked suit, he sported a maroon shirt and a set of bright yellow braces. On his feet, 
a pair of highly polished brown boots. 



  "Well, howdy doody!" I greeted him. "Haven't seen you looking so ... er ... well, so ... 
smart, in a long time." I just about managed to keep a straight face. He threw me a glare, 
then headed towards the car. "Won't be a tick," I called after him, "Just want to use the 
loo before we go." 
  Heading down the hall, I made my way into the toilet, hunted around under the bath 
for the broken seat, dropped my strides, and sat down with a grunt of pleasure. As I did 
so, I caught a movement from the corner of my eye. A large hairy spider was trapped in 
the bottom of the bath and I watched it try to climb up the smooth enamel, only to fall back 
down again. It repeated this pointless manoeuvre time after time and the old story about 
Robert the Bruce popped into my mind. Finishing my ablutions, I pulled the last of the 
toilet paper from the roll and draped it over the edge of the bath so that the spider could 
climb out. When I arrived back in the front yard, Uncle Hobart was struggling out of  
the car. 
  "What's up?" I asked him. 
  "Yer going ter the loo 'as started me off now," he complained, heading towards the 
house at a stumbling trot. 
  I shouted after him that Iʼd used all the toilet paper, but I don't think he heard me. 
Sliding into the car, I sat tapping the steering wheel, wondering how long he was he going 
to be. 
  A short while later I heard a muffled shout, quickly followed by a torrent of foul 
language. Jumping from the car I ran for the house, speculating on what the silly old git 
had managed to do to himself this time. Throwing the front door open, I raced down the 
long hall, skidded around the corner at the end and did all I could not to collapse into a 
heap of helpless laughter. Uncle Hobart's head was sticking through the flimsy bathroom 
door, the crown of his now brimless bowler jammed tightly on his skull, his ears sticking 
out sidewards. His head looked liked an inverted black bowl with two white handles. 
  "What ... what happened? I managed. 
  "Don't just bleedin' stand there! Get me out!" he almost screamed at me. 
  I tried pushing on his head but his ears kept catching on the jagged edges of the 
plywood door. "Your ears are in the way," I complained. 
  "I know that, yer stupid bugger! That's why I asked yer ter 'elp me, ain't it?" he wailed. 
  "Hang on a mo." I squeezed passed him into the bathroom, tutting when I saw that 
his trousers were still around his ankles. "Just a minute, I'll pull your strides up for you." I 
began tugging on his trousers, then stopped, staring in fascination at the object hanging 
from one of his scrawny buttocks. It was large and hairy, and it looked pretty familiar! 
  "Did you know you've got a bloody great spider hanging off your arse?" I asked. 
  "That's 'ow I got me bleedin' 'ead stuck in the door!" he yelled at me. "That's what 
made me jump, weren't it? It were in the bleedin' toilet paper. Yer try wiping yer backside 
on a big hairy bugger like that and see what 'appens to yer." 
  "Okay, okay," I placated him. "Take it easy." 
  Hooking the spider onto a finger, I gently lowered the poor traumatised creature into 
a dark corner, then started to pull Uncle Hobart's trousers up again. I stopped as a 
sudden thought struck me. "Hang on a sec," I said. 
  "What now?" he answered. 



  "You haven't got any underpants on!" 
  "Fer God's sake, I know that, don't I? They're all bleedin' dirty, ain't they? Now do 
yer think we can 'old this conversation some other time? Me 'eads starting ter swell up!" 
  Extracting Uncle Hobart's head from the door was proving no easy task, because no 
matter how hard I struggled, there was no way it was coming out without first removing 
his ears. And as attractive as that idea was, I reluctantly pushed it from my mind. 
  "It's no good, I'll have to cut you out," I finally decided. "Have you got any tools 
anywhere?" 
  "In the cow shed," he managed in a strangled voice. 
  I came back with a screwdriver, a jigsaw, and half the contents of the cowshed stuck 
to my expensive shoes. A short while later the hinges were unscrewed and the door 
placed on the backs of two chairs, with Uncle Hobart kneeling on the floor between them, 
his head, poking through, looking for all the world as though it were a trophy. More wishful 
thinking on my part. I walked towards him, the jigsaw buzzing merrily away, a huge grin 
splitting my face. 
  "What the 'ell are yer going ter do with that?" he demanded with a worried look. 
  "Cut your bloody head off!" I cried with delight. "Look out, here comes Norman Bates. 
Scree-scree! Scree-scree!" 
  Uncle Hobart began struggling frantically. "Don't you come near me with that 
bleedin' thing. You'll 'ave me bloody ears off!" he protested. 
  "Oh shut up and act your age, will you?" I was quickly becoming impatient. "I'll only 
cut close enough to free you. Just trust me, okay?" He stopped struggling, nodding 
dubiously. 
  Cutting through the edge of the door was a piece of cake and that should have 
warned me of the problems to come, which started when I reached the middle section. 
Being hollow, it set up a nasty vibration, rattling Uncle Hobart's teeth like a set of 
demented castanets. Before I realised what was happening, his top set shot out right in 
front of the jigsaw, and you can guess what happened next. 
  After a long struggle, I managed to free Uncle Hobart from the door, find his spare 
set of dentures, remove the battered brim of his bowler from around his neck, fortify him 
with half a bottle of Old Grouse, and finally get him down to the park where the Great 
Bungee Jump was taking place. No mean feat in the circumstances, I can assure you. 
  * 
 
  Erected in the middle of the park was a tall tower, fitted with a lift. Next to this was a 
large yellow mobile crane, with a long bungee rope hanging from its jib. They both looked 
very high and pretty unstable to me. 
  "You going up there?" I asked, pointing at the tower. 
  "Well 'ow the 'ell else do yer think I'm going ter get 'igh enough ter jump, yer cretin?" 
  "Ah, there you are granddad," a young man called heartily as we arrived at the base 
of the tower. 
  "Less o' the granddad, if yer don't mind," Uncle Hobart admonished him. 
  The man held out a harness. "Now I want you to put this on and climb into the lift, 
okay? When you get to the top, the guy up thereʼll hook you up and you can jump in your 



own time." As Uncle Hobart stepped towards the lift, the young man placed a hand on his 
shoulder. "Oh one thing. No jumping headfirst. Not at your age, okay?" 
  Uncle Hobart's attention was elsewhere. "What're all them cameras fer?" he asked. 
  Looking around I noticed the television cameras for the first time. The young man 
appeared a bit flustered at Uncle Hobart's question. "Well I thought it was interesting. You 
know, a man of your age and all that. Well I just thought..." his voice trailed off into an 
embarrassed silence. 
  "Just thought yer'd make yerself some bleedin' money, more like. How much they 
paying yer then?" 
  "Look granddad, do you want to make this jump or not? Because there's plenty of 
others waiting, if you're too chicken." 
  "Chicken! Chicken!" Uncle Hobart's voice rose to a crescendo. "I'll show yer bleedin' 
chicken, yer young whipper-snapper!" 
  Shrugging off the young man's hand, he climbed into the lift and punched the 'up' 
button angrily. I tilted my head way back as I watched his rapid ascent to the top of the 
rickety tower, worrying all the way about what might go wrong. 
  * 
 
  At this point I should mention the fact that Uncle Hobart has been suffering with that 
male nocturnal complaint, a dodgy prostate, for a number of years. This has led to a 
dripping of the works so to speak, and rather than spend hours each week washing piles 
of soiled underpants, he had hit upon his own novel solution to the problem. This was the 
wearing of a condom, but being the age he is, he found it far too embarrassing to ask the 
female assistant at the local chemist to serve him, so he opted for sidling into the shop 
when no one was looking, throwing some money on the counter, grabbing the nearest 
box and rushing out again. He didn't care whether they were lightweight, heavyweight, 
featherweight, or edible. Just so long as they fitted and were waterproof; that's all he 
wanted. These regular sneaky purchases of condoms by a seventy year old widower 
started all sorts of rumours in the village, but that's another story. 
  * 
 
  A sudden silence fell over the crowd. Uncle Hobart was now strapped into the 
harness, ready to make his big jump. We both took a deep breath, and I raised up onto 
the balls of my feet as he stepped off the platform. 
  He plummeted earthwards with a scream that sounded for all the world like, 
"Shiiiiiit!", and reaching the farthest stretch of the bungee rope, started back up again. 
Unfortunately for Uncle Hobart, his trousers didn't. The bright yellow braces expanded 
alarmingly, and as he continued upwards, his trousers continued downwards. 
  The crowd was in an uproar, shouting, "Ole," each time Uncle Hobart's trousers 
reached the bottom of their trajectory, laying bare his shrivelled manhood, and the fact 
that it was encased in a lurid Day-Glo green condom, which also sported a pair of large 
floppy ears, only added to the crowd's delight. 
  The mob cheered, the cameras rolled, and I shrank back to the car park, praying to 
God that Uncle Hobart's big jump wasn't going to make the ten o'clock news. 



  
Chapter 4 
 
 
 INKY WINKY SPIDER 
 
 
     
  "A referee?" I spluttered into the telephone. "You've got to be kidding!" 
  Uncle Hobart's tinny voice sounded in my ear again. "Look, I'm just doing me mate a 
favour. 'E's broke 'is leg. 'E can't do it, so I am." 
  I took a deep breath before exhaling loudly. "But you don't like football. You always 
moan about it when it's on the telly. Anyway, how the hell do you expect to keep up with 
all that running about at your age?" 
  "It's not football yer silly bugger. I'm too old fer that, ain't I?" 
  I bit back the caustic reply by clenching my teeth. 
  "Nah. It's a fight, ain't it?" 
  I sat down on the chair with a thump. "A what?" I whispered in disbelief. 
  "A fight," he repeated. "A fight! Yer do know what a bleedin' fight is, don't yer?" But 
before I could answer he hurried on. "Look, I got ter go. Just tell me if yer going ter 'elp 
me out or not." 
  "Well ... er ...yes." It was all I could manage in the circumstances. 
  "Good," he acknowledged. "Eight Saturday night then, and don't be late." 
  "Right," I answered in a dazed voice, to a dead telephone line. 
     
  I looked at my watch for what seemed like the thousandth time, tapping my foot 
impatiently because the Casualty Department was quieter now and I was getting bored. 
The most exciting thing to have happened in the past couple of hours was the duty nurse 
trapping a patient's finger in the hinge-side of the swing-doors. By the time the 
maintenance men managed to unscrew all the hinges to release him, he had come over 
all faint and took a nose-dive through a glass partition. I began to wonder if the poor sod 
was going to get out of the hospital in one piece. Having another sip of the murky, semi-
warm liquid that masqueraded as coffee, I lent back and gave a despondent sigh. 
  "You okay?" A pleasant voice asked from my left. 
  "Oh sorry," I said, turning towards the woman who was slumped beside me. "I'm just 
feeling a bit bored, that's all." 
  She nodded, closing the tatty magazine she was reading. "Yes, all this waiting 
around does get to you after a while, doesnʼt it?" She tutted. "I've been here for three 
hours already. 
  "Yeah, it sure does," I agreed with feeling. 
  Removing her glasses, she massaged the bridge of her nose. "Waiting for 
someone?" 
  "My Uncle," I replied. 
  "Nothing serious I hope?" 



  "A spider bite." 
  She started to nod, then stopped. Replacing her glasses on her nose, she stared at 
me with a quizzical look. 
  "I know, I know," I said with an embarrassed grin. 
  The woman frowned, throwing the magazine onto an untidy pile already precariously 
balanced on a low table. It skidded across the top and the whole lot landed on the foot of 
an old lady sitting opposite. The woman smiled a quick apology, then turned back to me. 
  "Shouldn't keep things like spiders as pets," she stated. "Bound to have an accident 
sooner or later. My friend's, sister's, husband kept snakes once." She gave a slight 
shudder at the memory. "Hundreds he had. 'You mark my words', I told her. 'One day that 
sister of yours will rue the day.' And she did. One of them boa things got out of its tank 
during the night and wriggled into the bedroom." She shuddered again, pulling her coat 
tightly around her thin body. "She woke up thinking her husband was getting a bit, well 
you know. But she soon found out different, I can tell you! Took her years of counselling 
before she got over it." She lent closer, so she could whisper in my ear. "And even now 
she's only got to see a hose-pipe and she goes into a fit of hysterics!" 
  "No, it wasn't anything like that." I answered with a grin. "It wasn't a pet that bit him." 
  "Got bitten in the zoo then?" She prodded me with a bony finger. "That's good. If the 
zoo's let one of their spidery things bite him, he'll be able to sue them for hundreds of 
thousands of pounds. You tell him that!" 
  Pursing my lips, I dropped my white plastic cup into an overflowing red plastic bin. I 
could see that the woman wasn't going to shut up until I told her how Uncle Hobart had 
got bitten by a spider. 
  "Well," I began, "it all started with this telephone call." 
  * 
 
  I picked up Uncle Hobart at eight and we headed off into South London. He was 
very cagey, not telling me where we were going, or why. Finally he guided me into a car 
park, just off the Elephant and Castle. 
  "Come on," Uncle Hobart called, struggling out of the car. "It's this way." 
  Leading me to the front of a nearby pub, he threw open the doors and waded in. The 
place was packed to bursting, the noise overwhelming, which made walking through the 
heat an almost physical experience. As Uncle Hobart burrowed his way through the 
packed bodies, I did my best to keep up, trying to placate the people he shoved aside. 
Finally we squeezed our way through a door at the back of the bar, where a small, red-
faced man waited for us. 
  His cheeks wobbled as he spoke. "Cut it a bit tight, haven't you?" 
  Uncle Hobart cocked a thumb in my direction. "Blame 'im. It were 'im that were 
driving." 
  The fat man looked at me with an expression of contempt before turning back to 
Uncle Hobart, who he poked with a chubby finger. "Well if we're late starting, you can take 
the hassle," he complained. Jerking his head for us to follow, he stomped off. "Come on 
then, this way, this way," he called when we didn't move. 
  We followed him down a long, dingy corridor into a large room. The walls were 



covered in flaky paint and the place smelt damp. 
  "Better get set up," the fat man ordered. "We're starting in ten minutes." 
  "Any chance of a quick 'alf?" Uncle Hobart called as the rotund figure approached 
the door, but the man just waved a hand over his shoulder and disappeared into the 
corridor. 
  I looked around. "Where's the ring then?" 
  "What ring?" Uncle Hobart asked, eyebrows raised. 
  "For the fight. You know, the boxing ring." 
  All I could see was a large table in the centre of the room, with a glass tank standing 
on it, and a bank of racking covering one wall. 
  "What we want a ring fer?" Uncle Hobart asked. "It ain't a bleedin' boxing match is it, 
yer cretin!" 
  "Well what the bloody hell are you refereeing then!" I was quickly loosing my temper. 
  Uncle Hobart walked to the racking, beckoning me over, pointing at some 
transparent plastic boxes stacked on the shelves. 
  I lent closer. "Spiders?" I muttered in a sceptical voice. 
  Nodding slowly, Uncle Hobart licked his lips. "But not just any old spiders, mind," he 
confided with relish. "Themʼs poisonous ones, ain't they?" 
  I backed off, shaking my head, my stomach shrinking. "You're not expecting me to 
believe that you're going to referee a fight between two poisonous spiders, are you?" 
  He nodded again, his smile broadening. 
  The fat man bustled back into the room and placed a tray holding six pints of beer 
on the table. He threw a glare at Uncle Hobart. "You can do this, can't you?" he asked. 
  Uncle Hobart picked up a beer, half-emptying the glass with one swallow. "No 
trouble mate," he replied smacking his lips. 
  "Three, three minute rounds. Then get them out quick. Okay?", the fat man ordered. 
  Uncle Hobart finished his drink, burped, then picked up another glass. "No trouble." 
  The fat man left and Uncle Hobart saluted the closing door with his glass. "This is 
going ter be the easiest twenty quid I've ever made," he said, turning to me. "'Ere." 
Holding out his hand, he drooped a stopwatch into mine. "Yer be the timekeeper," he said, 
then quickly downed another pint. 
  * 
 
  The third fight was nearing a close when disaster struck. Uncle Hobart, having 
imbibed all night, was a touch wobbly on his feet, constantly buffeted by the throng that 
filled the room to overflowing. Whenever the spiders fought, the crowd stamped and 
roared, shoving each other, trying to place bets with a tough looking character standing 
by the door. I checked the stopwatch, rapping my glass on the table to signal the end of 
the another round. Uncle Hobart lent over the tank to separate the spiders with a long 
stick and as he did so, someone pushed forward, forcing Uncle Hobartʼs stomach up 
against the table. He let loose a long, loud, belch that filled the tank with beer fumes, 
whereupon the spiders stopped fighting, twitched a couple of times, keeled over and lay 
still. The whole room looked on in a stunned silence. 
  "Sod me, the silly old codger's pickled 'em!" a voice called from the back of the room. 



  Uncle Hobart lent over the tank. "No, 'ang on a bit," he said. "I think this 'un's 
moving." 
  I made a grab for his arm but was far too late because he was already poking one of 
the spiders with his finger. Unfortunately for him the comatose creature made a quick 
recovery and I watched in horror as it leapt onto his hand. Uncle Hobart jerked his arm 
from the tank, with a large and very vicious looking spider still attached to his digit. 
Glancing at me, he gave a sickly smile, clicked his dentures, mouthed two unintelligible 
words, then collapsed onto the floor. 
  Uncle Hobart's fall started a domino effect in the packed room, which swiftly rippled 
outwards towards the walls. The last man to go down made a grab at the shelving, 
bringing the whole lot crashing down on top of us. The plastic containers bounced about 
the floor, popping open, allowing the spiders to scuttle free amongst the writhing bodies. 
The ensuing panic caused twenty-three broken legs, two changes of underwear, and 
three heart attacks. 
  * 
 
  As a white-coated figure approached me along the corridor, I struggled to my feet. 
  "How is he, doctor?" I asked. 
  "We're keeping him in for observation," I was informed, "but that's only because of 
his age. Don't worry, he's got the constitution of an ox. Should live for years yet." 
  "Mores the pity!" I muttered, heading for the lift. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 5 
 
 
 THE GREAT HOLIDAY CAPER 
 
 
     
  "Mr Barns?" The voice on the telephone sounded very officious. 
  "Yes," I answered, tentatively. 
  "You have an Uncle, a Mr Hobart Tuttershed." It was a statement not a question. 
  "Yes," I agreed with a sinking sensation. 
  "This is Detective Inspector Hives speaking. I'm a specialist in hostage situations." 
  "My God!" I gasped, feeling the room wheel around my head. "What's happened? Is 
my uncle all right? Has he been taken hostage? He's an old-age pensioner for Christ's 
sake! Don't they realise the shock could kill him?" 
  "Look Mr Barns, would you meet me outside your uncle's farm? Tell the policeman 
on the road block your name and he'll let you through." 
  "Road block? My God! What's going on?" 
  "I haven't time to explain right now, Mr Barns. Just get yourself down here as quickly 
as possible." 
  The telephone line went dead, along with my heart. 
  * 
 
  Detective Inspector Hives was sitting in the passenger's seat of a large lorry, a 
mobile phone clamped to one ear, a short wave radio-set to the other. As I climbed onto 
the runningboard to stick my head through the open window, he waved me away. 
  "But..." I tried. 
  Dropping the radio-set onto the seat, he pushed me off the runningboard and wound 
up the window. Just before it closed, I caught the words: "... the SAS can take him out if 
necessary." 
  I began to jig from foot to foot, crooning softly to myself; a childhood habit I reverted 
to under stress. Any minute now and I'd be sucking my old teddy bear's ear! 
  Hives slammed out of the lorry, glowering down at me, arms akimbo. "Is he mad, or 
is this the way all the members of your family behave?" 
  Licking dry lips, I grabbed Hives by his lapels. "What's going on?" I shouted, shaking 
him violently. "Where's my uncle?" 
  Slapping my hands away, he straightened his lapels, looking me up and down as 
though I were some kind of demented lunatic. "Any more of that old son and I'll get the 
plods to lock you up for the night. Now calm down." Nodding at the farmhouse, he 
continued, "Your uncle's taken a hostage. He's threatening to shoot him." 
  As the seconds ticked by I continued to stare at Hives in bewilderment, until slowly 
realisation dawned and my face split into a huge grin. "Oh right, I get it," I said, relief 
flooding over me. "Clever!" Dropping onto my hands and knees, I began searching under 
the lorry. "Okay, where is it?" I demanded. "Where have you hidden it, then?" 



  "What on earth are you doing, you silly little man?" Hives grabbed my shoulder, 
pulling me to my feet. 
  I looked up into his face and winked. "Right, that's cool, that's good," I acknowledged, 
" You really had me going there for awhile." 
  Sprinting round to the back of the lorry, I threw the heavy tarpaulin aside. Six black 
clothed figures glared out at me. 
  "Mr Beadle, you in there?" I demanded. "Come on, you can come out now." 
  A large hand grabbed my shirt collar, dragging me clear of the lorry. Hives thrust his 
face right down into mine so I could see the patchwork of silver hairs heʼd missed shaving 
that morning. "What the hell do you think you're doing?" he bellowed. 
  I pointed at the lorry. "It's a wind-up, right?" When Hive just stared at me, I nodded 
eagerly. "Yeah, you're really from Candid Camera, aren't you? Come on, admit it." Hives' 
stare grew more pronounced and I experienced a sinking sensation in the pit of my 
stomach. "You mean all this is for real? You're serious? My uncle's really taken someone 
hostage?" 
  "Never been more serious in my life, laddie. Your uncle kidnapped an employee of 
Hoover-Mac earlier today and at this very moment is holding him hostage. And in case 
you're in any doubt, let me assure you this isn't a joke." Hives ran a hand through his hair. 
"And what's more, the idiot took a pop at the police when they arrived! He's in serious 
trouble laddie. You'd better believe it." 
  I wilted, hyperventilating. 
  Hives' eyes bored into mine as he nodded. "With a shotgun," he stressed. "And it 
was only because he's such a lousy shot that no-one's been hurt. Mind you, I don't think 
he'll be using that in any great hurry." 
  I followed the direction of Hives' pointing finger, to where Uncle Hobart's car rested 
at an odd angle. Beside a flat tyre, its bodywork was liberally peppered with small holes, a 
trickle of oil wound its way from beneath the engine, evoking images of haemorrhaging 
blood. 
  I swallowed noisily. "What's he want a bloody hostage for?" I asked, my mind numb. 
  Hives gave a long sigh, nodding at the house. "As far as I can make out, it's 
because of some competition he's won." I was dumbfounded, my raised eyebrows 
mirroring my complete loss of words. Hives tried to explain: "It seems that your uncle 
bought a television set recently and the company, this Hoover-Mac crowd, are running a 
competition. The prize is a Canadian holiday." I nodded, recalling the adverts on the 
television. "Well it appears that your uncle won, but when he applied for the prize, they 
told him he was too old. Apparently the cut-off age is seventy and he's older than that. It's 
got something to do with the insurance I believe." 
  I shook my head. "But he doesn't like going abroad," I reasoned, "he never has done. 
Not since serving in France during the war." 
  "Well I can assure you, he's taken great offence at being told he can't have his 
holiday, laddie, even if he doesn't want it." Hives sounded like a man close to the edge. 
  I nodded. "Yes, that sounds like him. Well thanks for the explanation, Inspector." I 
turned away. 
  A hand halted my escape. "Not so fast, Mr Barns, if you don't mind." 



  Turning back, I read the look on Hives' face, knowing exactly what he had in mind. 
"You want me to go in there and talk him out, don't you?" 
  For the first time Hives' face broke into a smile. "Well now, that's very astute of you, 
laddie." 
  Swallowing hard, I closed my eyes, trying to shut out the nightmare that was rapidly 
overtaking me. "Yes, that's what I was afraid you were going to say." 
  * 
 
  Detective Inspector Hives' voice echoed around the front-yard, amid the electronic 
shrieks and howls of his hand-held amplifier: "Tuttershed I have your nephew out here. 
He's coming in to talk to you and I strongly recommend that you listen to him." Turning 
towards me, Inspector Hives gave an impatient gesture with the megaphone. "Go on then, 
get on with it, laddie!" 
  I looked at the gathering crowd, wondering where theyʼd all come from. A small 
group of technicians was setting up a television camera, while a woman reporter was 
trying to interview the black clad men in the back of the lorry. This looked deadly serious 
to me and my stomach was sending out its usual signals. 
  * 
 
  "Er, hello. Hello ... Uncle Hobart?" I swung wide the partially open front door. "Are 
you in there?" 
  "Course I am, yer silly bugger," his voice floated down the hall to me. "I'm in the 
kitchen." 
  He was sitting at the big pine table, supping beer, and as I entered the room, he 
pushed a can across to me, nodding towards a fat man sitting opposite him. "This 'ere's 
John." 
  John smiled at me, I nodded back. Emblazoned across the pocket of John's boiler 
suit were the words, 'Hoover-Mac Ltd'. I noted the new portable television set resting on 
the worktop by the window. The volume was muted, but the picture, standing out in sharp 
colour, showed a view of Uncle Hobart's farmhouse. I groaned softly as I studied it. 
  "Looks like they got 'alf the bleedin' police force out there," Uncle Hobart observed. 
Opening my can, I poured the contents into a dirty cup. "Silly buggers," he continued, 
"what's up with 'em?" 
  Crashing the cup down onto the table, I slopped beer over its surface. "What's up 
with them?" I asked, through clenched teeth. "What up with them? I'll tell you what's 
bloody up with them. For some strange reason they've got the idea that you're a bloody 
maniac about to blow the head off an innocent man. That's what's bloody up with them!" 
  Uncle Hobart winked at John, chuckling delightedly. "Wouldn't do that now, would I, 
John?" John shook his head. "See, John agrees with me, don't yer, John?" John nodded 
his head. "John's decided ter 'elp me out, ain't yer, John?" John nodded his head again. I 
was beginning to wonder if John could talk. 
  We sat in silence for awhile, finishing our beers. Then, after a long pause, Uncle 
Hobart passed more cans around. "So how long do you intend keeping this up for, then?" 
I asked, pointing at the television set, which now showed a dark-clothed figure sitting 



astride the apex of the farmhouse roof, busily engaged in lowering something down the 
chimney pot. "They're not going to go away, you know." 
  A voice suddenly issued from the Aga, "Hello in there. This is Detective Inspector 
Hives here. Can you hear me?" 
  Opening the Aga door, I stuck my head inside. "Yes, we can hear you," I shouted 
back. 
  I was greeted by a loud electronic squawk, then, "For goodness sake, laddie! Not so 
loud. This mike's really sensitive. You nearly blew my ruddy ears off!" 
  "Sorry," I said in a quieter voice. 
  "Right, now listen up. Hoover-Mac has agreed to honour your uncle's holiday, so I 
want him to throw out the shotgun and exit by the front door with his hands in the air. 
Have you got all that?" 
  Pushing his chair away from the table, Uncle Hobart jumped to his feet, letting loose 
a wild cheer. I swore, making a grab for the shotgun resting against the back of his chair, 
but of course, I was far to late to stop the inevitable. The gun hit the floor with a thwack, 
firing buckshot straight into the interior of the Aga. The unholy noise set my ears ringing, 
and in the silence that followed, I distinctly heard Detective Inspector Hives give a long, 
loud, very anguished scream. I could picture the poor man clutching at his blood-filled 
ears and winced. 
  That was just before the first stun grenade came crashing through the kitchen 
window! 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 6 
 
 
 DISAPPEARING STONES 
 
 
     
  Struggling into the kitchen, I dropped the heavy toolbox onto the stone-flagged floor 
before collapsing into a nearby chair. 
  "Bleedin' 'ell, Peter boy, yer really are out 'o condition, ain't yer?" Uncle Hobart 
observed, handing me a long, cool, glass of beer. 
  Scowling, I studied his wiry old body. It didn't sit well that somebody so much older 
should be so much fitter. Wiping the sweat from my forehead, I raised my eyebrows. 
"Alright if I stay over tonight?" I asked. "I don't fancy driving all the way back to London 
this late." 
  Pouring himself another tankard of beer, Uncle Hobart considered my request. "Tell 
yer what, Peter boy," he finally replied. "Why don't yer stay over fer a couple o' days and 
'elp me out? Yer did say yer 'ad some 'oliday owing, didn't yer?" 
  I nodded, leaning back in his comfortable captain's chair with a grateful sigh. As I 
was just back from an exhausting sales trip in Saudi, the idea of a few more days away 
from the noise and bustle of the big city was certainly attractive, and I did need some 
space to unwind. 
  "Yeah, I'd like that." I said, saluting him with my glass. "Thanks." 
  "Suppose yer going ter tell me yer 'ad a 'ard time in the desert?" he asked with a 
self-satisfied smirk. 
  I shrugged. "Well, it was a bit stressful. Those Arabs certainly know how to bargain, I 
can tell you that. Really clever at it." 
  Uncle Hobart harrumphed. "What's so bleedin' clever about buying sand off o' you, 
when they live in the middle o' the biggest sand-pile in creation?" he asked with a twinkle 
in his eye. 
  Pursing my lips, I stared at the ceiling, not wanting to be drawn into this argument. I 
knew from bitter experience that once Uncle Hobart got started, he was like a turd stuck 
to the bottom of a shoe: immovable and bloody offensive! 
  "So what did you want to borrow the Ramset for?" I asked, changing the subject. 
  Uncle Hobart crooked a finger at me, and I followed him out of the kitchen. He led 
me upstairs, into his bedroom. Walking through the doorway, I couldn't fail to notice the 
huge hole in the plasterwork. 
  "What happened?" I queried, nodding at the hole. 
  "Putting up a shelf, weren't I?" he responded. "Yer know what its like trying ter get 
fixings in these old stone-walled cottages." 
  I smirked, enjoying his discomfort. It wasn't often I saw his composure shaken. 
  "But you've knocked half the bloody wall down!" I gloated. 
  "Just a bit o' plaster, that's all," he reasoned. 
  Prodding at the plaster, I stepped back as another large chunk fell to the floor with a 



crash. "Look, you can see all the old stonework underneath. Made a bit of a mess, 
haven't you?" I commented over my shoulder. 
  Uncle Hobart was finding it hard to ignore my jibes. "Don't do that yer cretin! Yer'll 
'ave the bleedin' lot down!". 
  "Temper, temper!" I chuckled, goading him further. 
  Clicking his dentures, he held his hand out. "Just give us the Ramset, will yer? I 
want ter shoot a couple o' bolts into the wall fer the brackets." 
  Shaking my head, I looked down my nose at him. "Not a chance. You're too bloody 
dangerous to be let loose with that thing. You'd probably end up shooting yourself in the 
foot with it. No, I'll do it for you, thank you very much." 
  After unpacking the Ramset and loading it with cartridge and steel bolt, I carefully 
placed it against the wall, pulling the trigger. As the loud discharge set my eyes watering, 
a large cloud of dust set me coughing and my deafening scream set my ears ringing. 
Hopping around on one foot, I tried to massage my throbbing toes, cursing the huge 
stone that I'd dislodged as it rolled lazily across the bedroom floor, finally coming to rest 
against the chest-of-drawers by the opposite wall. 
  Uncle Hobart waved the dust away, frowning. "Now look what yer bleedin' done!" 
  "I'll try fixing one over here," I muttered between clenched teeth, limping to a new 
position. Uncle Hobart sucked in a deep breath, clicking his dentures in that, Are you sure 
you know what youʼre doing? way he had. I enunciated my next words very carefully. 
"Look, I know what I'm doing, okay? Just shut it!" 
  "But..." 
  My voice rose a notch, "Just go and get me some cement." 
  "But..." 
  "Just bloody do it!" I shouted, loosing all self-control. 
  While I pushed my guilty feelings aside, turning back to the task at hand, Uncle 
Hobart left to get the cement, shuffling away with slumped shoulders and a hurt 
expression. Placing the nossel of the Ramset in position, I pulled the trigger again, this 
time with more success. 
  I was in the process of fixing the last bracket in place, when I heard Uncle Hobart 
return. Breathing heavily, he let the bucket of cement thump to the floor, then came and 
stood right up behind me, looking over my shoulder. 
  "That stone looks a bit loose ter me," he observed quietly. 
  "It's okay," I told him, twitching my shoulder in irritation. Clicking his dentures, he 
muttered something under his breath. "It's bloody fine!" I shouted, tugging at the bracket. 
"Look." 
  * 
 
  At this point I should explain that, unbeknownst to me, when the house was 
modernised and the electricity installed, the electrician had chosen that very stone as an 
anchor point for the glass ferruled bracket holding the incoming overhead mains cable. 
This cable, installed as it was under considerable tension, exerted a great force on the 
stone, which having been shot at with the Ramset, had loosened somewhat. It was this 
set of circumstance, along with Uncle Hobart's habit of replacing blown fuses with four-



inch nails, that culminated in my untimely mishap. 
  * 
 
  A tingling sensation in the palm of my hand alerted me to the fact that the bracket 
was beginning to vibrate in a most alarming manner, and naturally, being a touch curious, 
I placed my ear against the wall. "I can hear a strange kind of funny twanging noise," I 
whispered, intrigued as to what it might be. 
  Well I soon found out, because before either of us could say another word, the room 
was shaken by an horrendous, ear-splitting crack. and a section of the bedroom wall 
disappeared. The bracket, torn from my grasp, went with it. Now this wouldnʼt have 
caused me much anguish in normal circumstances, had the damned thing not caught in 
the sleeve of my jacket, pulling my arm through the hole, with the rest of me rapidly 
following. I was plucked from the bedroom, yanked through the hole in the wall, and shot 
across the front-yard at breakneck speed. The released tension on the overhead wires 
had acted like a huge elastic-band. 
  Landing on the asbestos roof of the cow shed with a rib-jarring crash, I watched the 
cables continue their erratic flight across the yard towards the church next door, where 
they wrapped themselves around the tower in a shower of sparks. The show that followed 
was equal to any firework display I've ever witnessed, and I looked on in stunned silence. 
  As the sparks died down, I groaned loudly, struggling to sit up. At least I wasn't too 
badly hurt, just a few bruises. Counting myself lucky to have got away so lightly, I 
staggered upright, yelling in surprise as the roof gave way beneath my feet. Falling face 
down, I suddenly found myself spread across the back of Uncle Hobart's meanest bull, 
my fingers clutching desperately for purchase on the animal's thick neck. Surprised, it 
took off like bar of soap from a pair of wet hands, with me still aboard. 
  Crashing through the barn door in a shower of splintering wood, we careered across 
the field in a mad dash, the bull bellowing its hostility, me bellowing my terror. The 
nightmare ride ended as abruptly as it had begun when we reached the edge of the field. 
The bull dug its feet into the ground, slithering to a halt, my momentum ensured that I 
continued onwards and upwards, my body following a gentle arc that ended in the thick, 
gluttonous effluent of a five-foot deep cesspool. 
  * 
 
  Some three hours and four baths later, I was supping beer by a roaring log fire, 
nursing my bruises. Uncle Hobart sat down opposite me and hissed open a can. 
  Wrinkling his nose, he shook his head. "Cor blimey Peter boy, you still smell bleedin' 
awful!" 
  Lighting a cigarette from one of the candles that were scattered about the room, I 
shrugged. "So who was that on the phone then?" 
  He sniffed again and pulled a face. "It were the bloke from the leccy. 'E reckons it's 
all sorted out now. Said they'd ʻad ter put new fuses in the main line or summat, but the 
lights should be back on any minute now." 
  As Uncle Hobart uttered these words, the lights flickered once, twice, then began to 
burn steadily. He rose from his chair with a soft grunt and tottered around the room, 



blowing out the candles. "Yer know," - phhht - "it were a real pretty show," - phhht - 
"watching all them sparks from the church tower." 
  "Did the bloke from the electricity board tell you why the main fuses blew by any 
chance?" I asked in a quiet voice. 
  Uncle Hobart nodded and smiled at me. Tilting his head to one side, he clicked his 
dentures before replying, a frown creasing his forehead. "'E reckoned it were them cables 
yer managed ter wrap around the church tower what done it. But I can't see why that'd 
blow the fuses in the whole bleedinʼ district, mind." 
  I held up a burnt, twisted nail that Iʼd extracted from the main fuse box in the 
outhouse. "Wouldn't have anything to do with this, I suppose?" I asked with a knowing 
smile. 
  Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures again, taking the nail from me as he sat down. 
"Where on earth did yer get that from?" he asked in wide-eyed innocence, before tossing 
the offending article onto the fire. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 7 
 
 
 THE LEG BONES CONNECTED TO… 
 
 
     
  Cursing softly, I picked my way across the bog that was Uncle Hobart's front-yard. 
The constant rain had turned the ground into a quagmire that now clung tenaciously to my 
shoes. I had almost made the shelter of the front porch before I found myself taking a 
shoe-less stride, my left foot sinking into the slick slime, allowing the glutinous goo to 
invade my sock and ooze up between my toes. Fighting to release my shoe from the 
sticky mess, I heard the front door open. Uncle Hobart stuck his head out, his faded blue 
eyes twinkling as he watched my struggles. 
  "Should 'ave worn yer wellies, yer silly bugger," he shouted, slamming the front door 
shut again. 
  "Thanks a bundle," I muttered, as I finally managing to extract my shoe from the 
sucking, muddy embrace. 
  I found him sitting in the kitchen, drinking beer from his tankard. He pulled a face as 
I walked in and threw a dirty tea towel at me. "'Ere, wipe yer foot," he ordered. "Yer 
making me floor all dirty." 
  Looking down at the kitchen floor, I raised an eyebrow. My footprints were 
completely lost amongst the dirt encrusted on the stone-flags. Showing extraordinary 
restraint I said nothing. Instead, I sat down with a heavy sigh and began rubbing my foot 
with the tea towel, not sure whether I was making it cleaner or just adding grease to the 
already hardening mud. 
  Uncle Hobart lent back in his chair, examining me with his watery blue eyes. "'Ow 
long yer staying fer, then?" 
  Shrugging, I gave up on my foot and opened the can of beer that he pushed across 
the table towards me. "How long'll it be before you'll be able to cope on your own?" I 
countered. 
  Holding up his bandaged hand, he rotated it back and forth. "Doc reckons it'll be a 
couple o' weeks at least." 
  I took a deep pull on my beer and grimaced. "Well I might be able to stretch to a 
couple of weeks, I suppose." Leaning forward I stared hard at him. "But there are 
conditions!" 
  His smile faded. "Conditions! What bleedin' conditions? Can't yer 'elp a poor old man 
without bleedin' conditions? How would it be if we all went round with that attitude? 
Bleedin' conditions. Hah!" 
  Ignoring his outburst, I pointedly looked around at the mess in the kitchen. He 
fidgeted defensively in his seat. 
  "Aye, well," he mumbled, clicking his dentures at me. "I am an old man, Peter boy, 
and it's 'ard keeping up with things. 'Sides, its women's work, ain't it?" 
  "Well I can't argue with that, I suppose." I allowed him his few seconds of triumph 



before bringing him back down to earth again. "That's why I've asked Aunt Martha to 
come over and help us out for a few days." 
  Uncle Hobart jumped to his feet, his eyes darkening in anger. "Yer've done bleedin' 
what? Martha? Bleedin' 'ell, Peter boy. What fer!" 
  Encompassing the kitchen with an expressive hand, I barked a short laugh. "Do you 
really need to ask that? Come on, just take a look at this place." 
  He sat down and muttered something under his breath. 
  "What's that?" I asked. 
  "I said, it just needs a bit o' a tidy up," he repeated, surreptitiously pushing a pile of 
dirty underwear under the kitchen table with his foot. 
  "And who's going to do the washing and cooking?" I wanted to know. 
  Fixing me with a beady glare, he shrugged his shoulders. "Well I kinda thought yer 
might do it, like." 
  I shook my head. "Well you can forget all about that. No, I'm afraid it's Aunt Martha 
or you can find yourself someone else." 
  "Ain't got no one else, 'ave I?" 
  Ignoring him, I took another drink of beer. 
  "Don't know no one else, do I?" 
  Emptying the can, I gently placed it on the kitchen table. 
  "All on me own, ain't I?" his voice was almost a whisper now. 
  "Good," I said, throwing my muddy sock into the kitchen sink amongst the dirty 
dishes. "Well that about settles it then, doesn't it? I'll go and get my things out of the car, 
shall I?" 
  * 
 
  Aunt Martha hit the house like an angry tornado. From the moment she arrived, she 
was washing, sweeping, dusting and polishing. Her angulated form could be seen flitting 
from place to place as she steadily worked her way through the rooms. Uncle Hobart and 
I were frightened to sit down, in case we were polished, vacuumed, or shaken out of the 
window. 
  "How's the hand?" I asked Uncle Hobart. 
  We were sitting in his old shed, swigging beer, it being the only place where we felt 
safe from Aunt Martha's housework. 
  "Ain't too bad considering." 
  "When're you seeing the doctor again?" 
  "ʼAlf three." He studied his pocket watch. "'Ave ter leave soon, I reckon." 
  He looked around for somewhere to hide his empty beer can. 
  "What's up," I chuckled. "Frightened of Aunt Martha finding it?" 
  His scowl suddenly changed to a smile as he laughed along with me. "Yer know, 
Peter boy, I've always fancied 'er." 
  "I know," I answered, nodding. He looked at me sharply, one eyebrow raised. "She 
told me at the funeral," I explained. 
  "Did she now? Did she indeed?" Standing up, Uncle Hobart slowly ambled towards 
the door, stopping at the threshold to look back at me. "I told Martha she should cook one 



o' them chickens fer our dinner tonight”. 
  Finishing my beer with a flourish, I threw the empty can under the workbench. 
"Great," I replied, "I love chicken." 
  "Then yer won't mind killing and gutting one, will yer? Martha's driving me over ter 
the quack's, so she can't do it." 
  With these parting words, Uncle Hobart slipped out of the shed, slamming the door 
behind him, and by the time I gathered my wits enough to follow him, I was just in time to 
see him and Aunt Martha bouncing down the track in her 2CV. 
  * 
 
  I studied the chickens scratching about in the dirt. "Come on, chick, chick. Come to 
Petey," I called, but they all studiously ignored me. 
  Glancing at the old farming book again, I tried to act more confident than I felt. The 
instructions seemed simple enough. Hold the bird's neck in one hand, legs in the other, 
and pull until the neck snapped. I grimaced. "But just how hard are you supposed to pull?" 
I pondered, not expecting an answer and therefore not being disappointed when the 
chickens just continued pecking at the ground. "And what if the bloody things head comes 
off in my hand?" I was definitely beginning to feel a bit queasy about all this. 
  A few minutes later the chicken was draped across my body, ready for the dirty deed. 
Swallowing deeply, taking the strain, I looked down at my victim. It glared back at me 
defiantly, then proceeded to crap down my left leg. Shaking my head, I let it go, I just 
couldn't do it. The bird ruffled its feathers indignantly, before stalking off in a huff. 
  A few beers later found me back in the chicken run, armed with an enormous axe. 
Laying a trussed-up chicken across the seat of Uncle Hobart's captain's chair, I spat on 
my hands, lifted the axe high above my head in a double-handed grasp, closed my eyes 
and swung it downwards with all my strength. The thwack of steel biting into wood echoed 
around the farmyard and I tentatively opened one eye to take a peek. The wreckage of 
Uncle Hobart's favourite chair was strewn around my feet. The chicken stared up at me 
with little beady eyes. I'd missed it completely. 
  Untying the chicken, I set it free, deciding that I'd be better off going down to the 
local shop for a frozen bird, while my nemesis took a couple of wobbly steps towards the 
gate, squawked once, keeled over and died from a heart attack. I hid the pieces of Uncle 
Hobart's chair in the woodpile, picked up the chicken and headed for the house, a broad 
smile plastered across my face. Stage one successfully completed! 
  * 
 
  Opening yet another can of beer, I tried to focus my bleary eyes on the sorry looking 
carcass laying on the kitchen table. The book said, after plucking, I should burn off the 
remaining feathers with a hot flame, suggesting methylated spirits poured in a saucer. 
After a long and futile search of Uncle Hobart's shed only turned up a blowtorch, I decided 
to make do with that instead and now the charred chicken looked like a casualty of the 
Vietnam War. I opened another can of beer to cheer myself up. 
  After decapitating the bird, I gutted it, tossing the intestines and head onto the 
draining board. But then, everywhere I went, its beady little eyes followed me. Tossing the 



head out of the kitchen window, I shivered as the farm cat pounced on it, growling low in 
its throat. Uncle Hobart's collie wandered over to see what was going on and was 
rewarded with a swipe at its nose. Sinking another can of beer, I studied the book again. 
Good, just the tendons to remove and the job would be done. Humming the signature 
tune to ER, I staggering over to the kitchen sink, picked up the chicken and deftly sliced 
around one leg with a sharp knife. 
  I swore profusely as the leg dropped to the floor. "Damn, that wasn't supposed to 
happen," I muttered to myself. After scanning the book another time, I shook my head. 
"That definitely wasn't supposed to happen. Never mind, I'll have another can of beer and 
try again." Well, there was another leg, and I was determined that I wasn't going to be 
beaten by a dead chicken. After all, my pride was at stake here. 
  Carefully cutting around the knee joint of the remaining leg, I successfully completed 
the operation and had another drink to celebrate. By now I was so drunk that I was 
staggering around the kitchen, clutching a half-burnt, one legged chicken, making 
clucking noises between fits of the giggles. Finally I settled down and turned to the 
problem of how I was going to remove the tendons from the leg. It would take more 
strength than I had in my current state. 
  After sinking a few more cans of beer, the solution suddenly came to me in a flash of 
inspiration. Weaving my way into the cowshed, I tied one end of a rope around the 
chicken and the other end around the neck of a handy cow. Then, binding the chicken's 
leg to a nearby stanchion with a piece of bailer twine, I stood back to admire my work. 
When I hit the cow's rump, it would take off and pull the tendons out of the chicken's leg 
with no trouble. Squinting blearily at the cow, I raised my hand and gave it a hefty whack. 
The cow bolted for the barn door in a swirl of dust, while I let out a loud, "Yahoo!" Success 
at last. One chicken ready for the oven. 
  Staggering over to the stanchion, I went to claim my prize. But... but... Frowning 
groggily, I searched around in vain but could only find one very scraggy looking leg, the 
tendons hanging from the end like a bunch of white worms. 
  "Oh hell!" I muttered to myself, "I suppose I should have tied the bird to the 
stanchion and not the leg!" I burped loudly, trying to regain control of my swaying body. 
  Desperately clutching at the doorframe for support, I watched bleary-eyed as the 
cow galloped back and forth across the field, dragging one very sorry looking chicken 
carcass after it. Opening another can of beer, I took a deep and satisfying quaff and was 
still laughing inanely when I finally passed out, falling backwards into a huge pile of 
cowpats! 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 8 
 
 
 THE AMAZING EXPLODING COW 
 
 
     
  The scream woke me from a deep sleep and I was not sure for a moment whether 
I'd imagined it or not: not until it was followed by a string of foul language that is! 
  Scrambling out of my warm bed, I fumbled my way onto the landing and spotted 
Uncle Hobart closing the door of Aunt Martha's bedroom. His face was a picture of pain 
as he clutched his bandaged hand to his chest. Not seeing me, he lent against the 
banisters, mouthing silently what I instinctively knew were more curses. 
  He jumped as I spoke, "You okay Uncle Hobart?" 
  "God damned bleedin' woman!" he muttered, nodding at Aunt Martha's bedroom 
door. "What the 'ell she 'ave ter go and do that fer? The stupid cow nearly broke me 
bleedin' 'and!" 
  As he shuffled off towards his bedroom, I was left wondering just what Aunt Martha 
had done, and why. I tapped a knuckle on her door. "You alright in there, Aunt Martha?" 
  "Come in for a moment, Peter," her muffled voice called. Sitting up in bed as I 
entered the room, she smiled. "Everything's fine, thanks," she added softly. 
  Pulling a mousetrap from beneath her duvet, she placed it on the bedside cabinet, 
then patted the edge of the bed, moving over so that I could sit down. 
  "So what's he been up to now?" I asked. 
  "Well," her sharp nose jerked this way and that as the laughter lines creased the 
corners of her eyes, "he paid me a little surprise visit." She giggled gently behind a raised 
hand. "But he was the one who got the surprise this time!" 
  "Surprise visit? What surprise visit?" 
  She just looked at me askance, until finally understanding dawned. 
  "Oh I see!" I felt my face redden. "He came in for... Well, I suppose he must have 
wanted to..." I looked around the room in confusion, waving my hand in a useless gesture. 
  Aunt Martha finally rescued me. "Indeed he did, Peter. Indeed he did." She giggled 
again. "But this time he got more than he bargained for." 
  "You mean he's done this before?" My voice squeaked with indignation. 
  Aunt Martha patted her hair and smoothed the front of her nightgown. "You find that 
so surprising then, Peter?" 
  "Yes … well I mean no, of course not. I just meant..." I was getting more and more 
flustered. "Well he is seventy three after all, and you're not exactly young, are you?" I felt 
the heat rising on my face. Aunt Martha raised her eyebrows. "So what happened? Did 
you slap him or something?" I asked lamely, as she continued to stare at me. 
  "Goodness me no, Peter. Nothing so vulgar!" Picking up the mousetrap between 
thumb and forefinger she waved it about. "I simply put this under the duvet and when he 
pushed his hand underneath to... Well, I'm sure you must have heard the result." 
  "Only one trouble," I said, laughing along with her. 



  "And what's that, Peter?" 
  "You trapped his injured hand. Now we'll have to stay even longer while it heals." I 
groaned, rubbing at my aching back. "Sometimes I wonder if we'll ever get away from this 
place. Has it really only been two weeks? It feels more like two years!" 
  Aunt Martha lay back on the pillows. It was obvious her mind was wandering over 
some past event and when she finally spoke her voice held a whimsical note. "Well it 
hasn't been too bad really, has it? I mean, it's been pretty entertaining in a way. What with 
you and the chicken, and Hobart and the mousetrap." 
  "Aunt Martha, you promised me faithfully. You said you wouldn't mention that 
damned chicken again!" 
  She slipped into a fit of girlish giggles and for a moment looked almost young again. 
I got off the bed and straightened the duvet. Then, leaning over, I kissed her lightly on the 
forehead. 
  "Good night Aunt Martha. Sleep well," I said, with a wink. 
  "Oh don't worry, Peter," she replied, winking back at me as she snuggled under the 
duvet. "I will. 
  * 
 
  "God, how on earth can you eat cornflakes without your teeth in!" Ignoring my 
question, Uncle Hobart opened the ketchup bottle and poured a liberal amount of the red 
goo over his breakfast. "You're not!" I exclaimed in horror. 
  "What's he up to now?" Aunt Martha asked as she entered the kitchen. 
  "He's putting tomato ketchup on his cornflakes." 
  "Nothing that man does will surprise me anymore," Aunt Martha retorted. 
  "Oy, I am 'ere yer know!" the object of our criticism complained. 
  "Yeah, well that's questionable," I countered with a laugh. 
  "You'll laugh t'other side of yer face later, my lad," he warned me, splattering soggy, 
half-eaten pieces of flakes across the table. 
  Wiping the worse of the mess from the front of my shirt, I raised an eyebrow. "What 
now?" I asked with a sinking sensation. "More mucking out?" My back tweaked in protest 
at the thought. 
  Collecting what remained of the ketchup and milk from his bowl with a slice of cake, 
Uncle Hobart completed his breakfast ritual by swirling his false teeth in his tea to clean 
them. Fumbling them back into his mouth, he squinted at me. "Cow's got bloat. Yer'll need 
ter spike it," he said around a mouthful of fingers. 
  "What?" I frowned uncomfortably. "That sounds like you want me to stick something 
into one of your cows." 
  "Got it in one," he retorted, holding up his bandaged hand for my inspection. "I can't 
do it, can I? And don't blame me," he continued quickly, noting the expression on my face, 
"blame 'er. She's the one what tried to 'ave me 'and off with a bleedin' great mousetrap! 
Just as it were getting better too." Turning his hand over, Uncle Hobart studied it with a 
whimsical look. 
  "Oh dear, and why did I do that I wonder?" Aunt Martha asked demurely. 
  "You'll need 'elp," Uncle Hobart told me, looking at Aunt Martha with an intense stare. 



  She looked at him down her prodigious nose. "Hobart Tuttershed," she said, her 
voice cutting across the kitchen at him, "if you think I'm going out there to wrestle with half 
a ton of cow, you've got another think coming!" 
  "Well it ain't my fault, is it?" he snapped, shaking his injured hand in the air at us. 
From the look of pain that suddenly crossed his face, he must have regretted shaking it 
quite so forcefully. "Some inconsiderate bugger's put me out o' action, ain't they?" 
Finished, he scuttled out of the kitchen before either of us could reply. 
  Looking over at Aunt Martha, I shrugged. 
  "After you," she responded with a sigh. 
  * 
 
  Half an hour later, I was sitting astride Janet - Uncle Hobart's favourite cow - waiting 
for him to tell me what to do. Indicating a spot on the animal's flank, he thrust a gleaming 
instrument into my hand. "'Ere, stick that in there." 
  "You want me to stick this thing into the cow?" I checked with a queasy voice. 
  "Aye. Right there," he replied. "Then pull out the middle bit. That'll free the gas in its 
guts." 
  My own guts began filling with gas as I started feeling even queasier. "I really don't 
think I can do this," I told him. 
  "You've got ter. And 'urry it up will yer. That bleedin' cow'll die if yer keep mucking 
about fer much longer." 
  Taking a deep breath, I drew back my hand, closed my eyes, and stabbed the 
instrument downwards. There was a loud scream in my ear and snapping open my eyes, 
I saw Uncle Hobart hopping up and down in some kind of demented dance. 
  "What on earth's the matter with him?" I asked Aunt Martha. 
  She pointed at the bobbing figure. "Look, you've stuck the trocar in his leg." 
  And sure enough, there it was, protruding from Uncle Hobart's thigh. He gave one 
last gurgle before collapsed onto the floor in a heap. Aunt Martha and I knelt beside him. 
  "I think he's fainted," she said, pulling the trocar from his leg. 
  As she did so, Uncle Hobart gave another yell, so loud this time that it shot his false 
teeth across the barn. I ducked as they flew past my head on their way to embedding 
themselves in the doorframe. 
  "Oops," Aunt Martha muttered, handing me the bloodstained instrument. Noticing 
my ashen colour, she sighed. "For goodness sake Peter, get off that cow and I'll do it." 
  I didn't need asking twice. "Right," I replied with relief. "I'll just sit over here and have 
a smoke to steady my nerves." 
  With shaking hands, I lit a cigarette, watching Aunt Martha plunge the trocar into the 
cow's swollen abdomen. By now I was recovering my composure a bit and despite myself, 
was beginning to take an interested in the proceedings. Leaning forward, I looked on 
while Aunt Martha extracted the central part of the instrument, hearing a loud hissing as 
the gas escaped through the trocar. Fascinated, I lent closer still. Uncle Hobart recovered 
at this point, sitting up with a look of horror on his face. He shouted out a warning, but 
before I could react, the end of my glowing cigarette ignited the escaping gas with a 
thunderous explosion. 



  * 
 
  Now it's not the fact that Aunt Martha got away scot free of injury; nor the fact that 
Uncle Hobart's barn was totally destroyed by the explosion, nor the fact that for months 
afterwards we kept finding small bits of poor old Janet scattered about the place, that 
upset me so much. No, what I found so hard to bear, was spending the next two weeks in 
hospital with Uncle Hobart languishing in the next bed, regaling me with an endless string 
of recriminations. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 9 
 
 
 WHAT GOES AROUND COMES AROUND 
 
 
     
  I yawned, looking out the window into the front meadow. It had been a while since 
the demise of poor old Janet, but we were back from the hospital now, none the worse for 
our experience. True, I was going to have to wear a woolly hat to cover the patch of 
missing hair for a few weeks and use a walking stick until my twisted ankle recovered, but 
apart from that we had all been pretty lucky. Feeling a bit guilty about all the chaos Iʼd 
caused I decided to take another month off work and help Uncle Hobart get the barn 
straightened out again. 
  I jumped when he spoke from behind me. "'Ow's the stick then? Alright is it?" 
  He'd lent me his favourite walking stick so that I could get around easier. 
  "'Ad that stick thirty..." 
  "Years," I finished for him, still gazing through the window. 
  "Old Rustin Joyce..." 
  "Made it," I finished again. 
  I heard him clicking his dentures in annoyance and smiled to myself. 
  "Took 'im nearly three..." 
  "Weeks," I said, completing his sentence yet again. 
  "Months!" He crowed in delight, having caught me out. "Don't know nothing, do yer?" 
  "Months," I repeated, looking heavenwards at the passing clouds. 
  "Going out terday, then?" 
  Shaking my head, I turned to face him. "No. Why?" 
  "Oh, no reason. Just asking." 
  "What're you up to now, Uncle Hobart?" The wily old fox never asked anything 
without a good reason. 
  "Me?" He could look real innocent when he wanted to. 
  "Yes you, Uncle Hobart. Why the interest in my movements all of a sudden?" 
  "Well, it's just that I've got someone coming over ter see me, that's all." 
  "Oh?" I responded, raising my eyebrows. "Who's that then?" 
  He shrugged, sitting down at the kitchen table. "No one in particular. Just some 
geezer from the noospaper, that's all." 
  Walking over I lent across the table to question him further, inadvertently putting my 
hand in the middle of his half-eaten breakfast. With the aid of a congealed fried egg my 
hand slid across the plate and off the edge of the table to land smack in the middle of his 
lap with my full weight behind it. I must confess that up until then I'd never realised Uncle 
Hobart could swear in three different languages. After this little episode I thought it would 
be a bit unfair of me to question him any further so I exited quickly, leaving him hobbling 
around the room still cursing under his breath. 
  * 



 
  Later that afternoon, I was pulling rogue barley in the bottom field when I spotted two 
men standing by Dyke's Corner. By the time I'd managed to struggle my way down they'd 
already left and were making towards the farmhouse. I resolutely followed, cursing my 
twisted ankle all the way, finally arriving at the farmhouse to find them ensconced in the 
kitchen drinking beer with Uncle Hobart. 
  "Where've yer been then?" he asked as I limped in. 
  Glaring at him I sat down. "Chasing bloody ferrets! Where'd you think I've been?" 
  Ungraciously grabbing the can of beer Uncle Hobart held out I pulled open the tab, 
cursing fiercely when the frothy liquid shot out and hit me full in the face. I could see that 
our guests were doing their best not to laugh, unlike Uncle Hobart who appeared to be 
enjoying every second of my discomfort. 
  "Careful, Peter boy," he spluttered between laughs. "I think I may 'ave accidentally 
shaken the can a bit." 
  Wiping froth from my face, I dutifully laughed along with him. 
  "These gents're from the noospaper," he said, pointing across the table. 
  I nodded at the reporters, wondering what they were doing here. 
  "You're uncle's been telling us about his Crop Circles," the shorter of the two men 
told me. 
  I glanced at Uncle Hobart with raised eyebrows. 
  "Ternight," he nodded, clicking his dentures in acknowledgement. "Ternight in the 
bottom field." 
  Shrugging my shoulders I took a drink, trying to figure out what he was up to now. 
Crop Circles in the bottom field were news to me. 
  "The name's Dave," the other reporter said, holding out his hand. "This is Tony, he's 
the photographer." 
  "Photographer, right." Glancing at Uncle Hobart again, I could see he was busy 
studying something under his fingernail. 
  In the end I gave up trying to figure it out and sat silently sipping my beer. A familiar 
feeling had started in the pit of my stomach; that queasy feeling that warned me Uncle 
Hobart was up to no good. Pushing back my chair, I stood up, now was as good a time as 
any to make my escape. "I'm going down to the village to get some shopping," I said by 
way of explanation. 
  Uncle Hobart slapped some money on the table. "Get us some more beers while yer 
there will yer? I've a feeling we're going ter need some afer the night's out." 
  Sighing under my breath, I picked up the money before heading for the door. 
  * 
 
  I spent the afternoon shopping in Ealford village and the evening getting a nice haze 
on in the Duck and Anvil. Not wanting to chance my arm with the local law, who'd have 
been only too pleased to have an excuse to pull me in, I decided that I'd better leave my 
car and collect it next day. Hiring a cab I set off for home. 
  It was a pleasant evening so I got the driver to drop me off at the end of the lane, 
reasoning that the walk would clear my head. Nearing the farm, I thought I heard the 



sound of voices on the evening breeze but when I stopped to listen I could hear nothing 
and decided that it must have been my imagination. Pushing on, almost at the farm gate, 
a bat unexpectedly flew out of a nearby bush, making me jump. Stumbling backwards I 
tripped over my walking stick, landing on the ground with a painful thump. 
  "What's that?" I heard a muffled voice ask. 
  I sat up, quietly listening. 
  "Probably a fox or some'at," another, more familiar voice answered. 
  Struggling to my feet, a childish urge suddenly overcome me. Crouching down, 
creeping forward as quietly as I could, I reached the gate and the voices became clearer. 
  "... 'appen ternight, yer can bank on that," Uncle Hobart was saying. "Got the gift yer 
see. Got it off me old dad - God rest 'is soul. I can always tell when the circle's is coming." 
  "That right pops?" The reporter answered. "And when will that be exactly?" I could 
hear the sarcasm in his voice. 
  "Don't yer call me pops, yer young whipper-snapper!" Uncle Hobart retorted. 
  "Sorry, no offence meant," Dave soothed him. "I was just trying to find out when 
they're coming, that's all." 
  The sound of Uncle Hobart's clicking dentures floated to me on the night air and I 
shuddered. That particular sound always made me feel like someone was walking over 
my grave. 
  "If I tell yer that, then yer'll know as much as me, won't yer," he snapped. 
  By now, I was only a couple of feet away and could see their outlines in the gloom. 
  "I hope you're not trying to get more money out of us," came the reply. My interest 
rose at the mention of money and I carefully climbed over the gate, trying to get a better 
view. "Because if that's the idea, you can forget all about it. We've given you more than 
enough already." 
  "Money?" I shouted at the trio. "What money?" 
  The effect of my appearance out of the gloom was quite stunning. Uncle Hobart fell 
over, clutching at his chest. Dave gave a muted scream, turning a horrid shade of grey, 
and Tony stumbled backwards, dropping his very expensive looking camera. I could see 
the tears form in his eyes as the lens shattered on a stone, but admired his restraint when 
all he said was, "Shit!" 
  Dave was the first to recover. "Never mind, Tony," he commiserated. "If the old 
man's right, you've got time to nip back to the hotel for your spare." 
  "Er... look," I said, stepping forward out of the darkness. All eyes turned in my 
direction. "What's all this about money? What's going on?" 
  Tony wiped his face, making a long muddy streak down his cheek. 
  Uncle Hobart frowned, pointing at Tony's forehead. "Yer've missed a bit, over yer left 
eye," he said. 
  Tony wiped his forehead, spreading the mud even further, making his face look as 
though he was going on army manoeuvres. 
  "Will somebody please tell me what the hell's going on," I demanded, quickly 
becoming impatient watching Tony play 'patter-cake' on his face. 
  "We've paid your uncle for a story on the Crop Circles," Dave explained, "and now 
he's trying to screw us for more." 



  "And you believed all that rubbish?" I asked in an incredulous tone. 
  "Well, even if it's not true, it'll still make a good story," Dave stated. "'Old Man Fails 
to Raise the Circles!' You know the sort of thing." 
  "But that's ridiculous," I protested. "I mean, you haven't even..." 
  "There's more to life than Wort," Uncle Hobart's voice cut across me. "As me old dad 
used ter say - God rest 'is soul." 
  We all stared at Uncle Hobart, while Dave asked him whether his old dad - God rest 
his soul - had been drunk or sober when he'd made such a world shattering observation. 
  Ignoring Dave's sarcasm, Uncle Hobart tuned away and clicked his dentures. "Just 
wait, you'll see," he muttered under his breath. 
  * 
 
  An hour and a half later we were back in the field, cleaned up and full of beer, 
sweeping our torch-beams around, searching for signs of movement. It brought to mind 
the the happy times Iʼd spent camping out with my parents as a boy. Pushing these 
thoughts to the back of my mind I looked out over the gently waving cereal heads, my 
breath faltering when I spotted two overlapping circles of flattened wheat. Another smaller 
circle was forming a short way off, even as I looked. 
  "Hey! Over there!" I shouted, pointing across the field at my find. 
  Uncle Hobart came up beside me, his gruff voice sharp in my ear, "Told yer, didn't I? 
It's the gift yer see. It never lets me down." Nudging me with a bony elbow, he nodded in 
the direction of the circles. "I'll tell yer some'at else too. There'll be more next week, yer 
see if there ain't." 
  The reporters decided to call it a night after nothing else happened for some time, 
and arrangements were made for them to come back with some recording equipment the 
next week. And of course, an extra payment for Uncle Hobart! 
  * 
 
  I spent a large portion of the following week trying to find out how Uncle Hobart had 
pulled off the trick with the circles but he was keeping very quite about it. All I could get 
out of him was, "It's the gift yer see. The gift from me old dad - God rest 'is soul." 
  I finally gave up, concentrating on getting some work done instead. My ankle was a 
lot better now and I could get about without using the walking stick. I was so busy that the 
days flew by and before I realised it, it was time for the reporters to come back. 
  Exactly one week later, as the farm cat left the comfort of the kitchen aga for its 
nightly hunt, four figures were huddled by the fence of the bottom field, on watch for more 
corn circles to appear. 
  "Not long now, you say?" Dave checked with Uncle Hobart, looking at his watch. 
"Better get the video equipment set up Tony, I want a recording of this." Turning back to 
Uncle Hobart, Dave rubbed his hands together in anticipation. "You did say eleven thirty, 
didn't you?" 
  Looking at my watch I saw there were three minutes to go and could feel the tension 
mounting as we all looked around expectantly. Everything was quiet, even the owls 
seemed to be holding their breaths. 



  Then suddenly Uncle Hobart shouted, pointing with his stick. "There, in the far 
corner. Over by the drinking trough." 
  I could see the wheat waving about in a gentle pattern as from a central point it 
began to flatten in an outwardly moving spiral, gathering speed as it went. 
  "You getting this, Tony?" Dave checked. 
  I pointed excitedly at another part of the field. "Look, there's another one!" 
  We watched in stunned silence as another circle formed in the opposite corner of 
the field, holding our breaths as the drama unfolded before us. We stood stock still, 
transfixed for perhaps ten minutes. 
  "What the hell's that?" Dave broke the silence as a couple of furry shapes flashed 
past his foot. 
  "Rabbits?" I suggested, as Uncle Hobart mumbled something under his breath. 
"What's that?" I asked, but before he could answer, a line of flattening wheat broke away 
from the main circle, heading straight towards us. 
  "Hey, what's happening? Watch out, it's coming this way!" Dave's voice held an 
edge of panic. 
  As the commotion reached us, we all stumbled backwards in confusion and I tripped 
over the video tripod, landing in a heap with the camera lens halfway down my throat. By 
the time I'd managed to untangle myself, Uncle Hobart had disappeared into the darkness. 
The wheat parted in front of us and a rabbit shot out, closely followed by two of Uncle 
Hobart's collies. Attached to their collars by long pieces of bailer twine were heavy metal 
trays. 
  "We've been conned!" Dave shouted. "The crafty old sod's pulled a fast one on us 
Tony. He's trained his ruddy dogs to make the circles!" 
  We looked at each other and burst out laughing, and we were still chuckling when 
we finally made it back to the house. Uncle Hobart was sitting at the kitchen table 
clutching a can of beer, a broad smile spread across his face. "'Ad yer going there, didn't 
I?" he greeted us as we trooped in. "'Ere, 'ave a beer." 
  * 
 
  By the time that the reporters had finally packed up their gear and left, it was six 
o'clock in the morning and I was dog tired. The only sign of their visit was the video tape 
they'd left. Uncle Hobart and I sat by the fire drinking beer and talking over the night's 
events. He kept chuckling to himself and I had to admit that it did have its funny side, 
especially as theyʼd let him keep the money. The reporters said it had been worth every 
penny. 
  Uncle Hobart tapped the video tape with a dirt-encrusted fingernail. "'Ow about I 
send this ter that programme on telly? Yer know, that Yer've Been Maimed programme 
that Beadle bloke does. Reckon 'e'd love that close-up of yer tonsils when the camera got 
rammed down yer throat." Opening another can of beer, he pulled a face, squirming about 
in his chair. 
  "What's up?" I asked. "You've been wriggling around like a bear with a sore 
backside ever seen those reporters left. You got fleas or something?" 
  Sticking his hand down the back of his pants, he scratched about for a moment, then 



grimaced. "Think yer might be right there, Peter boy," he said. "Me bum's itching like 'ell. 
Do us a favour and take a look at it fer me, will yer?" Standing up, Uncle Hobart dropped 
his trousers and turned his scrawny buttocks towards me. 
  I poked one. "Is this where it itches, then?" 
  "Aye," he nodded, trying to look over his shoulder. 
  I started to chuckle. 
  "What? What is it?" He asked. 
  I waited awhile before answering, just long enough for him to come to the boil. "It's 
poetic justice is what it is," I finally muttered under my breath. 
  Not catching what I said, he began jumping up and down like a spoilt child, his 
buttocks jiggling in time with his movements. "Will yer bleedin' tell me what it bleedin' is!" 
he shouted at the top of his voice. 
  Sitting back in my chair, I looked him straight in the eye. "Oh it's nothing to worry 
yourself about really," I replied, but my smile belied my statement. 
  Uncle Hobart face darkened and he shouted again, even louder this time. "What? 
What is it? What's the matter with me?" 
  "It's ring worm," I shouted back with a satisfied smirk. "You've caught bloody ring 
worm. Now wouldn't you say that's poetic justice?" 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 10 
 
 
 GOODBYE NETTLE FARM 
 
 
     
  Uncle Hobart was sitting on a bale of hay with tears in his eyes. I was sitting beside 
him, my arm across his thin shoulders. He appeared smaller, shrunken somehow. We 
had just watched a large articulated lorry disappear up the rutted lane with the last of his 
stock inside. All that was left to do now was sell the farm. 
  I squeezed his shoulder. "You alright, Uncle Hobart?" 
  Nodding silently, he wiped his eyes with the edge of a dirty cuff, then sniffing loudly 
he said, "Fifty years I've been 'ere. Fifty years man and boy." There was a catch in his 
voice. "Fifty years carted off on the back o' a bleedin' lorry!" 
  There was nothing I could say that would comfort him, so I gave his shoulder 
another gentle squeeze instead. "Come on, let's go and have a drink." 
  "You go on ahead if'n yer like. I'd rather stay 'ere fer a bit, with me memories like." 
  "Right," I said, standing up. 
  Looking up at me with misty eyes, he confided, "I'm just glad that me poor old Gertie 
weren't 'ere ter see this day. If'n she 'ad 'ave been, it would 'ave broken 'er poor old 'eart." 
  I left him to his memories and trudged dejectedly back to the cold, empty house. 
  * 
 
  "And this is the lounge area," the matron told us, stepping aside so that we could 
view a dismal room dominated by a large, wide-screened television set. 
  "Well, at least you'll be able to watch the football," I whispered to Uncle Hobart. 
  "I 'ate bleedin' football!" he snapped back. 
  "Oh yeah. Sorry, I forgot." Tapping my chin, I tried a different tack. "Well you like 
cricket and that'll be starting soon. So you'll be able to watch that, won't you?" 
  "Not if Mrs Prescott and Miss Plunkett are in the lounge," the matron informed us 
sternly. "Television viewing is by agreement only, with everybody having a democratic 
say in the decision." 
  Uncle Hobart sighed and shrank another inch in height. "Let me guess," he 
mumbled. "They don't like bleedin' cricket, so no one gets ter see it, right?" 
  The matron jerked her head as though she had suddenly smelt something offensive. 
"Really Mr Tuttershed, we don't allow that sort of language here!" 
  Uncle Hobart mumbled something inaudible under his breath, farted loudly and then 
sauntered into the lounge. 
  "Nice comfy chairs," I observed, trying to suppress a smile. 
  "Fat lot of bleedin' good being comfy is if yer can't watch the cricket on the telly, ain't 
it?" he snapped back. 
  "I could always get you a portable, I suppose. You could watch it in your own room 
then, couldn't you?" 



  The matron's breath hissed across her teeth. "No televisions or wirelesses are 
allowed in shared rooms, Mr Barns. They might disturb the other residents." 
  I pursed my lips, wondering why she found it necessary to stress every other word. 
  Uncle Hobart rounded on her, his twisted face displaying his inner turmoil. "And 
that's another thing. 'Ow come I have ter share a room with someone else? Why can't I 
'ave me own?" 
  "I've already explained that to your nephew, Mr Tuttershed. We have limited space 
in this residence. But rest assured, as soon as a room becomes available, it will be 
offered to you." 
  "Dead men's shoes," he muttered dejectedly. 
  "What's that?" The matron asked in a waspish tone. 
  Ignoring her, he turned to me, a hang-dog expression on his face. "Where's me 
room then?" 
  The room was small, almost claustrophobic, containing two beds, two bedside 
cabinets, two small chest-of-drawers and a large double wardrobe. The walls were 
painted an insipid yellow, the small window covered by a set of floral patterned curtains 
that didn't quite meet in the middle. An old man was snoring gently in one of the beds. 
  As soon as the door closed behind us, Uncle Hobart rounded on me. "Bleedin' 'ell, 
Peter boy. Is this the best yer could do?" 
  Sitting down on the empty bed, I swept a hand through my hair. "It won't be for long, 
Uncle Hobart. It's only until I can find someone to take over my Saudi contracts. When 
that's sorted, I'll come back and you can move in with me. It'll only be for a few weeks. Its 
not like it's forever, is it?" 
  "Maybe not fer yer. But fer me, stuck in 'ere, with 'im?" 
  The object of Uncle Hobart's scorn chose that moment to wake up. Opening his 
eyes, the old man swallowed noisily and I watched in amazement as the bottom half of 
his face turned in upon itself. I had always hated the way old people look when they leave 
their teeth out. 
  Uncle Hobart nodded at him. "'Ow do." 
  The old man struggled to reach his dentures, floating in a glass of murky water on 
the bedside cabinet. It was painful to watch his feeble efforts, so I got up to give him a 
hand. As I reached across, I felt a restraining hand on my arm. 
  "Let the poor old bugger do it fer 'imself," Uncle Hobart told me. "It's probably the 
only bleedin' excitement 'e gets all day." 
  The old man finally worked his dentures into his mouth, looking at Uncle Hobart with 
his watery eyes screwed up. "That you, Mable?" he asked, in a tremulous voice. 
  Uncle Hobart took off his cloth-cap and slapped it against his thigh in agitation. 
"Bleedin' 'ell Peter boy, 'e's bleedin' gaga!" 
  "Sh! He'll hear you," I warned. 
  "Have you cut the crusts off, Mable?" the old man asked, oblivious to his 
surroundings. 
  "Listen ter 'im. Come on, yer can't leave me 'ere with 'im. Please!" 
  Gently taking Uncle Hobart by his shoulders, I sat him down on the bed. He looked 
up at me, his eyes full of fear. 



  "Don't make this any harder than it already is, Uncle Hobart," I pleaded. "I don't want 
to leave you here anymore than you want to be left here, but I've got no choice have I? 
You don't think that I'd have let you sell the farm if I there'd been any other choice, do 
you? I do hope you understand that." 
  He swallowed and looked down at the floor, and for a moment time ceased. It was 
then that I suddenly understood what emptiness he must be feeling. What desolation and 
failure. Sighing deeply, he looked up at me with his faded blue eyes, but he didn't say 
anything, just gave me a wane smile, while a single large tear rolled down his cheek. 
  * 
 
  I was back from Saudi, my contracts given over to another salesman and if things 
went well Iʼd soon be free to take early retirement and start looking after Uncle Hobart. 
  "Mr Barns?" The voice on the telephone sounded vaguely familiar. 
  "Speaking," I replied cautiously. 
  "This is Ms Hardarm from the 'Sunshine Rest' Residential Home for the Elderly 
Person." 
  "Oh yes, good afternoon Ms Hardarm, I was about to give you a call. So what can I 
do for you? Nothing wrong I hope?" 
  "Well actually there is, Mr Barns, that's why I'm telephoning you." 
  The tone of her voice made me feel somehow inferior. A feeling that my mother 
always evoked in me, right up to the day that she died. There was a long pause on the 
line, during which my stomach tightened. 
  "The thing is Mr Barns," Ms Hardarm continued. "You're uncle appears to have 
disappeared." 
  "Disappeared! What do you mean, disappeared?" 
  Ignoring my outburst, she continued, "I don't know where he's gone or why. He just 
packed some things and left before anyone could do anything to stop him." 
  "When was this?" 
  "Today, after dinner," she informed me. "Mrs Prescott - fortunately she was watching 
the traffic as she usually does in the early evening - saw him leave and told me. 
Otherwise I might not have known that your uncle had gone until it was time to retire. Mrs 
Prescott told me that he was walking down the road with a pillowcase over his shoulder," 
Ms Hardarm sniffed with disdain. "Just like some common tramp." She sniffed again 
before continuing. "I do hope nobody saw him. Such behaviour does so lower the tone of 
the place, you know." 
  "My God!" I exclaimed. 
  There was a short pause, followed by, "There is the letter of course." 
  "Letter?" I asked. "What Letter?" 
  "You're uncle left a letter on his bed, addressed to you." 
  "Well, what's in it woman!" 
  "I'll thank you not to take that tone with me, young man! After all, I haven't caused all 
this commotion you know. Heʼs your uncle." 
  "The letter! The letter!" Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm myself. "Sorry, Ms 
Hardarm," I managed in a fairly reasonable tone. "It's just that I'm worried. Perhaps if you 



told me what he said in the letter." 
  "Yes, well I'd say that you've got every reason to be worried, Mr Barns. Your uncle is 
obviously not quite right in the head and if you hadn't been unobtainable because you 
were out of the country, I would have insisted on his removal a long time ago. Now that 
he's left of his own accord it will save me the trouble of course, and I'm thankful for that! 
I'll send you the outstanding bill, which will include the cost of a replacement pillowcase. 
And I'll expect prompt payment, Mr Barns, prompt payment." 
  The muscles along my jaw tightened and my knuckles whitened on the receiver. "I 
see Ms Hardarm. Well, while we're being so blunt and putting our cards on the table, let 
me deal mine. I'd just like to tell you that if anything happens to my uncle, I'll hold you 
personally responsible and I'll sue that decrepit little home of yours for every penny it's 
got! Do you understand that, Ms Hardarm? Every penny. Now I suggest that you tell me 
what's in that letter so I can get on with finding out what's happened to my uncle. Who, 
thanks to your incompetence, is probably in some considerable danger!" 
  Ms Hardarm sniffed heavily, it was obvious that she was not used to being talked to 
in such a manner. I grinned, imagining the look of snooty disdain on her face. 
  "I don't open other peoples letters, Mr Barns," she suddenly blurted. "The letter is 
addressed to you and if you want it, you can come and collect it from reception." There 
was a short, loaded pause. "And don't ask for me when you arrive because I have no 
wish to speak to such an ill mannered, obnoxious person as yourself." 
  "And up yours too!" I shouted, slamming down the receiver. 
  See how you like that, I thought! 
  * 
 
  I was sitting in my local, reading Uncle Hobart's letter, the noise and bustle fading 
into the background as I concentrated on his shaky handwriting. The letter said that he 
had done his best to settle down in the 'Sunshine Rest' Residential Home for the Elderly 
Person, but had found Ms Hardarm and her overbearing ways insufferable. The last straw 
had come after he'd spent two hours talking to his room-mate, only to find out that the old 
man had died earlier that afternoon and nobody had thought fit to remove his body, or 
mention the fact that the poor old guy was dead. Uncle Hobart ended his letter by saying 
that he hoped I would understand and find it in myself to forgive him. A postscript told me 
that he was going to London to visit an old friend who lived in Kings Cross. 
  After a lot of false starts, I finally drove to the depot where Uncle Hobart's 
belongings were stored, with something nagging away at the back of my mind, something 
about Kings Cross and an old friend. An hour later I was clutching Uncle Hobart's tattered 
old address book and had the answer to where heʼd gone. 
  * 
 
  The house was in a run-down square behind Kings Cross Station. The old Victorian 
building appeared dark and dirty in the dim street lighting, and I looked about nervously 
as I pushed the button on the entry-phone. 
  "Yes?" a sensual voice whispered from the speaker. "This is Tiger Girl, who's this?" I 
was too confused to answer for a moment. "Hello, is there anyone there?" the voice sent 



shivers of pleasure down my spine. 
  "Oh... well... er... yes. Yes, I'm here," I stuttered. 
  "And what time is your appointment, Honey Bear?" 
  "Well... I haven't got an appointment exactly, I..." 
  "Sorry, no appointment, no knooky. You know the rules. Why don't you telephone 
my maid and I'll see you later?" 
  "Appointment? No wait, you don't understand." But it was too late, the entry-phone 
had gone dead. 
  Pushing the call-button again, I waited. Getting no response, I pushed it again, then 
again. Finally I kept my finger on the button, determined I was going to get an answer one 
way or another. And get one I did. Suddenly the front door slammed open and the Jolly 
Green Giant glared down at me. But this particular giant wasn't green, or jolly, he was 
Greek. 
  "Shit!" I exclaimed, stumbling backwards, nearly falling down the stone steps. 
  "What'cha want? Can'ta ya hear? She say go away. Now puss off." 
  "Right," I nodded vigorously, "Puss off. Anything you say." 
  "Just a mo', Makis," someone with a familiar voice called from inside the house. 
Heaving a sigh of relief, I threw my arms around my old uncle as he appeared out of the 
gloom. "Well, Peter boy," he greeted me. "It's nice ter see yer too. Come on in. Come on 
in out o' the cold." 
  Following him into a dimly lit hallway that was covered in red flocked wallpaper, I 
whispered in Uncle Hobart's ear, "God, this place reminds me of a brothel." 
  "That's 'cos it is one," he whispered back. "Best damned brothel in Kings Cross." 
Guiding me into a room off the corridor, he asked, "And do yer know why?" 
  "Why?" I replied, turning around to take in the decor. 
  The walls of the room were hung with pictures of people in various sexual positions, 
while strategically placed racks were filled with ropes, whips, masks and other dubious 
looking objects that I didn't even want to try and identify. The ceiling, covered in mirrors, 
reflected the shiny rubber floor that squeaked beneath our feet. 
  "'Cos it's run by an old friend of mine, that's why." Uncle Hobart smiled at the 
expression on my face. 
  "Well thanks, honey," a soft voice acknowledged from behind us. 
  I turned around, surreptitiously studying the slim black woman who had entered the 
room. Though I estimated her to be in her late sixties, I could see that she must have 
been very beautiful when younger and even now, carried a certain sexual attraction about 
her. 
  "This is Maggie, and this 'ere's Jill," Uncle Hobart introduced the black woman and a 
slim, attractive girl who'd silently joined her. "Girls, this is Peter, who's come to take me 
back 'ome, unless I'm much mistaken." 
  "Hi," I nodded shyly, eyeing Jill's curvaceous body. 
  "Oh, but do you really have to go right now, Hobart?" Maggie asked with a petulant 
frown. "I had a nice surprise planned." 
  "We sure did," Jill agreed, hugging his arm to her ample chest. 
  When I recognised the sultry voice from the entry-phone, my toes tingled and I 



wished with all my heart that for just one moment, I could be Uncle Hobart's arm! 
  "Can't you stay a bit longer?" Maggie pleaded. "We've hardly had time to talk yet." 
  Uncle Hobart looked at me with raised eyebrows. 
  "Well I suppose we could stay for a bit longer," I said. 
  A smile lit up Jill's face and she winked slowly as she walked towards the door with 
a suggestive swing of her hips. When she reached the threshold, she turned back, 
beckoning to me. "Come on then, lover boy," she said in a low, husky voice. "You can 
have this one on the house. After all, any friend of Hobart's is a friend of ours. Right 
Maggie?" 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 11 
 
 
 RETURN TO NETTLE FARM 
 
 
     
  "Come on then, get in the car." 
  "Just a minute, I fergot me 'at," Uncle Hobart shouted, scurrying back into the house. 
He emerged a few minutes later wearing a bright yellow cloth cap. 
  "What on earth's that?" I laughed, pointing at his head. 
  Sliding into the passenger seat, he sniffed. "Got it in a sale, didn't I? It were 
reduced." 
  "Well that's no surprise." I chuckled. 
  Straightening his cap, Uncle Hobart threw me an injured look. "Yer know, there were 
a time when yer used ter keep up with the latest fashions, Peter boy." 
  "Yeah," I agreed, "but I'm not an old age pensioner, am I? I mean look at you. I can 
see that I'm going to have to stop you watching the Clothes Show on the telly if you keep 
this up!" 
  Putting the car into gear I pulled away, while Uncle Hobart thrust his hand into his 
raincoat pocket and brought out a can of beer. Looking at me sideways, he smiled 
knowingly. "You're driving," he said. 
  "Right," I agreed, licking my lips. 
  "And yer shouldn't drink and drive." 
  "Right," I agreed, licking my lips again. 
  "So stop smacking yer bleedin' lips, then!" 
  "Right," I said, as I grabbed the can and threw it out of the driver's window. 
  "Oy, what yer do that fer?" he protested. 
  "Because if I can't have a beer, then I don't see why you should," I retorted. 
  He sat, thinking about that for moment, while I concentrated on my driving, enjoying 
the late summer afternoon sun as it warmed me through the windscreen. 
  "Where're we going anyway?" Uncle Hobart finally asked. 
  "I told you, it's a surprise." 
  "I don't like surprises." 
  "I'll guarantee you'll like this one," I assured him. 
  We drove on in silence for another few miles, then I pulled into a lay-by. "Here, put 
this on," I told him, holding out a scarf. Taking it, Uncle Hobart shrugged, putting it round 
his neck. "No, not around your neck, you idiot. Over your eyes." 
  "Me eyes?" 
  "Yes, I don't want you seeing where we're going." 
  "Why not?" he asked, a frown creasing his forehead. 
  "Because then you'll know where we're going before we get there, won't you?" 
  "But I'll know where we're going when we get there anyway," he argued. 
  Sighing deeply, I tried to keep my temper under control. "Just do this as a favour to 



me," I muttered through clenched teeth. "Why the hell do you have to make a fight out of 
everything? Just put the damned scarf over your eyes and humour me, okay?" 
  Clicking his dentures, Uncle Hobart tied the scarf over his eyes, then slumped back 
in his seat. 
  Pulling out of the lay-by and accelerating up the road, I wondered why I was going to 
all this trouble for an ungrateful old git. The tyres hummed over the tarmac and it wasn't 
long before the car was filled with Uncle Hobart's gentle snoring. 
  * 
 
  We'd almost reached our destination when a blue light started flashing behind us 
and my heart skipped a beat as I glanced down at the speedometer to see I was doing 
well over seventy. Pulling into the side of the road, I stopped the car, winding down my 
window, wracking my brain for a reasonable excuse as to why Iʼd been speeding, but 
before I could do anything a large policeman loomed up alongside the car, yanking open 
the door. Pulling me from my seat, he threw me on the ground where I landed in a tangle 
of arms and legs. 
  "What the hell are you doing!" I demanded in a muffled voice. 
  My voice was muffled because the large policeman was now sitting on my head, 
busily handcuffing my hands behind my back. 
  "Shut up!" he snarled in a menacing tone. 
  Another pair of oversized boots arrived alongside my head, splattering mud into my 
eyes. 
  "Check the guy in the car," the large policeman said to the new arrival. "It sounds 
like he's choking. I expect this bastard's gagged him as well and he can't breath properly." 
  "Gagged!" I shrieked, my objection coming out as an unintelligible squawk. Wetting 
my lips I tried again, "Gagged? What are you talking about? He's just snoring, you stupid 
berk!" 
  The large policeman flipped me over, glaring down into my face. An icy finger ran 
down my spine as I realised that giving vent to my emotions had obviously been a bad 
idea. Swallowing noisily, I tried to ignore the hard glint in his eyes. 
  "It's okay, the one in here's just asleep," the other policeman called from inside the 
car. 
  "Told you so," I mumbled sulkily. 
  "You sure?" my captor asked, pulling me to my feet by my hair. "You sure he's not 
dead?" A note of disappointment had crept into his voice. 
  "No, heʼs okay, Rocky. He's just sleeping." 
  "Rocky?" I raised an eyebrow and smiled. Another mistake. 
  "You got a problem with that?" the large policeman growled, lifting me further onto 
my toes. 
  "No officer, of course not," I managed as the huge fist twisted my hair even tighter. 
"Just asking, that's all. You know, taking an interest." 
  Rocky lowered me back onto the ground and I lent against the car, breathing heavily, 
every hair on my head hurting. I was finding it hard to keep my eyes from watering. Rocky 
lent into the car, roughly shaking Uncle Hobart awake, and for once I was pleasantly 



surprised as he lambasted the police for treating me so roughly, even going so far as 
threatening an official complaint. 
  During a break in this tirade, Rocky tried to explain that a passing motorist had seen 
the scarf tied around Uncle Hobart's head, reporting a kidnapping in progress. Uncle 
Hobart just snorted at this explanation, clicking his dentures as he climbed back into the 
car. Rocky gave me a dirty look, letting me know exactly how he felt. 
  "Er ... excuse me," I shouted as he walked away. "I don't want to be a nuisance or 
anything, but do you think you could possibly take these handcuffs off?" 
  Stomping back, Rocky retrieved his handcuffs but with such ill humour that my 
fingers tingled for hours afterwards. 
  "I should think so too!" Uncle Hobart shouted after the policeman's disappearing 
back. 
  Rocky's large shoulders rose, as though someone had poked him in the small of his 
back. Stopping in his tracks the big policeman turned back to glare at Uncle Hobart. "Look 
pal," he replied in a low growl, "any more out of you and I'll do the both of you for 
obstructing the police, speeding, dangerous driving, wasting police time and anything else 
that I can think of. Got it?" He sounded really pissed off. 
  "For God's sake, will you bloody shut up," I urged as Uncle Hobart opened his mouth 
to respond. 
  Jumping back in the car, I drove off at a sedate twenty-nine miles an hour, 
uncomfortably aware that the police car was following us down the road. 
  "Never been kidnapped afore," Uncle Hobart said. "Exciting ain't it?" 
  Ignoring him, I concentrated on my driving, trying to control the nervous tick that had 
started in the corner of my left eye. 
  * 
 
  Uncle Hobart's faded blue eyes filled with tears when we finally stopped in the front-
yard of his old farmyard. I could see his hands trembling as he read the banner strung 
across the front of the house. 
  'WELCOME HOME UNCLE HOBART', it proclaimed. 
  For once in his life he appeared at a loss for words. 
  As he looked at me open mouthed, Aunt Martha came out of the house, gave Uncle 
Hobart a big welcoming hug and stepped back. "Welcome home dear," she whispered, 
close to tears herself. 
  Aunt Martha and I had sold our own houses so that we could buy back Nettle Farm. 
It had left us with just enough spare cash to purchase enough stock to get us started 
again. We were going to work the farm as a team, in health, happiness, and prosperity. 
  Well anyway, that was the plan. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 12 
 
 
 COMIC CAPERS 
 
 
     
  Aunt Martha sat tapping the edge of a beer mat on the wrought iron table, until 
finally she put it down and took a sip at her lemonade. She tutted for the tenth time and I 
looked across with a raised eyebrow. 
  "I realise he's an independent man Peter, but I really do think you should go and 
look for him you know. He's been gone for nearly an hour now." 
  I nodded in agreement. Uncle Hobart had gone off some time ago to throw some 
loose change into the pub's wishing-well and even allowing a detour for a quick pint on 
the way he should have been back long ago. 
  "Okay," I said, pushing back my chair, "let's go and see if we can find him." 
  Following the signs we walked along the path, then up a hill to the wishing-well. The 
sky was clear, the clouds almost invisible on the horizon. It was a hot, sultry day. We 
trailed along behind a young couple making their way up the winding gravel path but 
when we finally arrived at the top there was no sign of Uncle Hobart and Aunt Martha 
became even more agitated. 
  "Well he's obviously not here, is he?" she said. "Where on earth do you suppose he 
could have got to?" She fretted, picking at the material on her sleeve in agitation. "Oh I do 
hope nothing's happened to him." 
  As her proud nose jerked this way and that, searching for some sign of Uncle 
Hobart's whereabouts, I sat on the curved wall of the wishing-well to light a cigarette. My 
nerves needed calming because I was beginning to get that familiar fluttering in my 
stomach. Puffing absentmindedly on the tube of tobacco, I contemplated what I would do 
to Uncle Hobart when he finally showed up. As I finished my cigarette, a small girl ran up 
and dropped some loose change into the wishing-well. I flicked the cigarette butt in after it. 
  "Oy, watch out yer bleedin' stupid bugger!" There was no mistaking the voice issuing 
from the dark shadowy opening. 
  The girl burst into tears and ran away, a look of terror on her small face. I shook my 
head, wondering what nightmares Uncle Hobart had inflicted on her impressionable 
young mind. 
  "Aunt Martha," I beckoned, "over here." Pointing into the well, I smiled. "Make a 
wish," I instructed. 
  "Really Peter, I don't think this is the time to be playing games. Not with your uncle 
missing," she chastised me. 
  Holding a finger in the air, I lent over the well. "You in there Uncle Hobart?" I called 
out. 
  "Yes yer cretin. 'course I'm bleedin' in 'ere! What took yer so long? Don't just stand 
there mucking about, get me out!" 
  I shrugged at Aunt Martha's raised eyebrows. "Beats me," I said. "Look, I'll stay here 



while you go back to the pub and fetch some help." 
  She snorted as Uncle Hobart's voice rose up out of the well once more. "And fetch 
us a pint while yer at it girl, I got a thirst on me like a Meer Cat's arse!" 
  * 
 
  I was sitting quietly drinking my coffee when Aunt Martha came bustling into the 
kitchen. "Good morning Peter," she greeted me. "Have you finished the milking yet?" 
  "Yeah," I answered wearily. I was still not used to getting up at what should have 
been the middle of the night. 
  Sitting down, Aunt Martha poured herself a cup of tea. "I'll get on with feeding the 
sheep when I've had this," she told me, dribbling milk into her teacup. Looking around the 
kitchen, she asked, "Where's Hobart?" 
  I lowered the newspaper I was reading, "Still in bed, last time I saw him," I answered 
over the top. 
  She shook her head. "No, the door to his room's wide open. He's not in there." 
  Folding the paper, I rubbed the back of my neck. "You know, he's been acting really 
strange since he fell down that well. If I didn't know any better, I'd say he was going a 
bit..." I tapped my temple. 
  Aunt Martha nodded. "Yes, I know what you mean." She tutted, shaking her head. "I 
found him with my eye liner the other day," she confided suddenly. 
  "Did you?" I smiled at the image that brought to mind. 
  "He was drawing all over his face with it," she told me, warming to the subject. 
  My eyebrows rose even further. "Drawing?" I asked. "Drawing what?" 
  "Well, lines. It looked as though he was trying to draw a spider's web on his face. 
And another thing," she added, "he does nothing but watch those silly children's cartoons 
on the television all day." Slamming down my cup, I shot out of my seat. "What on earth's 
the matter?" Aunt Martha called after my disappearing back. 
  I headed for Uncle Hobart's room at a run and was soon back with a magazine 
clutched in my hand. Dropping it onto the table, I watched for Aunt Martha's reaction as 
she examined it. The breath whistled across her teeth. "Yes," she said in a whisper. "I 
think I see what you're getting at, Peter." 
  Sitting down, Aunt Martha poured herself another cup of tea. I got a can of beer from 
the fridge, hissing it open as I joined her at the kitchen table. Turning the magazine 
around, I studied the cover. 
  'SPIDERMAN AND THE TRIP OF DEATH', it declared, in lurid green letters. 
  "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" I asked sotto voce. 
  * 
 
  "Well why are you bothering me, laddie? You should be talking to the desk-
sergeant." Detective Inspector Hives scratched at a yellow pimple on his nose, pulling a 
face. 
  I shifted in my seat, beginning to wonder if coming here had been such a good idea 
after all. Aunt Martha lent forward, pointing her formidable nose at him. Hives shrank back 
a little. Her nose always had that effect on people. 



  "Inspector," she said primly, "we came here to talk to you because we want this 
matter dealt with discreetly. We don't want the fact that poor Hobart is running around 
Ealford dressed up as Spider Man being spread all over the village." 
  "Yes, I can understand that," Hives smirked. 
  "Hobart Tuttershed is a caring, sensitive man and he deserves to be dealt with in a 
caring, sensitive way." 
  The incredulity on Hives' face was plain to see. Jumping up he lent across the table. 
"Sensitive!" he exploded. "Sensitive? Let me tell you madam, I've never met a less 
sensitive person in all my life." He seemed to struggle for his next words. "Never... not 
once... in twenty years on the force... not once..." Spluttering to a stop, he pulled at his 
ear lobe. Then he continued in a rush, "I was deaf for three weeks. Do you know that? 
Three weeks, with nothing but a constant ringing in my ears!" 
  Aunt Martha gathered herself together. It was like watching the gathering of a storm. 
"Really Inspector," she said, the scorn dripping from her voice, "I expected better than this 
from a public servant." 
  The pulse on Hives' temple began to pound and I decided that Iʼd better step in 
before things really got out of hand. "Look Inspector," I reasoned, "the shotgun going off 
like that was an accident. Surely you donʼt still blame him for that." 
  "I'm not talking about the ruddy gun, laddie," Hives shouted. "I was referring to the 
fact that your idiot uncle threw that stun grenade back out the window before it went off." 
Taking a deep breath he stood at his full height. "Right into the back of my ruddy car!" 
Hivesʼ face turned ashen at the memory. "And don't tell me that he didn't know I was 
sitting in it at the time." 
  I shrugged helplessly. "So you're not going to help us then?" I guessed. 
  Hives resumed his seat as he calmed down, fussing about with a file on his desk, 
turning the bottom corner of the brown cover back on itself, then flattening it out again, a 
far-away look in his eyes. Suddenly, he seemed to make up his mind and turned to Aunt 
Martha. "I'll tell the local bobbies to keep an eye open for him," he told her, "but that's as 
far as I'm willing to go. Now get out of here before I arrest the both of you for causing a 
nuisance." 
  "What an obnoxious little man," Aunt Martha commented as we left the police station. 
"I've a good mind to take this matter further." 
  Pointing at Cindy's Tea Rooms I took her arm. "Come on," I said, "why don't I buy 
you a nice cup of tea and a muffin?" 
  * 
 
  I sipped my second cup of tea and smiled at Aunt Martha, who was looking a bit 
downhearted. Iʼd not realised until now just how fond she'd grown of the old rascal. 
  Sighing heavily, she placed her cup in its saucer with the muted chink. "He still 
hasn't told me how he managed to fall into that well you know," she said softly. 
  Shrugging my shoulders, I smiled encouragingly at her. "Well, you know what he's 
like. He thought it'd be a good idea to nick some money out of the well to buy himself a 
pint. If people where idiotic enough to throw their change away, he didn't see any reason 
why he shouldn't make some use of it." 



  "But that money hadn't been thrown away," objected Aunt Martha. 
  "We know that Aunt Martha but Uncle Hobart's got his own way of looking at life, 
hasn't he?" I laughed quietly to myself. "He thought it was one of those fake wishing-well, 
you see. You know, one of those shallow, imitation things. Got a right surprise when he 
found out it wasn't. God I'd have loved to have seen his face when he fell in." 
  "Really Peter, it isn't funny. He could have been seriously hurt, you know." Aunt 
Martha carefully poured herself another cup of tea then looked over at me. "I've spoken to 
the doctor and she says that the knock Hobart got on his head is the reason he's gone a 
bit ... well strange. The quicker we find him and get him admitted to the hospital, the 
better." 
  "Yes, well I know where I'd like to admit him and it ain't no bloody hospital," I retorted. 
  Aunt Martha paid the bill and we left for home, both of us in thoughtful mood. 
  * 
 
  It was later that afternoon when Aunt Martha beat me to the telephone by a short 
head and I had to make do with listening to a one-sided conversation. 
  "Speaking. Yes, I see. Really? Well that's quite incredible. Are you sure? Hm... yes... 
quite. Straight away? Yes, we'll be there at once. Thank you. Goodbye." Aunt Martha 
replaced the receiver, giving me a strained look. "That was the police, they've found 
Hobart." 
  "Thank God," I sighed. "Is he alright?" 
  Shaking her head, Aunt Martha twirled her earring, a sure sign of agitation. "I'm not 
sure, I couldn't make a lot of sense out of what the policewoman was saying. It was a bit 
confusing. Something about Hobart and a bank robbery." 
  Leaning my head back I closed my eyes. "Oh God, spare us that," I mouthed at the 
ceiling, my stomach working overtime. 
  "Come on, let's go," Aunt Martha said, pulling at my arm. "We've got to get down to 
Wallopʼs Lane straight away." 
  * 
 
  The feeling of deja vu was almost overwhelming as we pulled up at the police-
cordon in Wallopʼs Lane. So much so in fact that before I realised what I was doing, I'd 
asked the policeman on duty for Detective Inspector Hives. He looked at me narrowly. 
  "Detective Inspector Hives is busy, sir. Perhaps Sergeant Shooter will be able to 
assist you." He pointed his chin in the direction of a short, thickset man, who appeared to 
be studying the sky. 
  Walking up behind him, I coughed politely. "Er ... excuse me, officer," I said. "I'm 
Peter Barns, can you tell me what's happening? I've been told you've found my uncle?" 
  Sergeant Shooter didnʼt answer, pointing instead at the roof of a nearby bank. I 
followed the direction of his finger and shuddered as I spotted a small black dot perched 
at the very top of a tall, slender radio mast. 
  "That's not him. It can't possibly be," I objected without conviction. 
  "Oh but it is, Mr Barns. Most definitely so." Sergeant Shooter turned to me with a 
sombre expression. "There's no doubt about it I'm afraid. That little black dot, way up 



there, is definitely your uncle." 
  Hearing a gasp from behind me, I turned in time to catch Aunt Martha as she fainted. 
Sergeant Shooter helped me carry her to an ambulance parked behind the police cordon. 
After laying her on one of the stretchers, I turned to leave but a familiar voice stopped me. 
  "Hey you, Barns!" 
  Jerking my head around I was confronted by Detective Inspector Hives, laying on 
the second stretcher, a large red blanket pulled up to his chin, his head swathed in 
bandages. 
  "Hello Inspector. Had an accident?" I asked sweetly 
  With an effort, he managed to lift his head and glare at me. "No Barns, I haven't had 
an accident. I've been attacked by a ruddy maniac!" 
  That familiar sinking sensation deepened in the pit of my stomach as I ran a shaky 
hand through my hair. "Oh?" I enquired in a tight voice. 
  "Attacked by a ruddy maniac dressed as Spider Man!" he spat at me. Sitting down 
on the stretcher beside Aunt Martha, I studied the floor as Hives carried on relentlessly. 
"And this bastion of law and order, this ... this ... freaking, ruddy idiot. Do you know what 
he did, Barns?" Hives sat up in a frenzy, grabbing the lapels of my coat, dragging me 
nearer until our faces were almost touching. "Have you got any idea what he did?" I 
shook my head, knowing I was about to find out. "He attacked me, that's what he did, 
laddie." Hives shook my lapels in time with his words, pushing his face even closer into 
mine. "He ruddy well attacked me when I was in the middle of arresting a bank robber. 
That's what he did." I felt his spittle fleck my face. "That's what he did," he finished with a 
small, tearful, sob. 
  By now there was no doubt that the, 'freaking ruddy idiot', referred to by Hives was 
none other than my dear old uncle. 
  "Well maybe..." my throat constricted and I had to start again. "Maybe he thought 
you were one of the robbers. I mean, if he did, he'd have been helping you to make an 
arrest, wouldn't he?" I left a hopeful pause. "And you couldn't really blame him in those 
circumstances, could you?" Even to me it sounded lame. 
  Throwing off the red blanket, Hives propped himself up in the corner of the 
ambulance, glaring at me dolefully. "I don't give a damn what he ruddy thought," he 
shouted. "All I know is, he hit me over the head with a frozen trout. Which incidentally, 
he'd liberated from the supermarket in the belief that it'd been kidnapped and was being 
held prisoner by the manager." Hives shrugged his shoulders as though that particular 
action was beyond his comprehension, then, collapsing back onto the stretcher again, 
moaned, "Get me Shooter, I want Shooter, I want to go to hospital." He sounded like a 
small, frightened child who'd got lost in a crowd. 
  Shooter and I watched the ambulance make its slow way through the crowded 
village streets. Then turning to me, he tutted, shaking his head as he wandered off to deal 
with a television crew that was looking for an interview. I was left contemplating the small 
black dot perched precariously at to the top of the radio mast. 
  "Don't suppose you fancy going up there and getting him down?" Shooter asked as 
he reappeared at my side. 
  "You're dead right," I responded with feeling. "As far as I'm concerned, he can stay 



up there from now until dooms day." 
  "Yeah, I thought you might say that," Shooter answered with a frown. "God knows 
how we'll get him down. I suppose we'll just have to wait the idiot out." 
  * 
 
  As it turned out, Uncle Hobart came down from the radio mast a lot quicker than any 
of us might have expected. When the radio station went on air to broadcast the news that 
an old aged pensioner, dressed as Spiderman, had climbed to the top of their radio mast, 
the electrical current it generated had the desired effect. 
  Later at the hospital, the doctors told me it was just as well Uncle Hobart was an old 
aged pensioner, as cooked testicles are definitely a no-no as far as conception is 
concerned! 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 13 
 
 
 SOMETHING FISHY THIS WAY COMES 
 
 
     
  The weather had turned wintry and Uncle Hobart and I were sitting by a roaring log 
fire, drinking beer from pewter tankards, while Aunt Martha sipped port from a small 
crystal glass. 
  Uncle Hobart leant forward to poke the fire, then sat back in his big, soft armchair. 
"Yer never did meet yer Uncle Fred, did yer?" he asked me. 
  I didnʼt miss the sudden tilt of Aunt Martha's head as her eyes swivelled towards him. 
"No," I replied. "All that I know about him are the stories you've occasionally told me." 
  "Oh, so Hobart's told you stories about my Frederick has he?" Aunt Martha targeted 
me with her formidable proboscis, raising her eyebrows. 
  "Just about Fred's time at sea, that's all Martha," Uncle Hobart replied on my behalf. 
Then leaning towards Aunt Martha with a twinkle in his eye, he said hopefully, "I never did 
find out why yer two got divorced though." 
  Aunt Martha's nose twitched. "That's none of your business, Hobart." 
  Shrugging, Uncle Hobart settled back in his seat again. "Just curious is all." 
  "Well you know what they say about that, don't you?" Aunt Martha retorted. 
  Clicking his dentures, Uncle Hobart cocked his head to one side, as though he were 
giving the question some serious thought. Then snapping his fingers, he pointed a grubby 
digit at her. "It makes life exciting?" he suggested with a smile. 
  "It killed the cat," I stated, showing my usual sharp intellect. 
  "Correct," Aunt Martha agreed, giving me a teacherly smile. 
  Uncle Hobart hissed open another can of beer, pouring it into his tankard. I'd given 
up trying to match his consumption an hour ago. Taking a hefty swig, he looked about the 
room with apparent disinterest. 
  "You're not fooling me, Hobart," Aunt Martha told him. "Now pass me that bottle of 
port you've got hidden away down the side of your chair and I just might be persuaded to 
put you out of your misery as far as my divorce is concerned." 
  We settled ourselves more comfortably while Aunt Martha poured herself another 
stiff port and took a few quick sips. 
  "Me and Fred got on well, yer know," Uncle Hobart prompted. "'E were a real 
likeable bloke." 
  Aunt Martha nodded. "That was part of the trouble," she agreed, shrugging her 
shoulders before taking another darting sip of her drink. "Everybody liked him, especially 
the women. Oh I didn't mind too much really. So long as he was discrete about it. After all 
I knew he'd only married me to get his hands on my father's boat." Smiling sadly, Aunt 
Martha let her thoughts wander back through the years, a far away look in her eyes. "It 
certainly wasn't for my looks." 
  Uncle Hobart made a half-hearted attempt at a protest but Aunt Martha silenced him 



with a raised hand. "No Hobart, it's alright," she said, "I dealt with those feelings a long 
time ago." Taking another sip, she continued, "After all, when he lost the 'Wavy Loo' in 
that terrible storm, he had to replace it somehow or look for a different career. And of 
course the insurance refused to pay out, so I suppose marrying me was as good a way as 
any of getting himself another boat." She sighed heavily. "You know, for all that, we had 
some good years together." 
  "Didn't know yer knew about 'im marrying yer fer the boat," Uncle Hobart said quietly. 
  Aunt Martha chuckled at him. "When you look like I do Hobart, you're glad of any 
attention you can get, boat or no boat." 
  Clearing my throat, I noticed Aunt Martha's eyes glinting from the reflected firelight, 
but whether from emotion or something else was uncertain. "What happened, Aunt 
Martha?" I asked, suddenly realising how much turmoil she must have been through over 
the years. 
  "Well, you know how it is sometimes," she answered. "We grew apart. Turned into 
different people really. And in the end we agreed that it would be better if we went our 
separate ways. But before that things got a bit rough for awhile." Taking another sip of 
port, she nodded to herself. "Oh, your Uncle Frederick could be quite nasty when he 
didn't get his own way. Hurtful, like a small child can be hurtful if they don't get what they 
want. You know, I can still remember our final parting. Frederick insisted that he should 
have the house and all the furniture because my father could afford to replace them for 
me. He was always jealous of my father's money was Frederick." Aunt Martha shook her 
head sadly at the memory. "The fact that I might not want my father to help me never 
entered Frederick's head of course. Anyway, there we were, arguing ten to the dozen, 
Frederick wanting everything and me determined that he wasn't going to get it. Round 
and round we went." She giggled girlishly. "For the first time in our marriage I was 
standing up to him and he didn't like it, not one bit." Taking another sip of her port, Aunt 
Martha looked at the fire, her sharp nose catching its glow. 
  "So who got what in the end?" Uncle Hobart wanted to know. 
  "Well, it was a bit of a mishmash really," Aunt Martha admitted, leaning forward to 
emphasis her point. "You see, I came home one night and found that Frederick had taken 
a chain-saw to every piece of furniture that we possessed. He'd cut everything in half, 
even the carpets. If I wanted half, then that's exactly what I was going to get." 
  The room was silent as we tried to get our minds around the concept. Then I started 
to splutter and very soon Uncle Hobart had joined in, until pretty quickly the three of us 
were helpless with laughter. 
  "But I got my own back," Aunt Martha continued after we'd settled down again. 
  "And how did you do that, Aunt Martha?" I asked, topping up her port. 
  As Aunt Martha tilted her head to one side I could see the years dropping away from 
her hooded eyes. She lent back in the soft chair with a slight sigh and smiled. "Well," she 
said, "first I got a good solicitor and made sure that Frederick would have to pay me half 
the value of the house when we got divorced. I'd already decided I didn't want to live there 
anymore, not with the memories it held. We agreed that Frederick would stay in the house 
until it was sold, or he got a new mortgage to buy me out, and when all that was settled 
and I was ready to leave, I stuffed some fish into the hollow section of the lounge curtain 



pole. Frederick thought he was going to get away scot-free, you see," Aunt Martha lent 
forward again as the memories came flooding back, a dark glint in her eyes, "but I had 
other plans. 
  "Nothing happened for awhile of course and things settled down into a routine. But 
as the days passed, Frederick began to notice this smell. It got worse and worse, until he 
could hardly go into the lounge anymore. In desperation he called in the Council rodent 
exterminators, then the Health people, and finally the Sewage Department." She giggled. 
"Calling the Sewage Department wasnʼt a very good idea though, because they left the 
house in a frightful mess, what with ripping up the floors in a search of a non-existent 
broken sewer pipe. In the end he got a local building firm to tackle the job, while he went 
to stay at a hotel. Over the next two weeks they proceeded to strip the wallpaper in all the 
rooms, remove all the skirting boards and clear the house of all the furniture. Why, I even 
heard they pulled down the hallway ceiling. But all to no avail of course, because try as 
they might, they just couldn't locate the source of that smell. 
  "Finally Frederick got so fed up with the mess that he put the house on the market at 
a really low price, just to get rid of it. And that's what I'd been waiting for. I got it at a 
bargain price and was able to sell it on at a tidy profit. Frederick didn't know that at the 
time, and I was all tea and sympathy of course." The tip of Aunt Martha's tongue flicked 
across her bottom lip as she sat up straighter. "Why when Frederick moved out, I even 
offered to do his packing for him." She paused and a slight smile touched her lips. "Just to 
make sure he took the curtain pole with him, you understand." 
  "So that's where that bleedin' smell came from," Uncle Hobart laughed. "It got so 
bad at one point that Fred almost convinced 'imself 'e'd caught some exotic form of BO. 'E 
spent ages trying ter persuade the doctor that 'e 'ad someʼat wrong with 'im." 
  "Oh, but he did have something wrong with him, Hobart. Indeed he did." Aunt 
Martha looked over and gave me a slow wink. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 14 
 
 
 PRETTY POLLY 
 
 
     
  Summer had come round again and I was in the fields cutting the hay, taking bets 
with myself as to whether the rain-clouds drifting by on the horizon would arrive before Iʼd 
finished. I smiled, thinking how strange it was that only a couple of years ago I'd been a 
Townie with no idea of how much hard work it took to run a farm. The sudden trilling of 
my mobile phone startled me from my reveries and I flipped open the handset. I know, I 
know, but there are still some things that I havenʼt learnt to live without yet. 
  I could just make out Aunt Martha's voice through the crackling static. "On the way 
back this afternoon do you think you could pop into the village and get some things for me, 
Peter?" 
  "Sure," I replied, "what do you want?" 
  "A scuttle... ssss... fish and... ssss... some peanuts." 
  The reception was getting worse, I could hardly make out what she was saying. 
"What's that," I checked. "Fish? 
  "Some... ssss... peanuts and a... ssss... fish." 
  * 
 
  Walking into the kitchen, I was greeted by Uncle Hobart holding forth on animals. 
"Well I don't reckon it's right keeping them things as pets," he was telling Aunt Martha. 
"They should be free ter fly about as they want." 
  Aunt Martha sighed under her breath as she got on with peeling the potatoes. I 
dropped the shopping on the table. "I couldn't find anything called shuttle fish in the 
supermarket," I called over my shoulder, "so I got you catfish instead. I hope that's okay?" 
  Aunt Martha pulled the fish out of the shopping bag, holding it up for Uncle Hobart's 
inspection and they both started laughing 
  "What?" I asked, a little bemused, aware I was missing out on some sort of in-joke. 
  "Go and look in the parlour," Uncle Hobart managed between sniggers. 
  When I opened the parlour door, I was greeted with a mouthful of foul language. 
"Get 'em off, yer gorgeous looking tart! Cor, not many of them to the pound! Come on, 
come on, get 'em down, get 'em down!" Approaching the blue and gold macaw with a 
huge grin on my face, I looked it in the eye. "Sod off," the bird said, trying to peck my nose. 
  I nodded. "Cuttle fish!" 
  "Cuttle fish, cuttle fish," the parrot repeated. 
  Back in the kitchen, I took the can of beer Uncle Hobart held out to me and sat down. 
"Not yours, I hope?" I asked Aunt Martha, nodding at the parlour. 
  "No," she assured me. "It belonged to a friend of mine but he died yesterday and I 
promised his wife that I'd find it a home. Hobart's all for letting it go." 
  "They're worth a hell of a lot of money," I observed. "Over a hundred and fifty quid, 



last time I heard." 
  Uncle Hobart's eyebrows rose towards the ceiling. "Are they now?" he mused, 
tapping his chin. "Are they indeed? Well perhaps I were being a bit hasty then. Tell yer 
what, why don't we 'ang on ter it fer a bit?" 
  "What's it called?" I asked. 
  "Peter," Uncle Hobart informed me with a smirk. 
  I smiled at him dutifully, exhaling audibly. 
  Aunt Martha chuckled. "No, it's true Peter. That really is its name." 
  I tutted, finished my beer and went for a leak. 
  * 
 
  The long hot days rolled by as life settled into a smooth routine. The parrot seemed 
content enough and had finally stopped attacking me whenever I went near it, although its 
language still left a lot to be desired. We took to covering it up with a tablecloth whenever 
the vicar came over for afternoon tea with Aunt Martha. I could just imagine his face if it 
ever let rip with some of its foul-mouthed language in front of him. Even Uncle Hobart was 
causing me no grief at the moment, so things were really swimming along. 
  But then, perhaps, that should have warned me. 
  * 
 
  I was checking the fences in the bottom field when the commotion started. Aunt 
Martha had taken Uncle Hobart into Ealford to sell his old chamber pot, after seeing one 
just like it on the Antiques Road Show. Uncle Hobart was determined to cash in, although 
it would have been nicer had he washed it out first, especially as he'd been using it for the 
past few months. 
  I noticed the blue flashing lights at the same time I heard the familiar he-haw floating 
across the fields as half a dozen police cars skidded to a halt in the lane beside the 
farmhouse. I turned my back on the scene, determined not to let my curiosity get the 
better of me, experience having taught me that men in blue uniforms and the residents of 
Nettle Farm are not a happy mix. 
  Flinching in reaction to the sudden sharp crack of gunfire, I dropped the heavy post-
hammer I was using on my foot, my mind going into overdrive as I limped flat-out for the 
house. As I rounded the corner of the lane I was unexpectedly rugby-tackled to the 
ground. 
  "Keep down," a voice growled in my ear. 
  "But I..." my face was pushed into the mud, cutting off my words. 
  "Keep quiet you idiot! Lay still or you'll get us both killed." 
  Spitting mud from my mouth, I tried again, "But I live..." 
  "There ... in that window," I heard a voice shout. 
  Once again the yard echoed with the sound of gunshots. I worried at my bottom lip, 
wondering what the hell was going on. Suddenly everything went very quiet and I held my 
breath in anticipation. 
  The voice shouted again, "Okay, I think I got him. We can go in now, but be careful, 
he might only be wounded." 



  My mouth went dry. Surely I recognised that voice? Struggling to my feet, I swore 
quietly when I spotted Detective Inspector Hives scurrying around the corner of the house. 
  He caught sight of me at the same moment and slid to a halt. "You!" he exclaimed. I 
smiled a hello at him. "But..." he looked at the house, then back at me, the confusion on 
his face clear to see. "But, I thought you were inside, laddie. God, if you're out here, then 
who the hell have I just shot?" 
  I knew he hadn't shot me and the alternative sent me running towards the house at 
top speed. Tearing through the front door, I rushed down the hallway screaming, 
"Unnnncle Hoooobart," at the top of my voice, praying that I didn't find what I was 
expecting to find. 
  Before I opened the parlour door, I took a long, shuddering breath, vividly picturing 
the scene waiting for me on the other side. Death and destruction, poor old Uncle Hobart 
slumped on the floor, his lifeblood pumping from a bullet wound in his chest, his brave 
face twisted in an agonising mask, struggling to hold onto life just long enough to bid me a 
fond farewell. 
  I pushed the door open and it swung back against the wall, revealing a blood-
spattered body lying on the floor. Walking over, I slowly knelt beside it with my heart 
thumping furiously in my chest. 
  "Poor Polly feels sick," were the last words the parrot ever uttered, dying in the palm 
of my hand as I picked it up. A tear formed in the corner of my eye as I cradled the still 
warm body. 
  "What the hell did you have to go and shoot our parrot for?" I shouted, as Detective 
Inspector Hives walked into the room. 
  Hives looked around in bemusement, his mouth working soundlessly and it was 
some time before he was able to speak. "Parrot?" he finally managed. "Parrot?" he 
repeated. 
  "Peter, our parrot," I shouted, holding the body out for him to see. 
  "But I thought... That is... Oh my God! When she said, Peter, I thought she meant 
you. But then how did..." Shaking his head, Hives slowly turned, still muttering, "Parrot? 
Parrot?" as he walked out of the room 
  Sergeant Shooter slid into the parlour, giving me a sickly smile. "They'll probably 
send him to the Outer Hebrides this time," he commented, shaking his head. 
  Sweeping the broken glass from the windowsill with the sleeve of my jacket, I laid 
Peter down, its blood mingling with the dust. "There you are, old mate," I said, "you used 
to enjoy looking out of this window, didn't you?" Turning back to Shooter, I glared at him. 
"Now, would you mind telling me what the hell's been going on?" 
  "Now that's a good idea, Peter boy," Uncle Hobart said, sticking his head into the 
room through the broken window. 
  We all retired into the kitchen, Sergeant Shooter quietly taking the can of beer that 
Uncle Hobart thrust at him. Popping the seal, he took a deep swallow before speaking. 
"You've got a new postie," he finally told us, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. 
  We nodded in agreement. "So?" I asked. 
  "Well, she came over to deliver a parcel today but couldn't get an answer, so she 
went around to the back door and as she was putting the parcel on the back step, she 



heard a voice shouting from inside the house, 'Peter don't do it, Peter don't do it!' She 
thought the voice sounded kind of funny, like someone yelling into a tin can. Anyway, then 
she heard the sound of a gun going off, followed by this blood-curdling scream. Well, you 
can imagine, she didn't wait around to find out what was going on, and in the 
circumstances I can't say I blame her. Anyway, she headed straight for the police station 
and told us all about it, so naturally we came out to check what was going on." Shooter 
scratched the back of his neck and scowled. "The DI arrived, ordering whoever it was 
inside the house to throw out their gun and come out with their hands up." Shooter took 
another drink before continuing. "Well the shout came back, 'Come in and get me copper', 
and I can tell you, that was like a red-rag to a bull as far as the DI was concerned. He ran 
around the back of the house to break in, but spotted a movement through the net 
curtains." Shooter paused, looking uncomfortable. "Well, for some reason, he sort of 
decided to take a quick pot-shot. The rest you know." He scratched the back of his neck 
again. "What I don't understand is, if there was nobody in the house, who shouted at the 
DI in the first place? And there's no sign of a gun either, so who was doing all the 
shooting?" Shooter fidgeted uncomfortably. "Anyway, it appears that the DI has 
accidentally shot your parrot." 
  "Is that all you've got to say?" Aunt Martha's voice lashed out acidly as she strode 
into the room. "It appears that the DI has accidentally shot your parrot." 
  Shooter scratched his nose before lifting his shoulders in a helpless shrug. "I still 
don't understand who it was doing all the shooting," he muttered, looking around in 
confusion. 
  Uncle Hobart coughed and we all turned our attention towards him. He was looking 
decidedly guilty. 
  "Uncle Hobart?" I said, my stomach tensing. 
  "Well... er... well." Flapping his hand about for a moment, Uncle Hobart took a deep 
breath. "Well, I were teaching the bird ter imitate things, like," he explained, looking at the 
floor. 
  "And what sort of things would they be?" Aunt Martha enquired. 
  "Well... er..." More hand flapping. "Yer know, guns and things. So I could get ʻim on 
telly like and make meselʼ a few bob." 
  Shooter nodded. "Ah, that might well explain it then." 
  "Yer got ter admit that bird were bleedin' good though," Uncle Hobart mused. 
  Walking to the door, Sergeant Shooter frowned and looked back over his shoulder at 
Uncle Hobart. "Yes," he agreed, "but God knows how I'm going to explain all this to the DI. 
I mean, he isn't going to take too kindly to being made a fool of by a parrot is he?" 
  Especially one belonging to Hobart Tuttershed, I thought. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 15 
 
 
 BONKING IN THE BYRE 
 
 
     
  I offered Uncle Hobart a crisp but he just shook his head, giving me one of his looks. 
  "Don't want ter spoil me beer with them things," he told me, clicking his dentures, 
"they stick under me plate." It was cloudy but warm in the garden of the Duck and Anvil, 
which apart from the two of us was empty. Holding up his glass, Uncle Hobart studied the 
amber fluid for a moment, then sighed wearily, took a long drink and burped loudly. After 
digging about in his ear for a bit, he extracted some wax and said, "Well Peter boy, yer 
making a good job o' it. I got ter admit that." 
  "Well thanks a lot, Uncle Hobart," I answered, my shoulders straightening in 
pleasure. Here was praise indeed. 
  "Fair do. Yer doing really well. Almost as good as me when I first started farming." 
He sighed again, taking took another deep draught. 
  "So what's up then?" I asked. 
  "Oh, nowt really. Just a bit bored, I guess. Yer know how it is, sitting around all day 
with nowt ter do but chase Martha around." His face suddenly lit up. "Yer know, I think I 
might be getting somewhere there, I definitely think she's beginning ter weaken." 
  I smiled back at him, shaking my head. "What the hell are you chasing a woman 
about at your age for anyway? God alone knows what you'd do if you caught her." 
  "Right smug, ain't yer?" he said, glaring at me. "Just 'cause yer young, yer think yer 
know it all, don't yer? Well let me tell yer some'at, Peter boy. As old as I am, I can still 
show yer a thing or two. There's many a fine tune played on an old fiddle, yer know." 
  "Not if the bow's broken," I taunted, wiggling my little finger at him. 
  Giving a snort, Uncle Hobart settled back in his chair, his eyes glazing over as his 
thoughts roamed. "Yer know," he said, after a long pause, "me and yer dad used ter be a 
right pair when we were young. Weren't no girl fer miles around was safe when the two o' 
us were out on the town." 
  "Dad?" My voice rose in astonishment. My father had died when I was very young 
and he hadn't entered my thoughts in years. 
  Uncle Hobart nodded absentmindedly. "Right ladies man 'e were, always putting it 
about. Mind, 'e slipped up a bit when 'e 'ad yer." Standing up, he held out his glass and 
waggled it at me. "Want another beer then?" 
  I grabbed his arm. "Hang on a minute. What do you mean, he slipped up a bit when 
he had me?" 
  Uncle Hobart sat down again, leaning across the table, fixing me with an earnest 
look. "Well yer were an accident like, weren't yer?" 
  I frowned. "Was I?" I didn't like the thought of being an accident. 
  "Aye, and it were real funny 'ow it 'appened too." 
  "Are you trying to tell me that you were there at the time?" The picture this brought to 



mind had me squirming. 
  Rubbing his chin, Uncle Hobart nodded. "Well in a manner o' speaking, I suppose I 
were." 
  "Well, here you both are." Aunt Martha sat down, smiling at Uncle Hobart. 
  He smiled back lop-sidedly, then turned to me. "While yer up getting yer aunt a drink, 
get me one as well," he ordered. 
  When I got back with the drinks, Aunt Martha and Uncle Hobart were deep in 
conversation and I started to feel like a gooseberry, so I downed my beer in two gulps and 
stood up to leave. "I'm going to do a bit of shopping in town. Want anything while I'm there 
Aunt Martha?" I studiously ignored Uncle Hobart, who was picking his nose. 
  She shook her head, quickly turning her attention back to Uncle Hobart, who 
surreptitiously wiped his finger down his trouser leg. I left before their behaviour made me 
feel any more of a voyeur than I already did. 
  * 
 
  The next couple of days were taken up with de-horning and castrating cattle, a job I 
disliked intensely. Every time the vet cut off a bull-calf's testicles, I would unconsciously 
cup my own in a protective gesture. And the fact that the vet was female, gorgeous 
looking and obviously enjoyed doing her work, didn't help my feelings of inadequacy one 
little bit. 
  I was kept busy most days and by the time the evenings came around I only had 
enough energy left to shower, eat supper and crawl into bed. I was dimly aware that 
Uncle Hobart was full of enthusiasm for some money making scheme heʼd dreamt up but 
my only thoughts were for bed and sleep. If I hadnʼt have been so tired I might have paid 
more attention to what he was doing and saved myself a lot of grief. 
  Well, I might have. 
  * 
 
  The newspaper was spread across my favourite chair and as I moved it I spotted 
Nettle Farmʼs telephone number on one of the bigger adverts. Shaking the paper straight 
I took a closer look. 
     
  'HOBART'S PATENT FLY CATCHER' 
  'Having trouble with flies? 
  Are those nasty little critters 
  buzzing around your kitchen all day? 
  My flycatcher is guarantied to keep those pesky creatures at bay. 
  In the unlikely event your flycatcher doesn't work 
  a replacement will be dispatched at once.' 
     
  My feet hardly touched the floor as I headed for the kitchen. "Uncle Hobart? Hobart, 
where the hell are you?" I yelled at the top of my voice. 
  Aunt Martha pulled her hands from the soapsuds in the kitchen sink and reached for 
a towel. "What on earth's the matter, Peter? What's all the shouting about?" 



  "Where is he?" I snarled. 
  "He said he was going down to his shed to do some work. Why, whatʼs the matter? 
Is something wrong?" 
  "Take a look at this," I answered, spreading the newspaper across the table. 
  Aunt Martha scanned it once then read it again more slowly. "Oh dear, yes I see 
what you mean. It does appear he's up to his old tricks again, doesn't it? But let's not be 
too hasty, perhaps there's an explanation." 
  "Hah! I'll bloody explanation him when I get my hands on the scheming little toad. 
Patent bloody fly catcher indeed." 
  Following Aunt Martha's darting figure down the garden path to Uncle Hobart's shed, 
my nose went into overdrive. 
  "Goodness gracious me, what is that awful smell?" Aunt Martha asked, stopping in 
her tracks. Turning her head to one side she took a deep breath and let rip, her shout 
nearly lifting the shed from its foundations, "HOBART TUTTERSHED, ARE YOU IN 
THERE?" 
  There was a short pause, followed by footsteps shuffling about inside. Finally the 
shed door swung slowly open. We both coughed as a blast of foetid air whooshed out, 
followed closely by Uncle Hobart. At least I assumed it was Uncle Hobart, it being hard to 
tell who was under the World War II gas mask. Aunt Martha held out the newspaper, 
shaking it at him. 
  Uncle Hobart pulled off the gas mask and pursed his lips. "Ah, yer've seen it then," 
he said quietly. 
  "And what exactly is 'it' may one ask, Hobart?" Aunt Martha's tone could have 
etched steel. 
  He wilted under her glare. "I was only trying ter get some money tergether," he 
explained, staring at the floor, moving the tip of one shoe in small circles through the dirt. 
  Aunt Martha took a step forward, then quickly changed her mind, stepping back 
again. Wrinkling her prodigious nose, she pointed at the house. "First you'll go indoors 
and have a good bath," she ordered. "Then you'll tell me exactly what you've been up to." 
  Uncle Hobart didn't argue, he just dropped the gas mask on the ground and walked 
off with slumped shoulder, reminiscent of a naughty boy whoʼd been caught with his hand 
in the cookie jar. I picked up the gas mask and headed for the shed. 
  Walking through the door was like walking into a thick, black mass of madness. I 
flinched at the noise that bombarded me as millions of flies swooped and darted about my 
head. I could see that thousands of maggots were busily feeding on what was left of two 
dead sheep, the heaving mass over-flowing onto the floor as the mound of glistening 
grubs continuously fought each other for a space to eat. I looked around in confusion, 
trying to work out what Uncle Hobart wanted with a shed full of flies. 
  Stepping over the carcasses, I moved through into the small partitioned room he'd 
built in the back of the shed and things became a lot clearer. Tiers of glass tanks were set 
on a rack reaching from floor to ceiling and looking through the dirty glass of one, I 
spotted hundreds of spiders inside. Little ones, big ones, hairy ones, long legged ones; 
black ones, brown ones, multicoloured ones; spiders with yellow markings; spiders with 
red markings. Every conceivable classification and colour of spider you might possibly 



see running around the home or garden. 
  "Uncle Hobart's Patent Fly Catcher," I groaned into the gas mask, shaking my head 
at the seething mass of bodies. 
  Wandering back to the house, fantasising about how Uncle Hobart might look buried 
under three tons of wriggling maggots, I walked into the kitchen 
  "He's explained it all," Aunt Martha greeted me. 
  Taking a can of beer from the fridge, I tore off the tab, downing the contents in three 
long gulps. 
  "It's quite sweet really," she added, in a dreamy voice. 
  Ignoring her, I turned my gaze on Uncle Hobart. "How many have you sent off?" I 
demanded, dreading the answer I might get. 
  "Nowt yet. The ad only went in terday." 
  Heaving a sigh of relief, I sat down. "Well thank God for small mercies," I said. "Don't 
you realise that what you're doing is illegal? You could be arrested for fraud, you stupid 
old fool." 
  "He may be an old fool, Peter," Aunt Martha said from behind me, "but he's a kind 
fool. A fool with a heart of gold." I glanced over my shoulder at her, checking that sheʼd 
not suddenly taken leave of her senses. "I know he did a silly thing," she said, tipping her 
head to one side as she studied him. "But it was for a very good reason." 
  "Yeah, greed," I growled with feeling. 
  "Oh no, not greed Peter. He wanted the money for the wedding." 
  "Wedding? What wedding? Who's getting married?" My heart froze as Uncle Hobart 
and Aunt Martha continued to gaze fondly at each other and the penny suddenly dropped. 
"Oh no, not..." standing up, I waved a hand vaguely between the pair of them. 
  Aunt Martha flushed and giggled. "Yes Peter, isn't it wonderful? Your uncle has 
proposed to me." 
  "Well, I'll be damned!" Sitting down, my face reddened at the scowl my swearing 
evoked from Aunt Martha.. 
  Uncle Hobart handed me another beer. "That's why I were selling the fly catchers, 
yer see? Ter get the money fer the wedding like. But now Martha's said she's going ter 
pay fer it, so I don't need ter sell 'em after all, do I?" 
  "And when's the happy event taking place?" I queried in a low voice, still having 
trouble getting my mind around the news. 
  Aunt Martha turned back to the washing-up, picked up one of the dishes and 
inspected it closely. "It'll be awhile yet," she replied quietly, "there's still a few things to 
sort out first." 
  "Yes," I agreed. "Like six thousand spiders and half a ton of bloody maggots!" 
  * 
 
  I'd just finished the evening milking when Uncle Hobart waltzed into the milking 
parlour, looking very much like the cat that had pinched the cream. 
  "And what're you so bloody happy about?" I muttered. 
  Throwing me a can of beer, Uncle Hobart sat down on a bale of hay, raised his can 
in a salute and nodded proudly, "Got rid o' them there maggots, ain't I?" 



  Sitting down beside him, I hissed open my can. "That right?" 
  He nodded. "Sold 'em to that fishing tackle shop in Oldburgh for thirty quid." 
  "Jammy bugger," I commented, taking a quaff from my can. 
  He smiled, clicking his dentures at me. "It's what's known as business acumen." 
  "Business acumen, my arse," I responded. "It's what's known as 'Sod's Law'." 
  "You're just jealous," he replied, holding out a closed fist to me. 
  "What's that?" I asked, nodding at his hand. 
  "Take it," he insisted, "it's the last one." 
  I held out my hand and Uncle Hobart dropped a large hairy spider onto my palm, 
which then promptly vanished up the sleeve of my jacket. 
  "Now look what you've bloody done!" I complained, shaking my arm. 
  "Won't 'urt yer, yer silly bugger. It's only a spider." 
  I whacked at my arm. "Well now it's a dead one," I replied smugly, shaking the 
squashed remains down my sleeve. 
  We both fell silent, drinking our beers and after a while, Uncle Hobart got up and 
walked halfway down the milking parlour, where he squatted down onto his haunches, 
clearing away some of the straw covering the floor. 
  "Aye, there it is," he said quietly, "just where I thought it'd be." He tapped the 
concrete with a gnarled knuckle. 
  Wandering up behind him, I stood looking down over his shoulder. "There what is?" I 
asked. 
  "The entrance to the bunker, o' course." 
  "What bunker?" 
  Looking up at me, he winked. "During the war me and yer dad were secret agents, 
like." 
  "Sod off!" I exclaimed. 
  "It's true," he insisted. "Churchill wanted people ter act as resistance fighters, should 
Jerry ever invade, yer see? 'E reckoned they'd be able ter come out and blow up the 
supply lines and make life generally difficult fer old Jerry. So they built these 'ere secret 
bunkers that the resistance fighters could go down and 'ide in if the invasion ever 
'appened. They were kited out with loads o' things. Radio, food, water, explosives, 
everything yer might need." 
  "Yeah, and I'm the Prince of Wales," I laughed. 
  "God's honest truth, Peter boy. They built one right 'ere, in the middle o' the barn." 
Uncle Hobart tapped a large discoloured square in the concrete floor. "Only me and yer 
dad ever knew about it o' course. 'Ad ter keep it secret, yer see. 'Careless talk costs lives'. 
That's what they used ter say." He went silent for a moment, as though reliving some past 
experience, then tapped my leg. "Remember me telling yer that yer was an accident?" I 
nodded slowly, wondering what was coming. "Well it 'appened right 'ere. On the lid o' the 
bunker." He pursed his lips for a moment, then smiled. "Yer dad and yer mum - she were 
just 'is girl-friend then, o' course - were at it like hammer and tongs as usual. Randy old 
bugger 'e were. Any time, any place, any girl. That were 'is motto. Didn't make no 
difference ter 'im who it were, so long as she were willing, like. Anyway, I didn't know they 
was there, did I? And up I comes, right at the crucial moment, so ter speak." Uncle Hobart 



barked a short laugh. "The only contraceptives them days were whipping it out quick like, 
or maybe the rhythm method, if yer could get it right." He grinned up at me mischievously, 
giving a slow wink. "Reckon I upset their rhythm that day alright. Tipped 'em right off the 
lid, I did." He chuckled softly at the memory. "God, yer should 'ave seen the looks on their 
faces." 
  Standing up, Uncle Hobart laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. "But don't yer worry 
none, Peter boy. Just 'cause yer were an accident, and a bastard to boot, that don't mean 
that I think any the less o' yer. Yer Aunt Martha and me'll still be 'ere to take care o' yer, 
don't yer worry none." Giving my shoulder a squeeze, he slowly turned and sauntered out 
of the milking parlour, still chuckling to himself. 
  I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Being a bastard was a new experience for me. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 16 
 
 
 HIVES JOINS THE KGB 
 
 
     
  Pressing the button on the entry phone, I recalled the last time I'd stood here. A lot 
had happened since then, not the least of which was the forthcoming marriage of Uncle 
Hobart and Aunt Martha. Why he'd insisted on coming all the way to London for his stag-
night celebrations, instead of staying at home for a quiet drink at the Duck and Anvil was 
beyond me. But then a lot of things about my enigmatic uncle were beyond my 
comprehension. 
  "Well, whata ya know, it'sa Hobart." The giant who opened the front door enveloped 
Uncle Hobart in a bear hug that lifted him completing off his feet. "Come. Come thisa 
way," he urged us. 
  We followed the Greek's broad back down the long, red-flocked hallway, towards the 
deep sounds of a thumping bass guitar. The party was in full swing and the room was 
tightly packed with heaving bodies. A hazy cloud of cigarette smoke swirled lazily 
overhead and as I entered the room, I quickly found myself jammed into a corner, drinking 
beer from a plastic cup, wondering where Uncle Hobart had suddenly disappeared to. I 
felt a finger tickle my ear and turned around, wondering who was trying to attract my 
attention. 
  "Well fancy seeing you here, big boy." The honey-toned voice sent shivers up-and-
down my spine. 
  I smiled an hello at Jill, who was just as gorgeous as I remembered her. "Jill, how're 
you doing? So nice to see you again." I leaned into her shoulder to make myself heard 
and the deep musk of her perfume had my senses reeling. 
  "Pretty good," she replied. "And you?" 
  "Jogging along, jogging along. You know how it is," my conversation was up to its 
usual high standards. 
  She wrinkled her nose at me over the rim of her glass and it did strange things to the 
back of my knees. "We were all pretty surprised to hear that Hobart was getting married," 
she confided. 
  "Not half as surprised as me," I replied with feeling. "I don't know what's got into the 
silly old sod. I mean, getting married at his age." I grimaced. "Doesn't seem decent 
somehow, does it?" 
  Jill tipped her head to one side, wrinkling her nose again, this time effecting a 
different part of my body. "Well, I think it's kind of cute," she breathed huskily. 
  Not half as cute as you, I thought, wondering how I could bring the conversation 
around to what I really wanted to talk about. But before I could do that, an attractive black 
woman joined us. 
  "Hello Maggie. What a great party," I greeted her, nodding at the dancers. 
  A broad smile lit up her face as she recognised me. "Hello Peter," she replied, "and 



have you been taking care of my favourite boyfriend for me?" 
  "That depends on whether you think letting him get married is taking care of him or 
not, I suppose," I answered sulkily. 
  Maggie raised her neat eyebrows, fixing me with a knowing stare. "I'll tell you 
something Peter, if I didn't know any better, I'd say you just might be a touch jealous." 
  "Don't be daft woman," I protested. "Me? Jealous of Uncle Hobart? Do me a favour!" 
  Her smile told me she didn't believe a word I was saying, and her penetrating look 
left me feeling more than a little uncomfortable. 
  I turned to Jill for support. "Don't look at me darling," Jill responded with a giggle." I 
got married myself last week." 
  Before I realised what I was doing, I reacted in my usual selfish, self-centred way. 
"Oh no!" I protested, my voice full of disappointment. "And I was really looking forward to... 
er... well... er..." Quickly coming to my senses, I tried to apologise: "Sorry Jill, I didn't 
mean that quite the way it sounded. I was trying to... er..." I foundered to a stop again, 
realising that by trying to extradite myself, I was only digging myself in deeper. I flapped 
my hands about, searching for the right words. "Do you suppose your husband would 
mind if we... er... for old times sake? No, of course he would. What the hell's wrong with 
me? What am I thinking about?" 
  Jill finally took pity and touching me lightly on the cheek with her fingertips, she 
pursed her full lips. "That's really very sweet of you Peter, but why not ask him yourself, 
he's right behind you." 
  "Aska me what?" a deep voice boomed in my ear. 
  Looking up into Makis' big face, I felt my knees tremble. "Oh nothing Makis, I was 
just wondering if anyone knew the results of last year's world-cup series? That's all." 
  He shrugged at me, threw Jill a puzzled look, then wandered off to get another drink. 
I excused myself, following him over to the bar. I needed a drink too. A big one. 
  "What's it to be, love?" The girl serving the drinks lent on the fake marble-topped bar, 
shouting at me above the pounding music. 
  "I'll have a beer," I replied. Pulling a can from a large tub of half melted ice, she 
stood it on the bar. "So what's your name?" I asked. 
  Pointing at her ear to indicate that she couldn't hear me, she shook her head. 
  Taking a deep breath, I shouted, "WHAT'S YOUR NAME?" at the top of my voice, 
just as the record ended. The room exploded with catcalls and jeers, and my face turned 
bright red. 
  "Take no notice of them, they're all drunk," the girl commiserated. "My name's Jane, 
what's yours?" 
  "Peter," I replied. Things seemed to be going nicely so I thought that Iʼd better strike 
while the iron was hot. "Look, why don't you come out from behind there and have a 
dance with me?" I suggested. 
  Jane sidled out, flowing into my arms, flattening her body against mine. Closing my 
eyes, I lost myself to the rhythm of the sixties love song, imagining I was back in the 
halcyon days of my youth; a time of hippies, flower-power and pot. For the next two hours 
I was lost in a heady world of perfume, flashing smiles and innuendo, as Jane and I got to 
know each other a little better, and I'd just reached the point where I was trying to edge 



her towards the bedroom, intending to play, 'Me Tarzan: You Jane: This mighty python!', 
when I was rudely brought back to reality. 
  A large, knobbly hand descended onto my shoulder and a whisky laden breath 
washed over my face as Makis shouted in my ear, "Hobart, he'sa gone miss." 
  I shrugged the hand off. "Yeah, I know he's pissed," I shouted back, annoyed at 
such an inopportune interruption to my well-laid plans of seduction. 
  "No, ya don unnerstand," Makis insisted. "He'sa miss. Can't find." 
  "Oh, you mean he's missing?" 
  Makis' large head bobbed up and down, and that familiar tension start up in the pit of 
my stomach. 
  * 
 
  "And you just came home and left him there?" Aunt Martha scowled at me. 
  "I didn't have much choice, did I?" I responded quickly. "They locked him up for the 
night. Look, don't worry," I tried to placate her, "he'll be alright. He'll be in court first thing 
in the morning and they'll give him bail or something." Aunt Martha chewed her lower lip, 
a frown creasing her forehead. "Don't look so worried, Aunt Martha. He'll be okay," I 
insisted, "I promise. Trust me." 
  "But supposing they find him guilty?" she reflected. "Think of the shame!" 
  My eyes lit up as an expansive grin creased my face. "Oh I don't think there's much 
chance of that happening," I said enthusiastically. 
  Aunt Martha's sharp nose zeroed in on me. "Why not?" she asked pointedly. "Why 
wouldn't they find him guilty, after what he's done? I've got an awful feeling that you're not 
telling me everything, Peter." 
  "Well, yes, in a way," I admitted reluctantly. Topping up my beer, while Aunt Martha 
stood over me waiting for an explanation, I took a long quaff before replying. "Well you 
see, Uncle Hobart and a few of his mates went round to the late-night store to pick up 
some extra beer for the party, and while they were there, he was nicked for trying to leave 
the shop without paying." 
  "Yes, yes," Aunt Martha interrupted me impatiently. "You've already told me all that. 
But why did he steal it in the first place? It's just not like him, especially as he had plenty 
of money on him at the time." 
  "But that's the whole point, Aunt Martha. He didn't steal it." 
  Aunt Martha looked very confused. "But you said that the people at the party had a 
whip-round to pay for..." 
  "No, not the money," I corrected her. "I mean, he didn't try and steal the beer." 
  "Well, why was he arrested then?" she sounded really puzzled now. "If he didn't try 
and steal the beer and he didn't try and steal the money, why did the police arrest him? 
The police don't just go around arresting people for no reason, do they?" 
  I raised my eyebrows. "Well I'd say that depends on who was doing the arresting, 
wouldn't you?" 
  "But what's that got to..." Aunt Martha stopped as a sudden thought struck her and I 
was able to follow her train of thought by the expression clouding her face. "You mean it 
was...?" She had figured it out at last. 



  "Bingo, Aunt Martha," I nodded vigorously. "Our old friend, Detective Inspector Hives, 
who just happened to be in the shop at the time. I reckon he thought it'd be a golden 
opportunity to get his own back." 
  "But the court's not going to take Hobart's word against that of a policeman," Aunt 
Martha protested, close to tears. "They're bound to find him guilty." 
  "Not if they've got no evidence, they won't," I assured her quietly. 
  "How do you mean, no evidence? Why wouldn't they have evidence?" anxiety 
flooded her voice. "You haven't done something illegal, have you?" 
  Blowing on my fingertips, I examined them closely, polishing them on the lapel of my 
jacket before replying. "Well not exactly illegal, Aunt Martha," I said. "After all his hard 
work, Uncle Hobart and I decided that Detective Inspector Hives deserved a little holiday, 
so we sort of introduced him to a friend of Makis. Who just happens to be the captain of a 
Russian tramp-ship." 
  Aunt Martha looked shocked, then slowly her face broke into a huge grin. Finally, 
giggling girlishly, she asked, "What on earth's going to happen to him, Peter? Do you 
think he'll be alright?" 
  "God knows," I laughed along with her, "but whatever happens, I think he'll be a real 
big hit with the KGB, don't you? I'd say they've got a hell of a lot in common." 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 17 
 
 
 BET THAT BROUGHT TEARS TER YER EYES 
 
 
     
  "Got no conception, 'ave yer? That's the trouble with yer young 'uns terday, 'ad it too 
bleedin' easy all yer lives. Not like when I were young." 
  Uncle Hobart was holding forth on his favourite topic, himself, and listening to him 
you'd have been excused for thinking that he'd spent his childhood as Oliver Twist. His 
next remark really had me laughing though. 
  "A soup bowl!" I exclaimed. 
  "God's truth. True as I sit 'ere. One o' our soup bowls." 
  I pulled a face. "But that's disgusting, how could anyone do that!" 
  "That's easy fer yer ter say," he replied, "but there weren't no inside loos in them 
days, were there?" Frowning, he clicked his dentures at the distant memories. "Yer know, 
it weren't her using a soup bowl that got us so upset really, we all thought that were kind 
o' funny. Nah, it were the way she'd put the bleedin' thing back in the pile without washing 
it first that got us going. And like as not, just afer dinner were being served too." Uncle 
Hobart smiled, nodding at the window and a bygone era. "First sign o' wet weather and 
we'd all be clamouring fer jam butties." He chuckled softly. "Soup weren't none too 
popular in our school when it rained, I can tell yer that." 
  I shook my head in wonderment. "I really can't believe that a teacher would do that, 
yer know." 
  "Well, believe it or not, Peter boy, I seen 'er do it many a time." Uncle Hobart clicked 
his dentures again, tipping his head to one side. "Pissy Lill we used ter call 'er, but not to 
'er face mind. We wouldn't 'ave dared do that." 
  Draining my glass, I lent back in the chair, smiling indulgently, convinced that Uncle 
Hobart was trying to wind me up again. 
  "Martha's going ter 'er sisters termorrer," he said, cutting through my thoughts. 
  "Yeah, I know," I replied, opening another can. 
  "Reckons she'll be there fer a few days." 
  "So?" I asked. 
  "Well, I thought we might take the opportunity ter get a couple o' things done while 
she were away, like." 
  I looked at him sharply. "What sort of things?" 
  Standing up he crooked a finger at me and I dutifully followed him down the garden 
path to his old shed. 
  Uncle Hobart's shed was filled to the gunnels with various odds and sods that heʼd 
collected over the years, including all the things that he didnʼt want Aunt Martha seeing. 
Things like betting slips, beer, and soft-porn magazines. I watched him pull aside an old 
tarpaulin, wondering what heʼd got hidden underneath. 
  "A bath?" I exclaimed, when he finally stood back, proudly displaying the object. 



  "Not just a bath, Peter boy. It's one o' them Juicy Coozy things, ain't it?" He rubbed 
his hand along the rim while I studied the chrome water outlets dotted around the inside, 
pursing my lips. "Swopped it fer a pig," he told me proudly. 
  "And just what do you want with a bath?" I asked. 
  Sighing heavily, Uncle Hobart looked at me as though I were a simpleton. "I'm going 
ter put it in the bathroom, ain't I yer silly bugger? If we take out the shower and move the 
loo over, it'll fit in just right, I reckon." 
  Raising my eyebrows, I tried to ignore the gentle flutter that was struggling to make 
itself felt in the pit of my stomach. "We?" I checked, in case Iʼd misheard him. 
  He nodded vigorously. "Shouldn't take no more than a couple o' days, if we put our 
backs inter it." 
  "But neither of us knows the first thing about plumbing," I argued. 
  "Well that's just where you're wrong, ain't it?" he snapped back. 
  Pulling aside a couple of sacks, Uncle Hobart revealed a heap of materials thrown 
together in a disorganised pile: a bundle of copper tubing, a bag of pipe fittings, a bending 
machine, and a 'Do It Yourself' plumbing manual. Feeling behind me for the door I quickly 
backed my way out of the shed. 
  "Oy, where do yer think yer going?" Uncle Hobart demanded. 
  "I need a drink," I called over my shoulder, heading back to the house at a fast trot. 
  * 
 
  Groaning for the tenth time, I clutched at my stomach in desperation. Curries always 
had this effect on me, especially when they were followed by sixteen pints of beer. I 
groaned again and Uncle Hobart looked around at me. 
  "What's wrong with yer now?" he wanted to know. 
  "It's that curry we had last night. I need to use the loo real bad." Looking with longing 
at the empty space where the toilet had stood until a short while ago, I wondered just how 
long I would be able to hold on. "And I need to use it now," I finished between clenched 
teeth. 
  Glancing out of the window, Uncle Hobart shook his head and tutted quietly to 
himself. "It's raining fit ter bust out there," he smiled mischievously. "Tell yer what, why 
don't ter borrow me brolly? Or 'ow about I fetch yer a soup bowl?" 
  Ignoring his jibes, I studied the grey sewage pipe sticking up out of the floor. If I 
juxtaposed myself correctly, I could see no reason why I couldnʼt squat over the pipe and 
do the necessary. 
  Uncle Hobart followed my thoughts and chuckled quietly to himself. "If yer thinking 
what I think yer thinking," he told me, "then I'm off ter get meself a beer." 
  Closing the door on his disappearing back, I took up position, feeling the skin on my 
buttocks wrinkle as a blast of cold air puffed upwards from the open end of the pipe. At 
last the cramps in my stomach began to ease and a huge grin of relief spread across my 
face. 
  I heard a scrabbling noise from somewhere below in the sewer pipe, then something 
brushed against the side of my foot. Glancing down, I spotted a pair of beady little black 
eyes glaring back up at me. Before I could make a move the rat darted forward, sinking its 



teeth into my rump. Screaming at the top of my lungs, I shot upright, tangling my feet in 
my trousers. Careering across the room into the opposite wall, my head smashed through 
the thin plasterboard, bounced off the cold water supply-pipe, broke a joint and 
immediately icy cold water started spaying up my left nostril. 
  Doing my best to ignore the rat that was still chewing onto my nether regions, I 
struggled to extract myself from the partition wall. With a desperate heave, I managed to 
pull myself free and stumbling backwards, crashed to the floor with a thump that rattled 
my teeth. 
  Uncle Hobart appeared at the bathroom door, a beer in one hand and a wide smile 
spread across his face. His smile widened even further as he took in the scene: the hole 
in the wall; the water pouring from the broken pipe; the flattened rat protruding from 
beneath my buttocks. All the signs that yet again Iʼd managed to make a complete arse of 
myself! Shaking his head slowly, he clicked his dentures a couple of times in sad 
resignation, before slowly backing out of the room. 
  Struggling to my feet, I carefully detached the rat from my posterior and tossed it out 
of the bathroom window for the cat to find. Then I turned the water off at the mains and 
was left with the steady splat, splat of water dripping from the ceiling, plus Uncle Hobart's 
throaty chuckles from the kitchen below. 
  * 
 
  Uncle Hobart pointed at the opening heʼd just cut in the bathroom floorboards. "Yer 
cut the slots fer the pipes, while I shift this lot," he ordered. 
  Studying the floor joists, I tentatively picked up the electric saw. 
  "And when yer've finished doing that, put them pipes in and nail the floorboards 
back," he instructed me. "But give us an 'and with this lot first." 
  I loaded the old pieces of copper pipe into his arms and watched him stagger off 
down the stairs with them. Then kneeling on the floor, I picked up the saw and furrowed 
my forehead in thought. "How deep did he say?" I muttered to myself, trying to remember 
whether it was two or four inches in depth that he wanted the slots cut. Tutting at my 
forgetfulness, I crawled to the bathroom door and stuck my head around it. "Hey, Uncle 
Hobart, was it two inches or..." 
  A loud, clattering crash drowned out my words. This was quickly followed by a 
torrent of foul language. "What yer want ter go shouting out like that fer, yer bleedin' idiot? 
Yer nearly gave me a buggering 'eart attack, yer stupid sod! Now just shut up and get on 
with it, will yer." I quickly withdrew my head, just in case he decided to follow the strong 
words with a hail of pipefittings. 
  Studying the floor joists with a critical eye, I pursed my lips and came to a decision. 
"Four inches should be about right," I muttered. 
  The slots cut, I installed the pipework and was hammering the last of the floorboards 
back into place, when a voice bellowed in my ear, "Ain't yer finished that yet, then?" The 
air turned blue when I hit my thumb with the hammer. "Oh sorry, Peter boy," Uncle Hobart 
chuckled. "Did I make yer jump? Dear oh dear. I wonder 'ow I managed ter do that?" 
  Glaring up at the wide smile on his leathery old face, I came exceedingly close to 
using his head as a storage rack for the hammer! 



  * 
 
  Aunt Martha balanced her weight on one hip and puckered her lips into a tight little 
moue as her eyes traversed the bathroom with a trenchant stare. Then she broke into a 
smile, her long nose jerking in unison with the movement of her head. "Well Hobart," she 
finally said, nodding her head in satisfaction. "I must say, you've made a splendid job of 
it." 
  Decrying her praise, I flapped my hand. "Oh it was nothing really, Aunt Martha." 
  "What yer mean, it were nothing?" growled Uncle Hobart. "It were bleedin' 'ard work 
is what it were. At least fer some o' us," he finished with a withering look in my direction. 
  "And much appreciated Hobart, much appreciated," Aunt Martha assured him, with a 
soothing smile and a peck on the cheek. "Has anyone tried it out yet?" 
  I shook my head. "We thought that we'd leave that honour to you, Aunt Martha." 
  "Well that's very kind of you. Thank you." She beamed at Uncle Hobart once more 
before heading for the hall. 
  By this time I was beginning to wonder if my contribution to all this work counted for 
anything at all. 
  Uncle Hobart winked at me. "I reckon I'll be alright ternight," he whispered, following 
Aunt Martha out of the bathroom. 
  * 
 
  "I'm just going to have a quick bath before the parade starts," I called, sticking my 
head around the kitchen door. 
  Lowering his newspaper, Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures at me. "If yer going ter 
use the Juicy Coozy, watch out fer the 'andle. Martha reckons it's a bit on the stiff side." 
  I waved an okay at him and headed up the stairs for a nice long, relaxing bath. 
  That was my first mistake. 
  Filling the bath with hot water, I gingerly lowered myself into it with a sigh, watching 
the skin on my thighs turn beetroot red. When I have a bath I like the water hot. Iʼve 
always been a bath person myself. I hate using a shower. I know some people turn their 
noses up at the thought of bathing in their own dirty water, but thatʼs not me. Eyeing the 
controls of the Jacuzzi, Uncle Hobart had knocked together from the remains of an old 
crop sprayer. I shrugged and decided to give it a go. 
  That was my second mistake. 
  Using my fingertips, I pushed nervously at the lever, grunting in disappointment 
when it failed to move. I tried pushing harder but it still refused to budge. Swearing softly 
to myself, I decided to persevere. 
  That was my third mistake. 
  Thumping the lever to a mid-way position, I lay back with a smile of satisfaction as a 
gentle stream of bubbles erupted from the chrome-plated nozzles. The sensation of frothy 
water running over my skin was quite stimulating and I hummed to myself as I luxuriated 
in the feeling. It was extremely relaxing and as I listened to the quiet, hypnotic thrum of 
the motor, I allowed pleasant thoughts to fill my mind, drifting off into a dream-world full of 
booze, birds, and football. 



  Some time later, I dropped my arm over the side of the bath and reached for the 
towel, cursing myself when I realised that Iʼd left it hanging on the back of the bathroom 
door. I looked at the dirty floorboards with distaste. The bathroom carpet was still hanging 
on the garden fence, drying off after my earlier accident. Dropping the flannel onto the 
floorboards so that I had something clean to stand on, I got out of the bath and reached 
for the towel. It was just out of my reach. I stretched my arm to its full extent and 
overbalancing, fetched up against the bathroom door, one leg stuck out behind me, 
tottering at an acute angle on the small, slippery flannel. But at least I had the damned 
towel in my clutches. Trying to push myself upright, I thrust myself away from the door, 
and almost made it. 
  Almost, but not quite. 
  After another couple of fruitless attempts, I finally lost my temper and pushed myself 
away from the door with all the strength I could muster. 
  And that was my biggest mistake, because it sent me a lot further than Iʼd intended 
going. 
  My outstretched leg sailed over the edge of the bath, my foot landing smack on top 
of the soap. The soap shot out from under my foot and I suddenly found myself 
suspended above a bath full of gently steaming water. Grabbing the handle of the Jacuzzi 
as I fell, I pulled it straight to the highest setting, where it promptly broke off. The pump 
immediately picked up speed and began shaking the bath as it strained to pump air and 
water through the system at an ever-increasing rate. 
  Water began gushing from the bath outlets with incredible power, spraying 
everything in sight, bouncing off the bathroom ceiling before splashing down into the bath 
again, where it swirled around between my legs, disappearing down the outlet pipe with a 
force that pulled me along with it. I looked down in horror as the swirling water sucked my 
testicles into the plughole with a hungry slurp. 
  My cries of pain grew louder in direct proportion to the suction applied to my 
elongating balls. The motor went into overdrive, trying to compensate for the blockage 
and the pump began to scream like some demented banshee. The din built to a 
crescendo, the the bathroom shaking as though a point-seven earthquake was in full 
swing. I prayed that the pump would stop, releasing me from its painful embrace before 
the whole house collapsed. 
  Finally my prayers were answered when the motor gave up its unequal struggle and 
exploded into a shower of shrapnel that smashed through the bottom of the bath. As my 
backside was painfully peppered with tiny pieces of red-hot metal, I grabbed the rim of the 
bath, desperately rocking it from side to side, trying to release my poor mistreated nuts 
from their torture. 
  Somewhere away in the distance, I heard Uncle Hobart shouting and hammering on 
the bathroom door, which suddenly burst from its hinges, joining me in the bath. Uncle 
Hobart erupted into the bathroom, closely followed by a very worried looking Aunt Martha 
and I mouthed a long, soundless scream at them, desperately pointing down between my 
legs. 
  "What on earth's the matter with him, Hobart?" Aunt Martha asked, looking at me 
over his shoulder. 



  "Stuck ... stuck ... stuck," was all I could manage between clenched teeth, 
desperately clutching at Uncle Hobart's jacket and nearly dragging him into the bath with 
me. 
  He slapped my hand away and knelt down beside the bath, plunging his arm down 
between my legs. "Good God!" he yelled. "'E's got 'is...", glancing up at Aunt Martha, he 
frowned, "er... thingamees stuck down the plug-'ole." 
  Aunt Martha and Uncle Hobart grabbed on arm each and began pulling for all they 
were worth but as they struggled to free me an ominous cracking noise issued from 
beneath the bath as the weakened joists collapsed under our combined weight. 
  I screamed as the bath canted over and I was left suspended by the most delicate 
part of my anatomy. 
  I screamed as the bath slid across the floor, dragging my exposed nether regions 
over the rough wooden floorboards, filling it full of splinters. 
  I screamed as the bath fell into the kitchen below and crashed through the kitchen 
window in a shower of glass. 
  And I screamed my biggest scream as the bath hit the muddy front-yard, sliding 
halfway up the lane. 
  At that point I gave up screaming and fainted. 
  * 
 
  I learnt later that Uncle Hobart had loaded the bath, with me still attached, onto his 
trailer and had headed for the hospital. Unfortunately the village parade was in full swing 
by this time and the police, thinking that we were another entry, directed Uncle Hobart to 
join the rest of the floats. What theme they thought a naked man sitting in a bathtub 
represented, I shudder to think. 
  It was at this point that I regained my senses to find myself part of a long procession 
of floats being driven slowly through a crowd of flag waving revellers. Every time we hit a 
bump, my testicles were bounced about in the outlet pipe, which caused me to scream at 
the top of my lungs. Pretty soon the heavy-metal rock band on the float behind us began 
to take up the beat and the crowd roared their approval, joining in the screaming and 
shouting with gay abandon, having a grand old time of it. Everyone but me treated the 
whole event like some continental Mardi Gras. Even Uncle Hobart began clicking his 
dentures in time to the music. 
  * 
 
  I spent the next two weeks recovering in hospital and the only thing that kept me 
sane was the thought of what I was going to do to Uncle Hobart when I finally got out. 
During this enforced period of idleness, I received two telephone calls. One from the 
Annual Parade Committee, asking me if I would appear in the next years parade, as my 
float had won first prize. The other from the heavy-metal rock band, letting me know that 
our song had entered the charts at number eight and that they needed my signature on a 
contract as soon as possible. 
  It was called, 'Little Balls Get Bigger Every Day!' 
     



     
     
  



 Chapter 18 
 
 
 AND MOTHER CAME TOO 
 
 
     
  Winter was easing its cold grip and the lambs were coming along fine. The work on 
the farm was running smoothly and for once the world seemed to be holding no nasty 
surprises for me. Uncle Hobart and Aunt Martha's wedding had gone well and Iʼd 
managed to hold the fort with no great disasters while they were away on their 
honeymoon. My only real worry was that things might change now theyʼd tied the knot. 
  "Hang on a minute," I shouted, clicking the hydraulic coupling into place. I was lying 
under the tractor, trying to repair a damaged hose when Uncle Hobart tugged at my leg. I 
squirmed my way out to see what he wanted. 
  "Bleedin' 'ell, Peter boy, yer look like somethin' out o' the Black and White Minstrel 
Show!" he exclaimed with a smirk. 
  "Hardly PC that, is it?" I asked, frowning at him. 
  "PC me arse!" he retorted. "That's the trouble with yer bleedin' lot today. Too 
frightened o' saying what yer really think. Call a spade a spade, that's what me old dad 
used ter say. And what were good enough fer 'im, is good enough fer me." 
  "Well, if you want to call a spade a spade, I suppose I can hardly stop you can I?" I 
said. "But that being the case, I'd just like to say that you're a narrow minded, racist old git. 
So how's that for calling a spade a spade? And what's more," I continued, before heʼd the 
chance to retaliate. "If you'd checked those bloody hydraulic hoses like I told you to, I 
wouldn't be in the state I'm in right now, would I? What's the matter with you these days, 
too busy bonking to get out of bed in the morning or something?" 
  Uncle Hobart looked hurt but I knew it was just an act. "There's no need to be so 
bleedin' crude, is there? I just ferget things these days. Yer wait, yer'll suffer the same 
thing when yer get ter be my age." 
  "Oh come on, let's go and get a drink while I wash up," I suggested, wiping my oily 
hands on the front of my tee shirt. "You'll have me crying in my beer in a minute." 
  Uncle Hobart smiled, pulling two cans from the pocket his overalls. Things were 
back to normal. 
  * 
 
  We were walking the fields, checking for broken fences, when Uncle Hobart raised 
his stick, pointing at the old tumbledown building on the edge of the field. 
  "That old barn over there," he said, "we don't use it fer nowt, do we?" The way he 
asked, it wasn't a question. I didn't answer and he clicked his dentures in annoyance, 
searching for another opening. I smiled to myself. "I were thinking, like," he finally said. "I 
were thinking that we might use it for some'at." 
  "Oh?" I was doing my best to sound disinterested, knowing it would annoy him all 
the more. 



  "Aye. I thought we could, what yer call it, diversify like." 
  "Oh?" I repeated. 
  "Use it fer someʼat different like." 
  "Oh?" I said again. 
  "Will yer fer God's sake stop saying that?" he demanded. 
  "Saying what?" I asked, all innocence. 
  "Oh - bleedin' - oh!" 
  "Oh... right," I acknowledged, smiling at my small victory. 
  "Come on," he ordered, striding off in a huff. 
  I followed at a more leisurely pace and by the time Iʼd reached the old stone barn, 
Uncle Hobart had disappeared inside. I could hear him banging and crashing around in 
the building but resisted the temptation of going in to see what he was doing. I knew this 
would really get him going because he hated being ignored. When he finally emerged a 
short time later, covered in cobwebs, a large dull-coloured spider dangling from the peak 
of his cloth-cap on a shimmering piece of silk, I could see the anger on his face. Before I 
had the chance to warn him, Uncle Hobart opened his mouth to say something and the 
poor unfortunate creature disappeared. For a moment Uncle Hobart looked bemused, 
then he coughed twice, turning to me with raised eyebrows. 
  "A spider," I informed him with delight. This was getting better by the minute. 
  "Right," he agreed, licking his lips before walking to the corner of the barn where he 
began prodding at the stonework. "Needs a bit o' work but it ain't..." He stopped, glancing 
back at me. "Did yer say a spider?" he checked with a frown. 
  I nodded happily. "A great big hairy one," I stressed each syllable, my smile growing 
bigger with every word, waiting expectantly for him to throw up. 
  Instead, he just nodded. "Aye, I thought that's what it tasted like." Ignoring my 
desolate look, he turned back to the barn. "Pig-'ouse," he stated. 
  "What?" I asked. 
  "Pig 'ouse," he repeated. "What's up with yer, gone bleedin' deaf or some'at?" 
  "You mean, you want to turn the old barn into a pig-house?" I asked. 
  He gave a slow handclap, clicking his dentures. "And they tried ter tell me yer was 
brain dead when yer were born!" 
  Ignoring the insult, I studied the old building as though I knew what I was looking at. 
"It'll take a lot of money to fix it up," I observed in a serious voice. 
  "Not if we do the work ourselves it won't," he quickly assured me. 
  I shook my head vigorously. "I've had a taste of your bloody handiwork, thank you 
very much!" Memories of my poor abused testicles and a hungry plughole floated into my 
mind. 
  "All it needs is a water supply and the floor concreting," he insisted. "And we could 
easily do that ourselves, no trouble." 
  I began to weaken. "But what about the stalls?" I reasoned, trying to raise as many 
objections as I could think up. 
  "A few breeze blocks'll take care o' them. Soon 'ave 'em put up. Come on Peter boy, 
where's yer sense o' adventure?" 
  "It disappeared down a plug-hole," I muttered to myself. 



  "What's that?" he asked. 
  "Nothing," I replied under my breath. Then I had it. "There's no lighting inside," I 
pointed out. 
  "What's up with yer? Anyone would think yer don't want ter make money, the way 
yer carry on sometimes." I considered his statement. Perhaps he had a point. Perhaps I 
was being too cautious. 
  Perhaps. 
  "Well, maybe we could do it," I conceded. "But where's the money coming from?" I 
thought I was on safe ground here. 
  Uncle Hobart shoved his hands in his pockets and sucked at his lower lip. From the 
look on his face, I thought Iʼd won for a moment, but he suddenly smiled at me. "I've got a 
bit saved up and I could always sell me car, couldn't I? Don't need it now that Martha's 
got 'ers 'ere." Pulling out another couple of cans, he tossed one to me. "'Ere yer are then," 
he said, "let's 'ave a drink on it." 
  I groaned inwardly. If Uncle Hobart was considering selling his car, then he must be 
really determined to go ahead with his little scheme, whatever objections I came up with. 
Sighing heavily, I gave in gracefully. 
  * 
 
  I was sitting at the kitchen table, stuffing my face with Aunt Martha's apple pie when 
the front door bell rang. This was unusual because most people came to the back door. 
But more unusual than that was the man standing on the step when I opened the door 
Tall and lanky, with long ginger hair that looked strangely at odds with his thick black 
eyebrows and blond moustache. The red woollen hat perched on his head clashed with 
his tight fitting, off-white, three-piece suit. The overall impression was that of an animated 
matchstick. 
  He began speaking as soon as I opened the door. "Oh good afternoon, sir," he 
greeted me in an indistinguishable accent. He might have come from the West Country, 
but I couldn't be sure. "I understand that you've got a car for sale?" Pulling a newspaper 
from his jacket pocket, he ran a grubby finger over an advert. "A seventy-six Jaguar for 
sale. In immaculate condition. Reasonable mileage. Not to be missed. No reasonable 
offer refused. That's just the sort of car I'm looking for," he told me with a toothy grin. 
  As he spoke, he studied some far-off point just above my left shoulder, which made 
me a tad uneasy because I didnʼt trust people who wouldnʼt look you in the eye. My gaze 
was being constantly drawn to his ridiculous woollen hat and I wondered if perhaps he 
might self-ignite at any moment. Smiling politely, I shook my head at him. 
  His forehead creased into a frown. "You haven't got a Jaguar for sale?" he checked, 
tapping the newspaper with a long, grimy finger, looking directly at me for the first time 
with an earnest bovine expression that made me shudder. The quicker he went back to 
staring over my shoulder the better, I thought. "But it says here..." 
  "No ... That is, yes," I interrupted him. "There is a car for sale, but it's not mine, you 
see. It belongs to my uncle." 
  "Ah, yessss," he breathed, holding the sibilant so long that he sounded as though he 
had the troubles of the whole world weighing heavily on his shoulders. He swallowed 



several times and I watched in fascination as his knobbly Adam's apple bobbed up and 
down. "Well then, perhaps you'll be kind enough to tell your uncle that I'm here and wish 
to purchase his car?" 
  "He's out," I stated flatly. 
  The animated matchstick looked crest-fallen and this time stared at a point down 
between my feet, but at least this was an improvement on him staring over my shoulder. 
"When will your uncle be back?" he enquired quietly. 
  "Later tonight, about eight. I'd call back then if I were you." I started to close the front 
door but a size ten boot blocked it. 
  "Excuse me," matchstick-man said, pushing the door wider. "Look, I'm sorry to be a 
nuisance, and I know this might seem a bit of a liberty, but could you tell me if the car is 
here at the moment?" I nodded and he smiled for the first time, which did nothing to 
improve his appearance. "Good," he said, "because I'm in a terrible hurry. Do you think it 
would be possible for me to have a quick peek at it now?" Noticing my hesitation, he 
pressed on. "I am willing to pay well over the odds for the right car, you know." 
  Pound notes began fluttering across my mind's eye as the phrase, 'well over the 
odds,' echoed around inside my head. Picturing the shiny new pig-house those pound 
notes would buy, I smiled brightly at matchstick-man as I guided him towards the garage. 
Throwing the doors wide, I basked in the imagined praise I was going to get from Uncle 
Hobart when I explained to him how, against all the odds, I had persuaded a reluctant 
buyer, not only to purchase his car, but to pay 'well over the odds' for it. This would show 
my super-critical uncle what I was capable of, and put him well in his place. 
  Matchstick-man's breath hissed through his teeth as he examined the Jaguar. The 
chrome-work on the front bumper sparkled magnificently and the sunlight reflected from 
the immaculately polished, dark blue paintwork. It looked a picture. If I had the money, Iʼd 
have bought it myself. Clapping his hands together, he squealed in delight, "Oh, but it's 
just too beautiful for words. I must have it!" He turned to me, a covetous expression 
lighting up his face. "Can I test drive it? Please, say yes. Oh do say yes!" 
  "Well ... I don't know," I considered. "It's not my car you see, and..." 
  His face dropped and his shoulders followed suit. 
  "Can't you come back tonight?" I suggested. "My uncle will be only too glad to let 
you test drive it then." I was hoping that keeping him waiting would put another couple of 
hundred pounds on the price. 
  He shook his head dejectedly. "No, I'm afraid I can't do that, old man. You see, I'm 
flying out to Germany tonight." 
  As the pound notes disappeared in a puff of mental smoke, I quickly reconsidered 
my position. I could hear Uncle Hobart's voice lambasting me right now for letting such a 
good deal slip through my fingers. "Well perhaps I could take you out for a short spin, I 
suppose," I considered doubtfully. "I'll tell you what. Hang on here for a minute and I'll go 
and get the keys. They're in the house." 
  As I started across the yard, matchstick-man called out, "Do you think I could 
possibly take a little peek at the log book as well, old man? No offence meant, but one 
can't be too careful these days, can one?" 
  A short while later we were sitting in the Jaguar admiring the polished wooden 



dashboard. The engine was burbling contentedly and matchstick-man was running his 
hand over the tooled leather seats. As I slipped the car into gear and made ready to drive 
off, he grabbed the steering wheel. "Just a minute, old man," he objected. 
  I turned to him, eyebrows raised. "What's up?" I asked. 
  "Sorry old man, but we can't both go." 
  "Why on earth not?" I queried. 
  "Well it's my mother you see. She's in the van and she's a bit ... Well, let's just say 
it's not really safe to leave her on her own for too long, if you know what I mean." Tapping 
his temple, he pulled a face. Getting out of the car, he led me up the lane to a tatty 
looking van that was more rust than metal. "Sorry about the state of the transport," he 
apologised, opening the passenger door, "but my Bentley's in for a service at the moment 
and this is all they had left in the motor pool." Shaking his head sadly, he contemplated 
the rust stained vehicle for a moment. "I really must buy some new vans when I get back 
from Germany." 
  A bemused looking old lady peered short-sightedly out at us over a pair of half 
glasses. Her hands were firmly clasped around a big, black handbag. She looked as 
though she thought somebody might try to steal it from her at any moment. 
  "It's alright mother," matchstick-man told her gently. "This kind gentleman is going to 
look after you while I test drive his car." He lent forward, kissing her gently on the 
forehead. "I won't be gone for long." So saying, he trotted off towards the Jaguar, waving 
the logbook in the air. "Take good care of her for me, she's extremely frail," he called. 
  "But... but..." I shouted after him. 
  "Ten minutes and I'll be back. You won't even notice that I've been gone," he 
assured me, slamming the Jaguar's door and roaring off up the narrow lane at breakneck 
speed. 
  I looked at the old lady, who was peering through the windscreen as though not sure 
where she was. And what was more, sheʼd started dribbling. The only sign that a few 
moments ago, a gleaming Jaguar had stood in the front yard was the cloud of dust now 
gently settling onto the ground. A familiar sensation started up in the pit of my stomach 
and I shook my head in denial of its unspoken message. 
  "He'll be back in a minute. No doubt about it, he'll be back in a minute," I mumbled to 
myself in a comforting mantra. "After all, he's left his mother here, hasn't he? Course heʼll 
be back in a minute." 
  I grunted as the old lady, my guarantee for the safe return of one very expensive 
motorcar, prodded me in the stomach with a bony finger. "When we going to have those 
crumpets, then?" she demanded in a voice that was anything but frail. It sounded more 
like a foghorn from some second-rate horror movie. "I was promised tea and crumpets 
when we arrived. Well, we've arrived!" 
  I patted her shoulder gently. "It's alright mother, your son'll be back soon. He's just 
gone off to test drive my car. You sit there and don't worry now." 
  Brushing aside my hand in obvious ill humour, she scowled up at me. "He's no son 
of mine,” she exclaimed in her foghorn voice. 
  I swallowed hard, trying to blot out the ringing in my ears, wondering how 
matchstick-man had managed to drive his mother all the way here without ending up 



stone deaf in the process. Forcing a smile, I spoke my next words with more confidence 
than I actually felt. "Now then mother, you're just a little confused, aren't you? Of course 
he's your son." 
  She sprang out of the van with surprising agility for someone her age, glowering at 
me with a cold, hard stare. "And I ain't no mother of yours, neither," she boomed, raising a 
flock of crows from the nearby rookery. Peering suspiciously around, she clutched her 
handbag tightly to her thin chest. "What have you brought me here for?” she demanded, 
backing away a couple of paces. "You're going to rob me, aren't you? You're after my 
pension book, that's it." Her voice suddenly took on a high, strident note that rattled the 
windows. "Well, your not getting away with it!" 
  Swinging her bag by its long leather strap, she fetched me a whack against the side 
of my head and I dropped to my knees, desperately trying to hang onto my reeling senses. 
Not only were my ears ringing, so was the rest of my head. The last thing I remember 
was focussing on her dusty shoes as she hit me again. It felt as though her bag was full 
of bricks. 
  * 
 
  Cracking open an eye, I squinted at the harsh light, which added to the pain already 
pounding in my head. Groaning softly, I brought my hand up, exploring the bandages 
covering my head. 
  "Careful, you'll have that drip over," a soft voice said. 
  Cautiously turning towards the speaker, I saw Detective Sergeant Shooter sitting on 
a plastic seat beside the bed. 
  "You okay?" he asked when I groaned again. 
  "What happened," I managed between dry lips. 
  "An old lady belted you with a bag full of bricks," he told me with a concerned look. 
"How're you feeling?" 
  "What the hell did she do that for?" I asked. 
  Shooter chuckled. "She reckoned you were trying to steal her pension book. Said 
that you'd kidnapped her from the 'Sunshine Rest Residential Home for the Elderly 
Person', just so you could get her alone and rob her. Reckons that you bribed her with 
promises of tea and crumpets." 
  "But that's ridiculous," I protested. "Surely you don't believe that." 
  "He might not, but I certainly do," a deep voice resonated across the room. "You see, 
we've got a witness, Barns." Turning my head, I studied the large, red-necked man who'd 
spoken, trying to ignore the pain that suddenly flared up again. As he wiped the sweat 
from his balding head with a large, blue handkerchief, his eyes glinted in the overhead 
lighting. He grinned at me. It wasn't a pretty sight. "A Ms Hardarm, to be precise," he 
stated with obvious pleasure, checking the details in a small notebook. 
  "Oh bloody hell!" I groaned, closing my eyes. "You can't take her word for it. She'd 
say anything to get back at me. I bet she's been waiting ages for an opportunity like this." 
  "This is Detective Inspector Grunt," Shooter introduced me. "He's replacing DI 
Hives." I thought I caught a twinkle of amusement in Shooter's eyes as he turned away. 
  Grunt ignored the introduction, saying to Shooter, "Stay with this burk while I get a 



statement from the old girl. And make sure you cuff him," he finished, glaring at me. 
  "Why?" I squeaked. 
  "Because I hear that you have an uncanny knack of getting away with things, Barns, 
and unlike poor Hives, I've no intention of taking an early holiday." The room trembled as 
he stomped out. I felt as though I'd been physically assaulted again. 
  "What about the car? Have they found it yet?" I asked Shooter. 
  "What car?" he wanted to know. 
  Suddenly I realised that the police probably knew nothing about matchstick-man, or 
the missing Jaguar, and that's just how I wanted it to stay because maybe then I'd be able 
to get the car back before Uncle Hobart found out it was missing. 
  "What car?" Shooter repeated. 
  "Did I say car? Sorry, I meant scar ... I was wondering if I'd have a scar." 
  Shooter looked at me sideways for a moment, then shrugged, returning to his 
notebook. While he finished writing his notes, I contemplated what the police cells would 
be like and whether they might serve bacon and eggs for breakfast. One thing was 
certain, however bad they were, I'd rather spend the next couple of days there than try 
explaining to Uncle Hobart how I had managed to loose his Jag. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 19 
 
 
 A BIRD IN THE BUSH 
 
 
     
  It had sounded like a good idea at the time. "Diversify," he'd said. "Do up the old 
barn and raise pigs," he'd said. "Bound to make a bleedin' fortune," he'd said. Later it had 
been different. "Well how was I supposed ter know it would 'appen?" he complained six 
months later, when the bottom had dropped out of the pig-market. But then I suppose I 
only had myself to blame. I should have known better than to go along with one of his 
crazy moneymaking schemes in the first place. 
  And now here he was, at it again, shoving some article under my nose. "What's 
this?" I asked, sighing heavily. I was trying to catch up with the cricket scores. 
  Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures, rustling the farming magazine at me again. 
"Osytridges, ain't it?" 
  "What the hell are you on about now?" I asked, giving up on the television. 
  "Osytridges," he repeated." 
  "Oh, ostriches." I suddenly realised what he was saying. 
  "Aye, that's right. Them bleedin' great bird things what can't fly. Says 'ere that it's the 
latest thing and yer can make a load o' money out o' 'em. Feathers, meat, skin, yer can 
use every little bit o' 'em." 
  "And where have I heard that before, I wonder?" I queried, studying the ceiling as 
though deep in thought. 
  "What yer mean?" he replied with a frown. 
  I stared him straight in the eye. "That's the thing about pigs," I quoted in a bad 
imitation of his voice. "Yer can use every bit o' them, everything but the squeal." I raised 
my eyebrows at him. "That sound familiar by any chance?" 
  "Aye, well," he mumbled, hiding behind the magazine. 
  Snatching it from him, I scanned the article impatiently, then against every instinct 
read it again at a more leisurely pace. It was an interesting read and I was soon lost in the 
intricacies of ostrich rearing. When I'd finished, I reached out for my beer but my now 
empty can lay crumpled beside Uncle Hobart's chair; he'd nicked it while I'd been busy 
reading. He gave a long burp, studying me quizzically. 
  "It's no use," I said, tossing the magazine back at him. 
  "What yer mean, it's no use?" he objected "'Ave yer read what the meat fetches?" 
  I hissed open another can, determined that this time I'd get to finish it. "Yes but its 
not that simple, is it?" I counted off the points on my fingers. "Firstly, we'd need six foot 
high fencing. Secondly, we'd have to fix up some sort of shelter. And thirdly, they cost a 
bloody fortune and we can't afford it." 
  Uncle Hobart sat forward, clicking his dentures excitedly. "Well that's just where yer 
wrong, ain't it?" "Listen," he continued, holding up a hand to forestall my objections. 
"Firstly, old Junket's selling off a load o' deer fencing, and 'e's a good mate o' mine, so I 



bet we'd get it dirt cheap. Secondly, we can make do with some old packing cases 
covered with a tarpaulin fer a shelter. And thirdly, we only need ter get the one, so long as 
it's been mated like and can lay a fertile egg." He sat back triumphantly, as though he had 
just won some debating point. Sensing my weakening resistance, he carried on. "And we 
got enough money ter buy just the one, ain't we?" 
  I hummed and hawed as he jiggled about in his chair, waiting for my agreement. 
Then he played his ace card. "Besides," he said in a small, hurt voice. "Yer owe me fer 
letting that geezer nick me jag, don't yer?" 
  * 
 
  "You sure this fencing's up to it?" I asked dubiously. 
  Uncle Hobart looked at me sideways. "Course it is, yer silly bugger. What's up with 
yer? It were strong enough ter stop deer, weren't it?" I broke off a particularly rusty piece 
of the netting, holding it out for him to see. "'Ere, don't do that," he grumbled, tying the 
edges of the hole together with a piece of bailer twin. "Anyway, what yer expect fer the 
money we paid?" Pulling at the temporary repair, he nodded in satisfaction. "It's only 
rusted 'ere and there, ain't it? It'll be fine, yer'll see." 
  I sat down, opened a can of beer and took a hefty swig. Uncle Hobart squatted 
beside me, wiping his mud-splattered face with his mud-splattered hanky. "Look, I know I 
made a mistake with the pigs," he admitted, "but don't yer worry none, I guarantee it'll 
work this time. Yer'll see." 
  I gave a half-hearted smile and lent nearer. "It had better work this time, Uncle 
Hobart," I whispered throatily into his waxy ear. "Because if it doesn't, I'll personally nail 
your arse to the side of the bloody barn!" He sat silently for a few moments, drinking from 
his can, looking hurt. "Oh come on," I said, "let's get the rest of this bloody fence up 
before it gets too dark to see what we're doing." 
  * 
 
  " ... obstructing progress on the main Cumly to Barton Road. All vehicles are advised 
to use other approaches to these villages until further notice." 
  I dropped my spoon into the bowl, ignoring the Cornflakes that splattered over my 
shirt. "Did he say ostrich?" I checked with Aunt Martha. She looked over at me blankly 
and nodded slowly. "Loose on the Barton road?" I persisted. She nodded again and I'd 
gone before my chair hit the stone-flagged floor. "Uncle Hobart, where the hell are you! " I 
shouted at the top of my voice, skidding to a halt in the empty farmyard. "Hobart!" 
  I jumped when a bony finger prodded me in the back. "What's all the bleedin' 
shouting about?" he asked from behind me. 
  "Have you seen our ostrich this morning?" I demanded. 
  "Not yet, I were just on me way ter feed it. Why, what's up?" 
  "There's one loose on the Barton Road." 
  "Well it ain't ours, is it? It must belong ter someone else." 
  Following his scurrying figure down to the ostrich paddock, I stood listening as Uncle 
Hobart called repeatedly into the shelter. "'Ere then osytridge. 'Ere girl, grub's up. Come 
on, come and get it." He banged the pail, calling again but the ostrich was conspicuous by 



its absence. I caught his arm, pointing at a large hole in the corner of the fence. Wriggling 
with embarrassment, he smiled sheepishly. "Reckon it's ours then?" he asked. "'Onest, 
Peter boy, I..." 
  Holding up a hand, I stopped him dead. "Just don't say anything," I said, forcing the 
words out between clenched teeth. "Not one God-damned word. Just go indoors and get 
me a sock. I'll wait for you in the pick-up." 
  * 
 
  My heart sank as we pulled up behind the traffic jam blocking the Barton Road, 
spotting Sergeant Shooter and Detective Inspector Grunt talking animatedly beside an 
overturned mini-bus at the head of the queue. 
  Raising a threatening finger at Uncle Hobart, I warned him to stay put in the pick-up. 
"Stay here and don't move. I'm going to see if I can find out what's going on and I want to 
find you here when I get back." 
  I left him supping a can of beer and made my way stealthily through the gathering 
crowd towards the two policemen. 
  " ... what the Mother Superior's going to say," Sergeant Shooter was telling Detective 
Inspector Grunt as I got within earshot. 
  "Many hurt?" Grunt asked. 
  Shooter shook his head. "Mostly bumps and bruises really." Indicating the 
overturned mini-bus with a nod of his head, he continued, "That's probably a write off 
though." 
  "Where were they going?" Grunt wanted to know. 
  Shooter pointed at a rise in the landscape. "Over to Tigg Meadow for a picnic." 
  Grunt rubbed his hand over his head, dislodging copious amounts of flaky skin. 
"Never knew nuns went on picnics," he commented with a frown. 
  "Me neither," Shooter agreed, then barked a short laugh. "Or that they knew such 
language. It fair made my hair curl, I can tell you." 
  "Right. You'd better get on and catch that damned bird before it causes any more 
trouble," Grunt instructed Shooter. 
  Shooter's head snapped round as he looked at his superior with incredulity. "And 
just how the hell am I supposed to do that, do you suggest? Chase the stupid thing with a 
bucketful of sand and hope it'll stick its frigging head in?" 
  Grunt looked about with gathering frustration, swearing quietly to himself. Finally he 
kicked at a stone. It was plain to see that he had no more idea about how to catch an 
escapee ostrich than Shooter. "Just wait until I find out who that bird belongs to," he 
threatened. "I'll give them sodding ostriches." 
  I'd heard enough and was preparing to make my way back to the pick-up when a 
familiar voice floated to me from the back of the crowd: "Found out what's up yet, Peter 
boy?" 
  The hairs on the back of Grunt's neck stood erect and a red flush ascended its 
muscular column. "I know that voice," he uttered, spinning around, catching me before I'd 
the chance to disappear back into the crowd. 
  Grunt's face twisted into a mask of hate. "That bird belongs to you, doesn't it?" he 



demanded. 
  I shrugged nonchalantly. "Might do," I agreed. 
  He lent over me and for the first time I realised just how big he was. "Do you realise 
that bird of yours has filled the local hospital with twenty-five nuns?" he rumbled. "To say 
nothing of the Vicar of Cumly." 
  I swallowed noisily, taking a step backwards. Grunt kept pace with me, thrusting his 
face into mine. My eyes crossed as I studied a nasty looking pimple on the end of his 
nose. 
  "Well, what're you going to do about it!" he demanded. I pulled a sock from my 
pocket and shook it in his face. "What's that?" he growled, squinting at the tartan 
patterned object. 
  "A sock," I informed him, none too impressed by his powers of observation, 
considering he was a policeman. 
  "I want the ruddy thing caught, not dressed up for dinner, you ruddy idiot." 
  Holding up a hand to forestall any further objections, I tried to explain. "No, you don't 
understand," I said. "Look, you put the sock over the ostrich's head, see? And it thinks it's 
night-time and goes to sleep." 
  Grunt glanced over at Shooter, then back at me. "You taking the piss?" he rumbled. 
"Because if you are..." 
  "Honest," I assured him, looking hurt. 
  Shooter took the sock, studying it. "Well it might work, I suppose." 
  "Come on then," Grunt ordered, "let's get on with it." 
  The crowd murmured softly, shifting about, straining for a better view as Sergeant 
Shooter manoeuvred his upper body through the window of the police car, while Grunt sat 
inside, holding onto Shooter's legs. 
  "What's 'appening?" Uncle Hobart demanded from behind me. 
  "They're going to try and catch the ostrich by chasing it with the police car," an old 
lady informed him. "It's outrageous. That poor bird, it's bound to be frightened and 
probably hurt. They should be horsewhipped, the pair of them. How would they like being 
chased all over the place like that?" 
  "Especially if at the end of it they had one of Uncle Hobart's smelly socks forced 
over their heads," I mumbled under my breath. 
  The crowd watched in excited fascination as the chase began. The police car took 
off after the ostrich at high speed and at first it looked as though the show would be over 
pretty quickly because the police car soon caught up with the ostrich, but as the car drew 
level with the fleeing bird and Shooter lent over to do his deed with the sock, what 
happened was reminiscent of the Keystone Cops. The ostrich plucked the sock from 
Shooter's hand, deftly flicking the offending object over the roof of the car. Then it caught 
the end of Shooter's nose in its large beak, twisting it back-and-forth savagely. After 
listening to Shooter's screams for a few moments, it then decided enough was enough 
and cranked up its speed. 
  Now I knew that ostriches could run fast but this one surprised us all as it took off 
like a bat out of hell. The police driver had trouble keeping up with the darting bird as it 
weaved its way in and out of the stalled traffic, jumping from car bonnet to car bonnet. 



Shooter made lunge after lunge for the bird's long neck but kept missing and at each time 
the crowd went hysterical, jumping up and down in excitement, shouting, "Ole". 
  This battle of wits may well have gone on all afternoon had the ostrich not stumbled, 
which allowed Shooter to grab it by the neck. From the resolute glint in Shooter's eye, it 
was obvious to everyone that nothing on this earth was going to make him let go, which 
was a bit unfortunate because the bird put on an extra burst of speed, dragging poor 
Shooter straight out of the police car. As Shooter shot through the open window, Grunt, 
still clinging tenaciously to his legs, went with him. The ostrich squawked indignantly and 
in an effort to dislodge the two policemen, ran headlong through a nearby hedge. As the 
triumphant bird made off through a flock of grazing sheep, it left behind two pairs of 
weakly waving legs stuck high in the prickly embrace of a hawthorn hedge. The ostrich 
stopped at the far edge of the field, looking back at the chaos it had caused and for one 
moment, I could have sworn it was smiling. 
  "Silly buggers," muttered Uncle Hobart. "That's no way ter catch a bleedin' 
osytridge." 
  "Round one to 'Big Bird'!" shouted the old lady excitedly, and the crowd joined in, 
roaring its approval. 
  * 
 
  "Get in," Grunt ordered for the second time. Uncle Hobart shook his head again and 
the big policeman grabbed the front of his shirt, lifting him onto his toes. I decided not to 
interfere after Grunt shot me a warning look. Well, he was an extremely big man! "Listen 
to me, you horrible little man," Grunt shouted into Uncle Hobart's face. "You and your 
gormless nephew here, have caused me enough grief for one day. So either you get in 
there now or you're going to spend the next fortnight behind bars. Got it?" As he pushed 
Uncle Hobart towards the helicopter, I followed meekly along behind. I could see that 
Grunt was not in the best of moods and knew from bitter experience that the local 
constabulary tended to be a touch vindictive when they were upset by the residents of 
Nettle Farm. 
  We sat quietly while the engine warmed up and I swallowed noisily as the rotors 
suddenly bore us aloft with a jerk. Straining my ears above the din of the engine and the 
wind-whipped noise coming through the large doorless opening in the side of the 
helicopter, I tried to listen in on the conversation going on between the winch-man and 
Detective Inspector Grunt. 
  Uncle Hobart tapped me on the knee. "What's this?" he asked. 
  Flapping a dismissive hand at him, I concentrated my efforts on the two men talking 
by the helicopter doorway. "I'll lower you down in the harness," the winch-man was telling 
Grunt. "We can keep in touch over the headsets. When you're close enough to the bird, 
drop this sack over its head, that should do the trick." 
  There was another tap on my knee and Uncle Hobart stuck a defibrillating paddle 
under my nose. "What's this?" he demanded again. 
  I sighed impatiently, turning my attention away from Grunt and the winch-man. At 
that moment I could have cheerfully strangled my aggravating uncle. "It's one of those 
machines for reviving people when they've had a heart attack," I explained patiently. "Now 



put the bloody thing back before you break it." 
  Uncle Hobart's eyes lit up. "Yer mean like in ER, on the telly?" 
  "Yes, like in ER, on the telly. Now put it down," I repeated. 
  But as was his want, Uncle Hobart ignored me, picking up the other paddle instead. 
Rubbing them together, he called, "Clear," in a deep, authoritative voice. Then, clicking 
his dentures, he pressed the red button on the back of one of the paddles. 
  I dug him in the ribs with a bony elbow. "Will you put that thing down?" I shouted 
above the din of the engine. 
  Poking Uncle Hobart was not a good idea as it knocked one of the paddles out of his 
hand. Leaping from his seat Uncle Hobart made a grab for it, accidentally ramming the 
other paddle against the front of Grunt's trousers. Grunt took a step backwards onto the 
paddle that had fallen behind him and what happened next changed both Grunt's love life 
and his future attitude towards my wily old uncle for the rest of his life. 
  The current generated by the defibrillator melted the metal zip of Grunt's trousers 
into a red-hot lump and his high-pitched screams filled the cabin as he jerked about like a 
manic dancer on ecstasy. The front of his trousers began to smoke and an appalling 
smell, reminiscent of barbecued sausages filled the air. 
  Grunt must have fainted because he collapsed backwards into the winch-man and 
the electrical current grounded through both of them. The winch-man's eyes shot open to 
their fullest extent as his contracting muscles locked his arms about Grunt's waist and 
they both began an oscillating dance that jerked them ever closer to the open doorway. 
  Suddenly the cabin was filled by a heavy silence. 
  "Oh, shit," was all I could think of to say as I sat frozen to my seat, staring 
uncomprehendingly at the empty space that up until a few seconds ago had been filled by 
the ample proportions of Detective Inspector Grunt. "Oh, shit!" I repeated softly after a few 
seconds. 
  Jumping from his seat, Uncle Hobart lent out of the doorway, the wind whipping 
what remained of his silver hair in all directions. "It's alright," he called over his shoulder. 
"The winch-man's landed in a reservoir. 'E's swimming for the shore." 
  "Thank God for that," I shouted back. "What about Grunt?" 
  Uncle Hobart barked a short laugh. "'E's 'anging off a weather vane. 'E's bent it all 
ter buggery though. I reckon the vicar'll be really pissed-off with 'im when they finally get 
'im down." I headed for the front of the helicopter. "Whe're yer going?" Uncle Hobart 
shouted at me. 
  Hanging onto the vibrating helicopter frame I indicated the cockpit with my chin. "I'm 
going to tell the pilot what's happened." 
  Uncle Hobart shook his head. "No, don't do that, Peter boy," he said, pointing out of 
the doorway. "Look, there's the osytridge." And sure enough there it was, our ostrich, 
doing about forty along the white line of the carriageway below. Uncle Hobart clapped me 
on the shoulder, giving me an encouraging smile and all at once my stomach began to flip. 
"We can do it ourselves, Peter boy," he finished. 
  "Not bloody likely," I answered, shaking my head vigorously. Taking a peek over the 
edge of the sill, I could see it was a very long way down. "Anyway," I reasoned, "we don't 
know how to work the winch?" 



  "That's no trouble," Uncle Hobart assured me. "I'll soon figure it out. Just give us a 
sec." 
  "You mean ... You want me to..." I pointed at the ostrich. 
  He nodded enthusiastically, clicking his dentures. "Just think o' the headlines, Peter 
boy. 'Local Farmer Rescues Osytridge'. We'll make a bleedin' fortune with all them 
interviews and things on TV." 
  "It's no good," I responded. "When Grunt fell out of the helicopter he took the 
harness with him." I was beginning to sweat profusely. 
  "We don't need no 'arness," Uncle Hobart replied with a broad smile. "I'll just tie this 
'ere rope ter yer ankles, see? That'll leave yer 'ands free, won't it?" Handing me a 
battered tin hat, he continued, "'Ere, put this on. I know it ain't much but it's all I could find 
and it's better than nowt, ain't it?" 
  To this day I still don't understand why I strapped that tin hat on my head, tied the 
rope around my ankles and let myself be lowered from that helicopter, but thatʼs exactly I 
did. 
  Before stepping off into space I tried one last appeal to my uncle's sanity. "I really 
don't think this is such a good idea, Uncle Hobart." 
  He gave a firm click of his dentures, a firm nod of his head, a firm push in the small 
of my back and before I knew what was happening, I found myself swinging upside down, 
gyrating wildly in all directions. 
  "Stop screaming like that, yer cretin," Uncle Hobart's voice crackled at me over the 
headset. "Yer 'urting me bleedin' ears. 'Ang on a mo, I'm going ter let yer down a bitty 
more." 
  I felt my stomach lurch as I unexpectedly fell another twenty feet towards the ground, 
shrieking in panic as everything went black. "I've gone blind! I've gone blind!" I screamed 
into the headset. 
  "Don't be such a berk," Uncle Hobart shouted back. "It's just yer bleedin' jumper. It's 
rolled down over yer 'ead. Pull it back up." 
  After a brief struggle, I managed to pull the offending garment over my head and 
watching it flutter towards the ground I prayed that I would not be joining it any time too 
soon. Looking around, I spotted the ostrich loping along the road at an easy trot. "I can 
see it!" I called. "Let me down a bit more. Another five feet should do it." 
  Uncle Hobart's idea of five feet was obviously very different to mine because I 
suddenly found my head bouncing off the road, the tin hat screeching along the 
tarmacadam, raising showers of sparks. 
  "Fer God's sake, will yer stop that bleedin' screaming!" Uncle Hobart ordered. "Yer 
doing me ear-'oles in." Then he saw what was happening and raised my up again. "There, 
that better, yer big baby?" 
  Pulling out the sock, I succeeded in slipping it over the ostrich's head but my shout 
of triumph was short lived because the sparks raised by my tin hat had set fire to the 
winch rope. It was now burning away merrily and in less time than it takes to tell, the rope 
had parted, dropping me squarely across the ostrich's back. Clinging tightly to the 
frightened bird's neck, I manoeuvred myself into a sitting position. One look told me why 
the ostrich had not stopped running after I'd dropped the sock over its head. Uncle Hobart 



had given me one with a bloody great hole in the toe! As we sped towards a row of road 
cones that marked the beginnings of a road works, the bird's large feet smacked on the 
surface of the road like a pair of clapping hands. Sweeping passed a red stoplight, we 
headed into the corridor of cones as though trying to break the land-speed record. 
  "Oh shit!" I groaned, spotting a large blue lorry bearing down on us. 
  I watched the smoke pouring from the lorry's tyres in a kind of dread fascination, 
imagining the look of horror that must be distorting the driver's face as he slammed his 
foot on the brakes. Time slowed abruptly and I could easily read the sign painted across 
the top of the cab, 'HM NAVY', it said, in large gold lettering. As the vehicle slammed into 
us I was thrown forwards and upwards, landing on the lorry's roof with a thump that 
knocked the breath from my body. Sliding towards the rear of the vehicle, I desperately 
scrabbled about for a handhold to stop myself careering right off the back. I needn't of 
worried though because I was saved from this horror when the translucent fibreglass of 
the lorry's roof gave way, plunging me into the interior. 
  The lorry was packed full of rubber life rafts, so my plummeting fall was cushioned 
as I crashed in amongst the soft packages. I bounced around the interior of the lorry, my 
world spinning in a confusing kaleidoscope of colours. Then I heard a soft hissing, 
immediately followed by loud whooshing noises, as hundreds of life rafts began inflating 
all around me. In a fast, explosive, chain-reaction, the lorry was suddenly filled with 
rapidly expanding rubber and pushed to the limits of its design, the vehicle's bodywork 
finally blew apart with an ear-shattering explosion that blasted every stitch of clothing 
from my body, hurling me high into the air. 
  * 
 
  "'Ere, sit yerself down and I'll finish the barbecue," Uncle Hobart ordered, helping me 
to the garden lounger. 
  Propping my foot on an upturned flowerpot, he rapped at the plaster-caste covering 
my broken leg and I wondered why it was that people always did that. Yawning, I picked 
up the newspaper and shook it out to read the headlines. 'Local Octogenarian Saves 
Nude Nephew From Onerous Ostrich', one proclaimed in large, bold type. The article 
went on to explain how, Hobart Tuttershed, risking his life as he lent from a helicopter with 
a very large net, had miraculously plucked his nephew from the sky, thus saving his life. 
  No mention of the fact that the hero in the helicopter had caused the nephew's 
demise in the first place of course. But as I watched my uncle working away at the 
barbecue, my expression softened a little and I smiled to myself. A short time later he 
staggered over, carrying two giant drumsticks on a platter. 
  Oh yes, I was really looking forward to my first taste of osytridge. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 20 
 
 
 WHERE SHALL I WANDER 
 
 
     
  "No!" I was brooking no arguments. And when I said no, that's exactly what I meant. 
  Uncle Hobart took another deep draught from his tankard, burped and stared at me, 
accusation hardening his eyes. "Why not?" he demanded. "It'll save us a load o' money 
on transport. And besides, I've already got them reporters interested. Yer know, the ones 
that gave us the money for the crop circles. Listen Peter boy, it ain't been done in 
generations and yer can be first ter start it up again. Think 'ow famous yer'd be. Come on, 
where's yer sense o' adventure?" 
  I lent over the kitchen table, glaring down at him. "Now look Uncle Hobart," he 
looked up at me and I could see the moisture glistening on the tangled hairs protruding 
from his nose, "I am not, under any circumstances, herding those bloody geese all the 
way to Ealford. Have you got that?" Taking a deep breath to steady my trembling voice, I 
continued my tirade. "I was stupid enough to let you talk me into rearing the bloody things 
in the first place. I am not, repeat not, getting involved in a crazy stunt like this. I'm sick to 
death of those bloody geese and I've no intention of spending any more time with them 
than I have to. Is that quite clear?" 
  Uncle Hobart's eyes widened and I could see the fine, red veins radiating out from 
the corners. "But yer agreed it were a good idea ter buy 'em, so why're yer complaining 
now?" 
  "No, Uncle Hobart," I corrected him, "I did not agree that it was a good idea to buy 
them. I did as I always do and gave in to your wheedling ways for the sake of a quiet life. 
But this time it's going to be different and that means no herding geese because as soon 
as they're ready, and that won't be soon enough for me, I'm ringing Inisham Transport 
and booking a lorry to take them to Ealford. I've no intention of getting involved in any 
bloody goose herding, and that's final." 
  "But think o' the expense o' transporting 'em in a lorry," Uncle Hobart protested. 
  "I DON'T BLOODY CARE ABOUT THE EXPENSE!" I exploded. 
  He gave in quietly. At least that's what I thought at the time. 
  * 
 
  " ... and let's have a tin of peas please, Mrs Tumbutt." 
  "Here you are, my dear. And will there anything else?" she asked. 
  Shaking my head, I watched in fascination as she added up the long list of figures. 
She did this without the aid of an electronic cash register or a calculator and I knew from 
experience that there would be no mistake. No matter how long the list, Mrs Tumbutt 
always arrived at the right answer. She must have been a teacher's dream when she was 
at school. 
  "That'll be thirty six pound, twenty three, please," she said with a smile. I winced and 



handed over four ten-pound notes. The cost of living was getting steeper by the day. 
"Here you are then," she said, handing me my change, along with a large brown envelope. 
  I turned it over in my hands, a puzzled frown on my face. "What's this then?" I asked. 
  "It's for your uncle, my dear. He ordered it last week." I started to open the envelope 
but Mrs Tumbutt put a hand on my arm and stopped me. "Not in the shop, my dear. We 
don't want Miss Pinchard seeing it now, do we?" Mrs Tumbutt nodded towards the 
window and I saw a tall, thin, serious looking woman striding across the street towards 
the shop. She was dressed in a dull tweed suit, with matching hat. I looked at Mrs 
Tumbutt, raising my eyebrows. She lent forward and whispered at me. "It's an artistic 
magazine you see." 
  The bell over the shop doorway tinkled and a shadow fell across the counter as a 
demanding voice bellowed in my ear, "You, young man. Yes you. I want you to sign this 
petition for me. Disgusting I call it." 
  I looked into a humourless face, framed by grey hair that was pulled back tightly into 
a bun. Raising my eyebrows, I nodded at the sheet of paper that Miss Pinchard had 
clutched in her hand. "Why on earth would I want to sign a disgusting petition?" I asked 
innocently. 
  "No, you stupid little man. It isn't the petition that's disgusting, it's the reason the 
petition is needed that's disgusting!" Tossing her head in agitation, she tapped the paper 
with a lacquered fingernail. "It's that new massage parlour that's just been opened in the 
village. I want it closed down immediately. What's it called again? Oh yes, 'Hardons', 
that's it. Why the name alone should be grounds enough to get the place burnt to the 
ground." 
  I winked at Mrs Tumbutt. "But a nice massage can be very relaxing," I said, taking a 
step closer and wriggling my fingers in the air. "Look, I'll show you if you like." 
  "You'll do no such thing, you depraved monster!" she shrieked, bringing her umbrella 
sharply up between my legs. Then she rounded on Mrs Tumbutt. "You see the kind of 
thing that happens when the village is invaded by such perverted establishments? Why 
none of us will be safe in our beds at night." 
  Ignoring my strangled squawks and purple face, as I desperately clutched at my 
bruised testicles, they continued their conversation. "Why Miss Pinchard, my dear. What 
on earth could be wrong with a massage parlour?" 
  Miss Pinchard stretched herself to her fullest height and looked down her nose at 
Mrs Tumbutt. "Well really, Mrs Tumbutt. I didn't know you could be so naive. These 
places are establishments for fornication, not massage. They're used for," she dropped 
her voice to a dramatic whisper and looked pointedly at me, "...sex!" 
  I was too busy nursing my bruised nuts to worry about what Miss Pinchard thought 
of me, or the massage parlour for that matter. 
  Sniffing haughtily, she lent across the counter. "And those planning people are no 
better, you know. The minute I saw the planning application in the newspaper, I put in an 
objection. But they completely ignored it. Not even a letter of acknowledgement. I tell you 
Mrs Tumbutt, if that's the type of people we've got running the country today, it's no 
wonder we poor women are frightened to walk the streets at night. I ask you, is it any 
wonder that our villages are full of drug barons and other such riffraff?" She snorted 



angrily. "If I had my way, I'd castrate the lot of them." 
  Mrs Tumbutt stood silently, nodding her head, a glazed look in her eyes. I hurriedly 
removed my hand from between my legs in case Miss Pinchard got the wrong idea and 
decided to put her threat of castration into practice. 
  It was not until Iʼd sidled out of the shop that I realised Iʼd left my shopping on the 
counter. I was on my way back across the street when Miss Pinchard strode out of the 
shop and stood on the pavement looking up and down, obviously searching for more 
victims to sign her petition. Amongst the sheaves of paper in her hand was the brown 
envelope that Mrs Tumbutt had given me. Miss Pinchard spotted it, pulled it out of the pile 
and studied it for a moment. Shaking her head in agitation, she turned back to the shop, 
then changing her mind she began pulling at the flap of the envelope. At that point, I 
decided it might be more prudent to collect my shopping some other time. 
  * 
 
  "Away ter me," Uncle Hobart called and I watched in admiration as Midge, his sheep 
dog, ran to a new position. He made it look so easy. "See, Peter boy," he said. "'Away Ter 
Me', means go ter the right and, 'Come By', means go ter the left." I nodded, straining to 
hear what he was saying above the noise of two hundred honking geese. "'Ere girl. Come 
'ere." Uncle Hobart slapped his thigh and his dog trotted back to him and sat at his feet, 
nose expectantly raised. Pointing at the geese, he nodded at me. "Now yer 'ave a try." 
  "Away ter me," I called, watching in horror as Midge ran straight through the middle 
of the gaggle, scattering them in all directions. 
  Uncle Hobart shook his head, slowly pursing his lips. "Put more feeling into it, Peter 
boy. Yer talking ter a dog, not yer bleedin' girlfriend." 
  I called Midge back and tried again, and this time I managed to get her herding 
some geese in the general direction I wanted them to go. I smiled in triumph but could 
see this wasnʼt going to be easy. 
  "That's better," Uncle Hobart praised me, taking off his cloth-cap and scratching his 
head. "Now try sending 'er round t'other way." 
  We spent the rest of the afternoon practising with the dog and by the time evening 
had rolled around, I was beginning to get the hang of it. 
  * 
 
  I studied Uncle Hobart as he stuffed his supper into his mouth, breadcrumbs from 
the roughly cut cheese sandwich scattering down the front of his jumper; the collar of his 
faded frayed shirt showing a thin strip of white material from beneath; his grubby trousers 
tied up with a piece of bailer twine. And as I watched this strange old man, I wondered for 
the thousandth time what power he held over me. 
  He burped, frowning. "Don't yer worry none, Peter boy. It'll go like clockwork, yer'll 
see. Yer can trust me. She's a good dog." 
  "It isn't the dog that I don't trust," I mumbled under my breath, polishing off the last of 
my cheese and onion toastie. Closing my eyes, I tried to pinpoint the exact moment Iʼd 
capitulated this time, but for the life of me I couldnʼt. 
  "Yer quiet," Uncle Hobart observed after a while. "What's up?" 



  I smiled at him tiredly and dropped the crust of my toastie under the table for the dog. 
"Oh nothing really, just thinking," I replied. 
  "Not trying ter back out on me are yer?" he checked with a frown. "Yer 'ave made a 
promise yer know." 
  I raised my eyebrows. "No, not really." In a strange kind of way, I had starting to look 
forward to herding the geese to Ealford. 
  "'Ave yer seen this?" he asked, holding up a small yellow poster. "It's an advert for 
that new brothel in the village." 
  I nodded. "It's a massage parlour, not a brothel," I corrected him. 
  "Massage me arse." 
  "No thanks," I answered. "That's the last thing in the world I'd want to massage, 
thank you very much." 
  Screwing the poster into a small ball, Uncle Hobart tossed it into the kitchen sink. "I 
'eard there's going ter be a protest march ter get it closed." 
  "Yeah, that's right." I stood up and stretched. "Well, I think I'll be off to bed now. I've 
a lot to do tomorrow." I shot him a meaningful look. "Thanks to some moron, who's sitting 
not too far away." 
  He smiled, saluting me with his tankard. 
  * 
 
  "Ere, put this on," Uncle Hobart instructed, holding out a bright yellow jerkin. 
  "What's this for?" I asked. 
  "Advertising, ain't it?" he replied, opening it out so I could read the message printed 
across the back. 
  'LET HARDON HANDS REACH THE PARTS 
  THAT OTHERS CAN'T.' 
  I frowned at him. "You're bloody joking! You don't really expect me to wear this, do 
you?" But before I had the chance to protest further, he had nipped around behind me 
and pulled the jerkin up my arms. 
  "Now don't yer worry none, Peter boy, it looks just great. And theyʼre paying us good 
money fer yer ter wear it. Think o' what we'll be able ter do with all that extra cash." 
  I groaned, shaking my head in disbelief. Once again I was being conned into doing 
something that was sure to prove disastrous. "Okay then," I agreed begrudgingly, "but if 
I'm going to wear this, then I want the money, understand?" 
  Ignoring me, Uncle Hobart held open the field gate, waving me through. Then off we 
set for Ealford Village; Midge, two hundred boisterous geese, and me. 
  * 
 
  Weʼd just turned into the High Street when I spotted the first signs of trouble. 
Marching towards us was a group of fifty or so angry looking women, carrying placards 
and shouting slogans. At their head strode the indubitable, Miss Pinchard. We met in the 
middle of the long winding high street, bang outside Hardons Massage Parlour and pretty 
quickly there was one big milling crowd; a mixture of screaming women, honking geese, 
and a barking dog trying to round up everything in sight. 



  Miss Pinchard's voice rose above the general melee. "What don't we want?" she 
demanded from her followers. 
  "We don't want Hardons!" they roared back. 
  "When don't we want it?" Miss Pinchard shouted. 
  "Now! Now! Now!" came the reply. 
  Before I knew what was happening, everybody had joined in the chant, shouting, 
"We don't want Hardons! We don't want Hardons!" The noise began to attract the 
attention of passers by and doors flew open as people came out of their houses to swell 
the growing throng. All the extra people milling about caused the geese to take fright and 
they scattered in panic. 
  I sent Midge out to gather them together again. "Midge, come by," I ordered and off 
she went, circling the frightened birds. 
  I heard Miss Pinchard's voice shouting from behind me. "Look there ladies, over 
there. What a nerve. That pervert is actually advertising the place on the back of his 
coat." 
  I felt a hundred pairs of eyes bore into my back and turning around, came face to 
face with the leader of the protest. "You're making a mistake," I tried to reason with her, 
"I'm no pervert, I'm just doing someone a favour, that's all. Now for Christ's sake will you 
go away and let me get on with my job." 
  Turning back to her supporters, Miss Pinchard flapped her placard in the air. "Not 
only does he fornicate ladies, he also takes the Lord's name in vain." 
  The crowd drew nearer. "I'm not a fornicator," I shouted desperately, "I'm just doing 
my job." 
  Miss Pinchard waved a brown envelope over my head. "Do you deny leaving this in 
poor Mrs Tumbutt's shop yesterday morning?" she shouted at me, her eyes wide with 
delight at my discomfort. 
  "Well no, but..." 
  "Ha, he admits it ladies." Deftly pulling the girlie magazine from the envelope, she 
held it aloft for everyone to see. 
  For one brief moment the whole street became silent, then a sharp creak rent the air 
as the door of Hardons Massage Parlour slowly opened. A short, fat man, in a pin 
stripped suit, gingerly stepped out. He stared at the crowd. The crowd stared back. He 
took a stumbling step backwards. The crowd took a shuffling step forwards. Running a 
finger around the inside of his shirt collar, the man nervously licked his lips, taking a deep 
breath. The crowd sighed in unison. Suddenly the fat man lost his nerve and went 
galloping off up the High Street with the baying mob hard on his heels, shouting, 
"Castrate the pervert, castrate the pervert," at the tops of their voices. 
  I heaved a sigh of relief at my escape and carried on gathering up the geese. Iʼd just 
managed to collect them into a manageable group again when I was hit across the 
shoulders with a placard. 
  "Don't think that you've got away with this," Miss Pinchard shouted in my ear, hitting 
me with her placard again. 
  "Get off me, you stupid bloody woman!" I protested. "Get off ... get away from me." 
Midge, taking this as an order, jumped straight into the middle of the geese, scattering 



them all over the place. "Oh bollocks!" I swore, running after a bunch heading straight 
through the open door of Hardons Massage Parlour. 
  The interior of the building was dimly lit, the corridor walls covered in wine-red 
drapes. Pictures of half-naked women hung everywhere and soft music played in the 
background. I followed the noise of the honking geese up a narrow staircase, to find 
myself in a large, well lit room. Stopping on the threshold, my mouth agape, I took in the 
scene. 
  Leaning against one wall was a large wagon-wheel, and handcuffed to this by his 
hands and feet, wearing only a rawhide waistcoat, a pair of cowboy chaps and a ten-
gallon hat, was Detective Inspector Grunt. In the middle of the room, a bucking bronco 
machine was in full motion. Sitting astride the saddle was a young girl dressed in a 
cowboy hat, thigh length boots and spurs. Every time the machine bucked, she brought 
her whip down across Grunt's erect and impressive looking manhood, her shouts of, 
"Yeeha," perfectly timed with Grunt's moans of pleasure. 
  Overwhelmed by the scene I stumbled backwards, treading on a goose. It honked in 
indignation, lunging at me. Jumping backwards, I tripped, staggering into in the middle of 
the room. As I fell, I instinctively threw my arm out for balance, knocking the control lever 
of the bucking bronco horse to its highest setting. The girl's cries of pleasure abruptly 
turned to cries of horror as the machine started bouncing and bucking like some 
demented demon. Smoke issued from deep within the works and, as the bronco reached 
even higher speeds, the girl became a blur. Through the swirling smoke and ear splitting 
screams I could hear a shrill hissing and honking, as every goose in the place let rip. The 
noise was incredible. 
  Suddenly the bucking bronco locked into immobility, throwing the girl clear. She flew 
through the air in a tangle of arms and legs, and I watched awe-struck as she pitched into 
the wagon wheel, knocking it away from the wall. Stepping nimbly aside I held my breath 
as the wheel, with Grunt still attached, rolled ponderously across the room. Reaching the 
top of the stairs, it hesitated for a moment then plunged down with a rumble that shook 
the building. Quickly gathering speed it raced along the hallway, Grunt's terrified screams 
marking its passage through the plate glass front door. 
  Hurrying outside I saw Miss Pinchard standing with her mouth agape, watching the 
wheel wobble its slow way along the pavement towards her. When it finally came to rest 
opposite to where she stood, Grunt found himself suspended upside down, his large 
penis, now shrivelled to half its former glory, pointing at her nose. The tableau stayed that 
way for a few seconds, then slowly, inevitably, the wheel toppled over. Miss Pinchard 
opened her mouth in preparation for a loud scream but all she managed was a strangled 
squawk as Grunt's bruised and battered member slide unremittingly into her mouth. 
Acting instinctively she bit down, hard. 
  It was sometime later, as I was helping the para-medics load Detective Inspector 
Grunt and Miss Pinchard into the back of the ambulance, that the driver called me over. 
"Do us a favour mate," he said, "see if you can find his dick, will you? You never know, 
the doctors just might be able to sew it back on again for the poor sod." 
  I began a desperate search amongst two hundred honking geese, not holding out a 
lot of hope. 



     
     
     
  



 Chapter 21 
 
 
 IN-FLIGHT ENTERTAINMENT 
 
 
     
  "You wait here and watch for our flight departure, I'm going to have a look around 
the Duty Free shop," I told Uncle Hobart. "And keep an eye on our suitcases while I'm 
gone, you know what these places are like. And when they call our flight come and get 
me if I'm not back. And whatever you do, don't..." 
  Uncle Hobart held up a hand. "Fer God's sake, Peter boy, will yer shut up? I ain't a 
little kid yer know." 
  Looking at him with raised eyebrows I pursed my lips, then turned stiffly away. 
  * 
 
  "Will Mr Barns please go to the nearest courtesy phone. Mr Barns to the nearest 
courtesy phone, please." I was in the middle of choosing an expensive bottle of whisky 
when the announcement caught my attention. " ...please go to the nearest courtesy 
phone." 
  Running to the nearest white phone I snatched up the receiver. "Hello, my name's 
Barns. Have you been paging me?" 
  "Your flight has been called twice now Mr Barns and unless you get to the departure 
lounge immediately the plane will be leaving without you." 
  Slamming the receiver back into its cradle I ignored the urgent shouts of the shop 
assistant and hotfooted it through the crowds with thoughts of a ruined holiday looming 
large in my mind. I spotted Uncle Hobart as soon as I entered the large hanger-like 
lounge. He was sitting with his feet up on our suitcases, watching the overhead monitors. 
  Running up, I breathlessly slapped his feet to the floor and stood over him. "For 
God's sake Uncle Hobart!" I shouted between breaths. "Why didn't you call me?" 
  "What's up?" he asked, rubbing his ankle in indignation. 
  "Can't you read or are you just bloody daft, man?" I shouted at him. "They've called 
our flight twice already." I glanced at the departure monitor, then turned back to give him 
another piece of my mind, but my head snapped back in a double take. The monitor 
showed a view of a sunny beach full of bronzed girls wearing scanty red swimming 
costumes. "What?" I asked pointing at the monitor, more than a touch confused. 
  "Thought I'd take look at 'Bum Watch' while I were waiting," Uncle Hobart said with a 
self-satisfied smirk. "All them numbers and things were getting boring, like." 
  "But it's supposed to be showing the flight departure times, not bloody 'Bay Watch'! 
What the hell's going on?" I demanded. 
  Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures, smiling proudly. "I stuck one o' our metal coat-
'angers in the back. Works a treat, don't it?" 
  For a second, I came near to strangling him but just managed to stop myself. I 
wanted to spend the next two weeks in the South of France, not the local nick. 



  "What's that?" Uncle Hobart asked, pointing at my jacket. 
  "Oh shit!" I swore, patting my pocket. I'd run out of the Duty Fee shop without paying 
for the bottle of very expensive whisky. "Come on," I ordered. "I'll pay for it on the plane. 
We haven't got time to go back now." 
  "But if yer..." 
  Not stopping to argue, I grabbed the back of Uncle Hobart's coat collar, pulling him 
off the seat. With him in one hand and my suitcase in the other, I set off for the departure 
gate at a fast run. As he slid across the smooth tiles on his backside, Uncle Hobart's 
shoulder bag swung back and forth in a half circle on its long strap, bowling people over 
like skittles. 
  "Through here, please sir." I followed the smartly dressed attendant, hurrying 
through the metal detector, still dragging Uncle Hobart after me. The alarm went off with a 
discordant shriek and everybody's eyes turned in our direction. "Excuse me sir," the 
attendant smiled down at Uncle Hobart, who was now struggling to stand up. "Do you 
have any metal objects about your person?" 
  Regaining his feet, Uncle Hobart fished about in his pockets for a moment, finally 
pulling out a large bunch of keys. 
  "What the hell did you bring those for?" I asked, exhaling loudly. 
  "Didn't want ter leave 'em with those 'ouse sitters yer 'ired, did I? They might 'ave 
gone through all me stuff if I 'ad." 
  The attendant gently removed the keys from Uncle Hobart's grubby hand and led 
him back to the metal detector which discordantly rejected him for the second time. 
  I shuffled about impatiently. "Come on, come on, get all that stuff out of your pockets 
or we'll miss our bloody plane." 
  "Can't 'elp it, can I?" he complained. "It ain't my fault if I got a bleedin' metal plate in 
me 'ead, is it?" 
  "Metal plate? What the hell are you going on about now?" This was news to me. 
  "Got it in the war, didn't I?" he said, rapping his head. "'Ad 'alf me nut shot off when I 
were fighting in the dessert." 
  "Well that explains a lot," I muttered under my breath. Turning to the attendant, I 
raised my eyebrows and shrugged. Her smile had been replaced with a frown. "What 
now?" I asked. 
  Muttering under her breath, she waved us through. 
  * 
 
  A barrage of shouts and catcalls erupted as we boarded the plane. 
  "About time!" 
  "Hurry it up will you, we haven't got all day!" 
  "Are these the people we've been waiting for mummy?" 
  We were assailed with disparaging remarks from all sides and more grumbling and 
mumbling followed as we pushed our way along the narrow row of seats to our places. 
  I sat down with a sigh, swearing when Uncle Hobart jabbed a sharp elbow into my 
ribs. "Thought yer said yer were going ter get us window seats?" he grumbled. 
  I looked passed Uncle Hobart towards the two window seats I'd booked. One was 



filled to overflowing by a very large, very mean looking man who was wiping sweat from 
his bald head with a hand that would not have been out of place on a gorilla. Sitting next 
to him was a smaller but no less mean looking version, who I guessed to be his son. His 
piggy little eyes and close-cropped hair made him a clone of his father. They looked 
remarkably similar to a boar and piglet that we'd reared on the farm a few years before. 
  I lowered my voice as pig-boy glared at me. "No," I lied, "all the window seats were 
already taken." Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures in annoyance, while I clicked my seat 
belt in contrition. "I didn't know you had a metal plate in your head," I said above the noise 
of the engines as they warmed up. 
  Uncle Hobart smiled, winking at me. "I ain't," he replied. 
  "What was all that about in the airport, then?" I frowned. 
  Fishing about in his back pocket, Uncle Hobart brought out an enormous, silver hip 
flask. "Didn't want 'em finding this, did I? It's full o' me old dad's secret whisky recipe. I 
brewed some up t'other day, which ain't strictly legal like. If they'd 'ave found it they'd 'ave 
probably done us fer running an illicit still or some'at." Uncapping the flask, he took a hefty 
swig then held it out to me. "Want some?" 
  "Great," I moaned, looking at the ceiling. Sighing heavily, I took the flask from his 
hand and had a swallow, then held onto my seat as my head did its best to leave my 
shoulders. After getting my eyes back under control, I took a deep breath, trying to speak. 
"Hhhunnnn ... hhhunnnn ... hhhunnnn," was all I could managed. After taking a few deep 
breaths, I was more successful. "What the hell is that?" I finally managed in something 
slightly above a coarse whisper. 
  Uncle Hobart smiled proudly. "Secret, ain't it? Me dad - God rest 'is soul - taught me 
'ow ter make it. 'E reckoned it'd burn paint off o' woodwork, given 'alf the chance." 
  I was struck by a sudden thought. "It's because you're afraid of flying, isn't it? That's 
what all this is about. The fiasco with the detector and the metal plate in your head. It was 
so they wouldn't find your whisky because you need to be half-pissed to fly." I laughed 
delightedly. "That's it, isn't it?" Uncle Hobart's shoulders slumped and he took another pull 
from his flask, suddenly looking small and wizened. "Why didn't you tell me you were 
afraid of flying?" I asked him gently. 
  "Didn't think it would affect me so bad, not after all this time," he confided in a low 
voice. 
  "What time? What're you on about now?" 
  "Well, when I were a fighter pilot in the war and…" 
  I groaned loudly. "Oh do me a favour, Uncle Hobart. Not more of your crazy war 
stories. I'm really not in the mood." 
  He harrumphed, took another swig of his whisky and promptly fell asleep, which 
didn't surprise me one bit because one sip of that firewater would have knocked out 
Cassius Clay. 
  * 
 
  Returning to my seat, I slumped down. Uncle Hobart raised his eyebrows at me. I 
shook my head. "It's no use," I said quietly, "they're fully booked. No spare seats 
anywhere." 



  We'd spent the past hour being tormented to the point of suicide by pig-boy, who 
was doing everything in his power to make our flight a living hell. His repertoire of 
annoying habits ranged from non-stop accidental kicking, through spilt drinks and sticky 
sweets over our cloths, to insulting remarks about Uncle Hobart's wrinkles. Pig-boy's 
father just smiled indulgently at his son, glaring at us whenever we muttered a half-
hearted complaint under our breaths. I got the distinct impression that any direct criticism 
would be answered with a big fat fist. 
  The stewardess stopped at my seat. "Would you like a drink, sir?" she asked. 
  "I want a drink dad, I want a drink," pig-boy piped up. 
  The stewardess' gaze shifted to pig-dad. "And what would your son like to drink, 
sir?" 
  "Why don't you ask him instead of bothering me when I'm trying to get some sleep?" 
was the surly reply. 
  The stewardess sniffed disdainfully, looking at pig-boy with a forced smile. 
  "I want an orange drink," he shouted, "but a big one this time. Not like the last one, 
that was weeny." 
  The stewardess poured an orange drink into a plastic cup and handed it to me. 
"Would you pass this along to the little boy?" she asked. 
  I passed the drink to Uncle Hobart but when I turned back the stewardess had 
disappeared up the aisle with her trolley. "Hey," I called after her, "what about my drink?" 
She ignored my shouts and kept going. 
  Pig-boy suddenly jumped up, grabbed the orange drink out of Uncle Hobart's hand 
and roughly pushed his way passed us. As he did so, he kicked my ankle and spilt 
orange down the leg of my new trousers. Grinding my teeth together, I swore under my 
breath and dabbed ineffectually at the dark stain with a tissue. As he reached the aisle, 
Pig-boy stuffed his drink into my hand. "Here mister," he ordered, "hold this until I get 
back." So saying, he headed off in the direction of the toilets. 
  Uncle Hobart lent over taking the half-empty plastic cup from my hand. "Give it 'ere," 
he muttered. After checking that pig-dad was still asleep, Uncle Hobart topped up the 
orange drink from his hip flask and winked at me. "There, that should keep the little 
bugger quiet fer awhile." 
  "For goodness sake, Uncle Hobart," I whispered in his ear. "What're you doing?" 
  Ignoring my protest, he carefully placed the doctored drink on the tray, and after pig-
boy had pushed his way back to his seat, Uncle Hobart smiled at him sweetly, patting him 
on his head. "There yer are little boy, there's yer drink." 
  Pig-boy snatched up the plastic cup and downed the lot in one gulp, as though he 
was afraid that Uncle Hobart might pinch it from him. As the alcohol hit the back of his 
throat, pig-boy's eyes bulged and he coughed, splattering orange juice all over Uncle 
Hobart. Swearing profusely Uncle Hobart grabbed pig-boy's ear, twisting it sharply. Pig-
dad's eyes flicked open at his son's squeal of pain and Uncle Hobart quickly let go. 
  "Boy's will be boys, won't they?" Uncle Hobart said with a forced smile. "Tell you 
what little man, why don't I go and get you a refill?" 
  Throwing me a smouldering look, Uncle Hobart set off down the aisle in search of 
the stewardess. I settled back in my seat trying to read the magazine I'd bought at the 



airport. Reading was something I usually enjoyed but I soon gave up, frustrated by the 
constant jostling from the repugnant and undisciplined little monster sitting two seats 
away. Uncle Hobart came shuffling back, handed pig-boy a fresh cup of orange juice, 
smiled knowingly at me and settled back in his seat and it wasn't long before he was 
gently snoring again. 
  * 
 
  "Dad I feel sick." The urgency of the words woke me from a light doze and glancing 
over at pig-boy, I saw at once that his face was a putrid green colour. Before I could warn 
Uncle Hobart what was about to happen, pig-boy threw up all over him. 
  There was no reaction for a moment, then Uncle Hobart twitched his nose a couple 
of times. Slowly opening his eyes, he gazed down in a kind of bemused fascination at the 
mess in his lap. A look of utter repulsion suddenly crossed his face and without uttering a 
word he stood up, yanking pig-boy to his feet by a handful of hair. "Yer little brat," he 
hissed at the small boy. "I've a good mind ter give yer a bleedin' good 'iding!" 
  Jumping up, I quickly pulled Uncle Hobart's hands from around pig-boy's throat. "For 
God's sake," I urged. "Let go, you're strangling him." 
  As Uncle Hobart released his grip, pig-boy dropped to the floor in an ungainly heap 
and began to cry. Pig-dad's eyes snapped open and he lumbered to his feet. My stomach 
sank.. I'd not realised quite how big he was. He bore down on us like a huge bear; red 
faced, jowls quivering, hands outstretched. Moving fast, pig-dad pushed me aside as 
though I was an inconvenient curtain, grabbing Uncle Hobart by the front of his shirt, the 
meaty hand tightened its grip and I watched in dismay as Uncle Hobart was lifted clean 
off his feet. 
  I was gnawing at pig-dad's ear, in the vain hope that it might make him release 
Uncle Hobart, when I heard a sharp metallic click from somewhere behind me. Pig-dad 
unexpectedly loosened his hold on Uncle Hobart's neck and stumbled backwards. The 
expression on Uncle Hobart's face set the hairs on the back of my neck tingling and I 
slowly turned around, drawn by the fear reflected in his eyes, to find myself staring at a 
small black hole. The small black hole suddenly grew to the size of an old fashioned coal 
lid when I realised I was staring down the barrel of a gun. A warm, wet sensation spread 
down my legs. 
  "He's done pee-pee," pig-boy jeered gleefully in his alcoholic haze. 
  As I moved my gaze upwards from the gun to the man who was holding it, a broad 
Mediterranean face, sporting a large floppy moustache and thick black eyebrows, came 
into focus. He smiled, the overhead lights glinting from the gold crowns on his evenly 
spaced teeth. Cold, almost black eyes, stared into mine and I felt my testicles shrivel up 
as they burrowed their way into my stomach. He was one mean looking bastard. 
  His well modulated voice reached to every part of the cabin, its tone matching his 
eyes. "We're taking control of this flight," he said. "Do as you are told and you will be okay. 
Make trouble and my friend over there will take great pleasure in making sure that you 
only do it the once." 
  All eyes swivelled to another man standing by the central exit door. He had an 
implacable expression and a very big pistol. Floppy moustache poked me in the chest 



with the barrel of his gun. "Sit down and shut up," he ordered. 
  "And where the hell do you get off ordering people around like that?" an arrogant 
voice demanded. 
  Holding my breath, I closed my eyes and cringed as pig-dad's words echoed around 
the cabin. He was either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid: I favoured stupid. Floppy 
moustache lent forward, gently inserting the barrel of his gun into one of pig-dad's nostrils. 
Then snapping the gun upwards, he bounced pig-dad's head off the overhead locker with 
a dull thud. Pig-dad's eyes rolled upwards until only the whites showed before he slowly 
collapsed backwards into his seat. As floppy moustache joined his companion by the exit 
door, I made up my mind that pig-dad was indeed incredibly stupid. 
  As I sat back down into my seat, I could hear Uncle Hobart mumbling away to 
himself. "What was that?" I whispered from the corner of my mouth. 
  He clicked his dentures angrily. "I said that swarthy little git deserves a good 'iding 
and I'd do it meself if I were young enough." 
  "For Christ's sake," I hissed urgently. "Will you keep your bloody voice down." 
  "Huh, ain't frightened o' them cretins," he said loudly. 
  "Well I am," I retorted, fidgeting about in my seat. "Have you seen the amount of 
explosives hanging from that guy's belt?" 
  Uncle Hobart's answer was a series of gentle snores. I couldn't believe it, he'd gone 
off to sleep again. 
  * 
 
  The next hour was uneventful, if stressful. Floppy moustache disappeared onto the 
flight deck, while the walking-bomb lounged against the exit door, occasionally picking his 
nose and examining the results. He'd taken off his bulky anorak and now everybody could 
see the collection of small packages hanging around his waist. They sent shivers down 
my spine. 
  "Bloody great," I muttered at the ceiling, "Airport security can sniff out Uncle Hobart's 
hip flask at fifty paces, but ask them to find a bloody bomb." 
  Turning my attention to pig-dad, I saw he was still slumped in his seat, a thin line of 
dried blood tracking down his cheek. Pig-boy, as though in an unconscious imitation of his 
father, sat in a glassy-eyed, drunken stupor, silent for the first time during the flight. The 
plane banked sharply and I felt Uncle Hobart jerk awake beside me. "You alright?" I 
checked. 
  "Yeah, but I could do with a drink. 'Ow about buzzing the stewardess?" 
  "Are you serious?" I pointed at the hijacker and Uncle Hobart's eyes widened when 
he spotted the explosives draped around the man's waist. 
  "Well perhaps later then," he agreed, clicking his dentures thoughtfully. Wriggling 
himself into a more comfortable position in the narrow seat, he looked at me. "So what's 
been going on then?" 
  The plane completed its turn then levelled out again. "Feels like we've changed 
direction," I muttered. 
  The 'Fasten Your Seat Belts' sign flashed on and a voice addressed us over the 
tannoy. "Ladies and Gentlemen this is your captain, please fasten your seat belts. We will 



be landing shortly to refuel." From the calm tone of the pilot's voice you would have been 
forgiven for thinking that nothing out of the ordinary was happening, that we were coming 
in to land at our holiday destination. 
  I heard Uncle Hobart whispering to pig-boy and lent forward, trying to overhear what 
he was saying. Pig-boy's face broke into a broad grin and he nodded enthusiastically. 
From the way his eyes moved independently of each other, I guessed he must have 
downed at least half the contents of Uncle Hobart's hip-flask. Uncle Hobart slipped him a 
ten-pound note, which quickly disappeared down the front of his shirt. The next instant 
pig-boy had dropped onto his hands and knees, disappearing beneath the seats. 
  "What's going on?" I whispered, a sinking sensation starting in the pit of my stomach. 
  "I've bribed 'im ter deliver a secret message ter the pilot," Uncle Hobart confided with 
a wink. 
  "But the hijacker'll spot him as soon as he tries to cross the aisle by the exit door. 
He'll never make it. Anyway, what are you sending the pilot a message for? How's that 
going to help? He already knows all about the hi-jack." 
  "Maybe it's the messenger that counts, not the message," Uncle Hobart whispered, 
laying a finger along the side of his nose. He nodded at the central exit door. "Maybe I've 
convinced 'im that's the pilot's door. After all, it is such a lovely 'ot day. The kind o' day 
when yer just might want ter take a walk" Before I could make any sense of what he was 
saying, Uncle Hobart shouted along the cabin at the hijacker. "Oy you!" he called, pointing 
a gnarled finger at the man. "What've I got ter do ter get ter use the loo around 'ere? I'm 
breaking me bleedin' neck." 
  Pushing himself away from the door the hijacker took a couple of steps into the 
central aisle, a slow smile spreading across his face, a look of sadistic pleasure entering 
his eyes. "Why don't you come down here and find out, old man," he sneered, crooking a 
finger at Uncle Hobart. "Come on, this way." He gestured impatiently with his pistol when 
Uncle Hobart didn't move fast enough. 
  As Uncle Hobart pushed passed me, I grabbed his arm. "Sit down," I pleaded, "don't 
go up there." 
  "And why don't you come too, my friend," the hijacker said to me, looking anything 
but friendly. "I prefer doing things in pairs, it saves a lot of time." His smile broadened as 
he caressed the barrel of his gun. 
  Looking at the passengers for help, I found they all had something more important to 
concentrate on. Uncle Hobart and I slowly walked the length of the aisle towards our 
doom. A movement caught my eye and I spotted pig-boy emerging from beneath the 
seats behind the hijacker. I watched from the corner of my eye as he drunkenly reached 
for the handle of the emergency door, suddenly realising what Uncle Hobart must have 
told him to do. The word, "No" formed on my lips but before I could utter it pig-boy had 
pulled down the release handle and all hell broke loose. 
  The exit door disappeared with an explosive decompression that made my ears pop, 
then my mouth opened in an 'O' of surprise as pig-boy was sucked through the opening. 
And after that things happened very quickly indeed. 
  The hijacker, spun round by the force of escaping air, quickly followed pig-boy, and 
as he did so, his hand struck the doorframe, causing his gun to fire. I felt the bullet graze 



my scalp as it skimmed across my head, shattering the window next to me. The 
toughened glass burst outwards with a whoosh that sucked me off my feet and even 
though Uncle Hobart managed to grab my belt as I flew passed, he didn't have the 
strength to stop me. 
  I unexpectedly found myself stuck feet first, halfway through the window opening, 
my shrieks of terror rebounding from one end of the cabin to the other. As the pressure in 
the aircraft fell a forest of air-tubes dropped from the bulkheads, lending the whole scene 
an air of surrealism. 
  Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures at me. "You alright, Peter boy?" he shouted above 
the din, concern creasing his forehead. 
  "Of course I'm not alright, you bloody idiot!" I screamed back at him. "Get me the hell 
out of here." It was at this moment something grabbed hold of my feet and as they were 
outside the plane at the time, my imagination went in hyper-drive. "Something's got me! 
Something's got me!" I screamed in terror, all the horror films I'd ever seen coming back 
to haunt me. I was convinced I was about to be eaten by some gigantic bird. 
  Uncle Hobart looked out of a window and chuckled quietly. "It's alright, yer can calm 
down," he reassured me. "It's only the little brat. 'E must have been 'anging onto the 
doorframe and now 'e's fallen off. Lucky fer 'im yer legs were 'anging out the window like 
that, otherwise 'e'd be a goner by now." 
  "You!" the hard voice cut through the turmoil, bringing with it an immediate silence. 
Floppy moustache prodded Uncle Hobart with his gun. "What's happening out here? 
Where's my brother?" 
  Uncle Hobart took out his hip flask, offering it with a sheepish smile. "'Ere," he said, 
"I think yer'd better 'ave a drink o' this afore I answer that question." 
  The man's eyes narrowed, but he grabbed the flask from Uncle Hobart, sniffed at it 
suspiciously, then took a deep, long swig. As the liquor hit the back of the hijacker's throat, 
his eyes rolled upwards and I screwed up my face in sympathy. I'd experienced what a 
sip of Uncle Hobart's home-brew could do, but the slug the size he'd just taken would 
sear the skin from the inside of his throat and melt his teeth. As the hijacker's eyes filled 
with tears, rolling around in their sockets, Uncle Hobart snatched his pistol and brought it 
smartly down across his head. Floppy moustache dropped to the floor, out cold. Ripping 
one of the air tubes from the bulkhead, Uncle Hobart tied the man's hands together 
behind his back, then standing up, he looked down at his handiwork with satisfaction. 
Finishing what was left in his flask, he burped loudly, clicked his dentures and smiled 
broadly. 
  "Yer can wipe that self-satisfied smirk off yer face," I warned him. "The timer on his 
bomb has almost run out. I reckon we've got about ten minutes left before we're all blown 
to buggery." 
  The plane landed with a jolt and I felt the vibrations shudder through the framework 
as it sped down the runway. I prayed it didn't pass too near any obstacles or I'd be legless 
in a way that would be more literal than was usual for me. As the plane shuddered to a 
stop everyone disappeared down the emergency chutes, leaving me alone with an 
unconscious hijacker and a bloody great bomb. 
  Then I heard a familiar voice shouting from outside the plane. "Quick, get 'im out 'o 



there yer cretins. There ain't 'ardly no time left." 
  A rope was tied around my ankles and the sound of a revving engine started up. 
Before I knew what was happening, I was popped from the window like a cork from a 
bottle to find myself dangling upside down from the end of a small mobile crane, gyrating 
back and forth as the driver made a mad dash for the airport buildings and safety. We'd 
just reached the front of a large hanger when the plane exploded into a fireball that 
shattered every window in the airport, peppering me with broken glass 
  * 
 
  I was laid out on a stretcher next to Uncle Hobart, who was quickly surrounded by 
the news media wanting to hear the story of how he'd saved everyone from the hijackers. 
As the cameras flashed I lay back, wondering how it was that Uncle Hobart always 
managed to turn a situation to his own advantage. 
  Footsteps sounded alongside my stretcher and turning my head, I squinted my eyes 
against the light, making out the large, red face of Detective Inspector Grunt glowering 
down at me. 
  "Hello Inspector," I greeted him hopefully. "Have you come to congratulate me for 
helping to save everyone on the plane?" 
  A slow smile spread over his face as he shook his head. "No Barns, I've not come to 
congratulate you." He paused, obviously savouring the moment. "Far from it, in fact." A 
vindictive glint entered his eyes. "I've come to arrest you." His teeth gleamed as his smile 
broadened even further. "You see my friend, you left the Duty Free shop at Heathrow 
Airport without paying for one very expensive bottle of fifty year old whisky, didn't you?" 
  Reaching into my tattered jacket pocket, he pulled out the remains of the broken 
bottle, sniffed at it and winked. "Got yah!" he said. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 22 
 
 
 WHAT A GAS 
 
 
     
  Uncle Hobart stuck his head around the kitchen door. "You still in the AA?" he 
shouted. 
  "No," I replied, shaking my head, "I stopped going there about six years ago. I got 
fed up with them telling me it was about time I stopped drinking." 
  "Not the AA, yer cretin." Uncle Hobart rolled his eyes at the ceiling. "The A bleedin' A. 
Yer know, them lot what puts yer car right when it won't start." 
  "Oh, the breakdown service?" 
  "Aye, them lot. Yer still a member, then?" 
  "I never was a member. Why, what's up?" 
  "The bleedin' pickup's broke down, ain't it?" He sounded really fed up. 
  "Well in that case I'd better phone the RAC, hadn't I?" 
  Uncle Hobart glowered at me. "Yer so bleedin' sharp sometimes, it's a wonder yer 
don't cut yerself." Then, after clicking his dentures sharply, he said, "Tell 'em the engine's 
revving like mad but the pickup won't move. I keep telling yer not ter ride the clutch, don't 
I? Probably burnt it out the way yer bleedin' drive." 
  I lent over the table, glaring back at him. "If I rode the clutch half the amount of time 
you do, it'd be having clutch plate babies by now." I growled. "Now do you want me to call 
the RAC or not?" 
  He nodded. "And see if yer can 'urry 'em up, will yer?" 
  "Why, what's the hurry?" 
  "I've made arrangements ter pick up an old gas tank from Frank, ain't I?" 
  "I know I'm going to regret asking this," I answered, "but why do we need an old gas 
tank?" 
  Uncle Hobart studied me closely for a moment, as though talking to an idiot. "To 
store the gas in, 'o course," he finally answered with a shake of his head. 
  "Oh, right,” I replied, slapping my forehead with the palm of my hand. “How stupid of 
me. To store the gas in." I took a deep breath before continuing. "WHAT BLOODY GAS!" 
I almost screamed at him. Sometimes loosing your temper is the only way of getting 
through to Uncle Hobart. 
  Hissing open a can of beer he took a long gulp before answering. "Oh, didn't I tell 
yer then?" I raised my eyebrows as he clicked his dentures, this time a tad thoughtfully, 
realising I was very near the edge. "Must've fergot like," he admitted finally, tossing me a 
can. Then giving an ingratiating smile, he tipped his head to one side, studying the ceiling. 
"I'm going ter make gas out o' cow's crap," he informed me slowly. "And the way I reckon 
it, it should save us a bleedin' fortune on fuel bills." 
  I was really proud of myself. I didn't say a word: not a sigh, not a whimper, not even 
so much as a raised eyebrow. I just turned on my heel, heading for the hall and the 



telephone. 
  * 
 
  Later that afternoon I found Uncle Hobart round at the back of the house, tightening 
a union on some crazy looking contraption he was building. "What's all this, then?" I 
asked him. 
  "It's a gas plant, ain't it?" Straightening up, he nodded at a large drum. "The cowpats 
go in there and get churned up by that big 'andle on top, see? Then the gas comes off 
down this 'ere pipe to this drum 'ere, where it's stored." He tapped the union with his big 
adjustable wrench. "This pipe takes the gas inter the garage." 
  I nodded, trying to look as though I knew what he was talking about. "Well it certainly 
looks impressive," I conceded, "but does it actually work?" 
  I ducked as he swiped at me with the wrench. Then, laughing good-naturedly, I 
made my way over to the cow shed. There was milking to do. 
  * 
 
  I'd just finished supper and was about to crack open a can when a thought suddenly 
popped into my mind, so sticking my head around the lounge door and screwing up my 
face in disgust when I saw Uncle Hobart sitting on the sofa, busily picking pieces of dead 
skin from between his toes, I shouted to him. 
  He glanced up, putting his foot down, dislodging the pile of white flakes that had built 
up on the carpet underneath his foot. "What?" he asked, wide-eyed. 
  "You said, 'garage'." 
  The pile of dead skin wafted up onto the coffee table as he shuffled his feet about. 
"Garage?" he queried with a puzzled frown. 
  I shifted my gaze from the mini snowstorm to his face. "You said, 'Garage'," I 
repeated. "The pipe from the gas plant. You said that it went into the garage." 
  "So?" he asked. 
  "Well, why? What does it into the garage for, shouldn't it come into the house?" 
  "What fer? We're all electric." 
  I sighed heavily. "I know that." 
  "Well why should it come in the 'ouse then? It's fer the car," he explained with a 
proud smile and a click of his dentures. 
  "Car? What car?" Now I was really confused. 
  "The one I'm converting ter run on gas." 
  Uncle Hobart went back to picking at his feet and I wandered back into the kitchen. 
Finishing the contents of my can, I shook my head. I was missing some vital point here. 
Well, I thought, perhaps another beer would help to settle the queasy feeling that had 
started up in the pit of my stomach. 
  * 
 
  "If you think your getting me into that contraption, you've another think coming, "I 
told Uncle Hobart, nodding at the old Lada estate, with the large black balloon attached to 
its roof. 



  "What's wrong with yer, Peter boy?" He lent out of the driver's window, looking at me 
as though I'd insulted him. "We used ter drive 'em all the time during the war. It'll go like a 
bomb, yer'll see." 
  Shaking my head emphatically, I backed away. "Yeah, that's what I'm bloody afraid 
of." 
  He looked even more hurt, then clicked his dentures, raising his eyebrows. "Oh, right, 
he said. "I've got it now. It ain't posh enough fer yer, is it? 'Fraid riding in a Lada'll spoil yer 
image, ain't yer?" 
  "Don't be so bloody daft," I protested. 
  "What then?" he persisted. 
  "Well ... It's just that..." I flapped my hands about helplessly. 
  His smile broadened. "Come on then, get in." 
  Uncle Hobart opened the passenger door and against my better judgement, I 
reluctantly manoeuvred myself into the passenger seat, slumping low in the forlorn hope 
that nobody would see me. As we set off up the lane, the wind rippled the fabric of the 
balloon, sending strange booming noises reverberating throughout the car. 
  Fifteen minutes later we were the subject of pointing fingers and catcalls as we 
swept into Ealford Village. Quite a crowd gathered around us as we stopped at the traffic 
lights in Station Road and I sank even further into my seat. An ice blue, seven series 
BMW drew up alongside and the driver lent forward, looking past his blond companion, a 
huge smirk evident on his face. 
  "What's 'e bleedin' gawking at?" Uncle Hobart grumbled. Winding down his window, 
he stuck his head out. "What's up with yer, yer cretin?" he shouted at the BMW driver. 
  The young man looked down his nose at us. "I was wondering why you've got a 
bouncy castle on the roof of your ... er ... car," he shouted back. "Or is it just a big bag full 
of wind, like you granddad?" 
  Ignoring Uncle Hobart's profanities, the couple drove off with a squeal of tyres. I 
watched the crowd gathering on the pavement. One of them was pointing at the balloon 
and talking excitedly. My curiosity got the better of me so I rolled down the window and 
leant out to see what was causing all the excitement. It was a column of smoke rising 
from the top of the balloon. 
  Pulling my head back in I thumped Uncle Hobart's shoulder. "Quick, move it. Get out 
of the car." 
  "What's up?" he asked, looking around in bewilderment. 
  "That bastard in the BMW's thrown his fag on top of the balloon. It's on fire." 
  "What the 'ell's 'e do that for?" Uncle Hobart complained. 
  "Will you stop asking stupid bloody questions and get out." I was starting to panic 
but before either of us could so much as open a door, we heard a loud explosion above 
our heads which was immediately followed by a whooshing, roaring noise. We were 
suddenly thrown back into ours seats as the Lada accelerating away at a tremendous 
pace. 
  "What the 'ell's going on?" Uncle Hobart shouted in alarm. 
  I twisted around, looking out of the rear window, my mouth dropping open as I saw 
the long tongues of flame shooting out behind us. "The gas has ignited," I shouted above 



the rising din. "It's acting like a rocket motor." 
  Uncle Hobart stamped on the brakes but the Lada just kept on accelerating. He 
pushed the pedal harder but the brakes only juddered in protest, finally giving up their 
unequal struggle with a long drawn out grating noise. A few seconds later we were 
roaring along the road at ninety miles an hour, Uncle Hobart clinging tightly to the 
juddering steering wheel, his eyes wide, his teeth clenched. We passed the BMW doing in 
excess of a hundred, and still accelerating. The driver looked at us in amazement as we 
flashed passed, scorching his paintwork with the long stuttering flame jetting out behind 
us. I watched in a kind of horrified fascination as the speedometer needle reached the far 
side of the scale and wrapped itself around the end stop. Then I did something that I'd not 
done in years. Clasping my hands together, I closed my eyes and prayed. 
  Uncle Hobart's white knuckles grew whiter as his grip tightened on the steering 
wheel. "Sweet Jesus, sweet Jesus," he kept repeating over and over to himself." 
  "Please God, I'll never think bad thoughts again," I promised as we continued to 
accelerate to a velocity that by now must have been a land-speed record for a Lada. A 
blue light began flashing behind us and the familiar hee-haw of a police siren cut through 
the rattles and thuds that were assailing our ears. I lent over, shouting at the top of my 
voice to make myself heard. "Quick, throw the bloody thing in reverse before we blow up." 
  Without interrupting his unconscious litany, Uncle Hobart grabbed the gear-stick and 
slammed the car into reverse gear. A strange, screaming, thumping, sort of sound issued 
from the engine compartment and I ducked as the bonnet shot high into the air, quickly 
followed by bits and pieces of the engine: pistons, tappets, valves and big-ends: filters, 
shafts, cogs and pulley-wheels, all cascading heavenwards in a shower of iridescent alloy. 
The road behind us was soon strewn with thousands of pieces of hot bouncing metal and 
the front tyres of the police car burst as it ran over the jagged pieces, the driver swerving 
from side to side in a desperate struggle to regain control. But the police car clipped the 
curb, flipping over to slide along behind us on its roof, adding to the display, showering 
sparks and pieces of bodywork in all directions. 
  I tore my attention away from the carnage behind us as Uncle Hobart gasped, 
immediately wishing I hadn't. We were fast approaching a level crossing, and the gates 
were closed. Hurtling along the railway track from our left was a very large Inter-City train 
and it didn't take Einstein's mathematics to work out that both the train and ourselves 
were about to enter the same time/space continuum. As my testicles burrowed upwards 
into my intestines, my mouth worked frantically but no matter how hard I tried, I was 
unable to make it work. Then there was an ear splitting crack from beneath the car as the 
prop shaft broke away from the gearbox, the front end dropping onto the road, where, 
amid a shower of flying tarmac, the shaft, acting like a vaulter's pole, flipped us high into 
the air. As the train thundered onto the level crossing, we sailed over the gates, crashing 
onto the roof of a passing carriage. The impact shot Uncle Hobart's dentures straight 
through the windscreen and my glasses off the end of my nose. 
     
  It took a few seconds before either of us could speak. I stared at Uncle Hobart and 
he stared at me. We were both trembling. "You alright?" I whispered, not sure whether I 
was dead or alive. He nodded, working his toothless gums together. I gazed out of the 



window at the passing scenery. "Where do you think we're going?" I asked in a shaky 
voice. 
  "Inverneth, " he lisped. 
  "Wonder what Scotland's like at this time of year?" I muttered. 
  Pursing his lips, Uncle Hobart shrugged, then pulled a can of beer from his pocket. 
As he took his first shaky sip, I struggled out of my trousers, winding down my window to 
dispel the smell. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 23 
 
 
 TECHNO COW 
 
 
     
  The tractor jerked to a stop and I lent out of the trailer to see what was happening. 
"What's up?" I called, spotting a mass of people milling around the farm gate. My heart 
sank when I saw the figure of Miss Pinchard clutching a placard, her mouth the same 
grim thin line it had been the last time we'd met. 
  Uncle Hobart stuck his head out of the tractor. "Get out o' the way, yer bleedin' 
morons," he shouted. "Some o' us 'ave work ter do, even if yer ain't." 
  The crowd stirred restlessly and as we drew nearer, individual voices could be heard. 
  "Shame on you!" 
  "How can you be so cruel?" 
  "It's the likes of you that need shutting up in small crates, not poor innocent 
animals." 
  "Need ruddy hanging your lot does." 
  I groaned, reading the blood-red letters printed on the placards. 'BAN LIVE 
EXPORTS', they read. 
  "What's up with yer, yer bleedin' cretins?" Uncle Hobart shouted back at the crowd. 
"We don't export live animals, we never bleedin' 'ave done." 
  I could tell he was beginning to loose his cool. 
  "You rear them though, don't you?" Miss Pinchard's voice rose above the others. 
"And the people who buy them from you certainly export them, don't they?" 
  Uncle Hobart stuck his middle finger in the air, stamping his foot on the accelerator. 
"Go sit on this yer frigid old bat!" he shouted, driving the tractor straight at her. 
  As Uncle Hobart bore down on them, the crowd hurriedly parted and we crashed 
through our farm gates as though they didn't exist, churning up the muddy track. As we 
thundered passed the crowd they showered us with missiles: rotten eggs, tomatoes, 
apples, bags of flour, even buckets of water and because I was sitting in an open trailer, 
unlike Uncle Hobart safely tucked away in the tractor cab, I took the full force of the 
barrage. By the time we reached the safety of the house, I looked like an oven ready 
deep-pan pizza. 
  Uncle Hobart surveyed the mess the crowd had made of his prized tractor, now 
covered with all sorts of rubbish and disgusting slime. "Stupid buggers, what the 'ell's got 
inter 'em!" he ranted. "What they picking on us fer? We ain't done nothing." 
  "It's that bloody Pinchard woman," I said, wiping some egg off my face. "She's 
behind all this. She's been looking for a way to get back at us, ever since that business 
with the geese." 
  "Well it ain't bleedin' good enough," Uncle Hobart raved, stomping across the yard in 
a temper. 
  I tidied myself up and followed Uncle Hobart into the house, just in time to witness 



him slamming down the telephone. I raised an eyebrow. 
  "Fat lot o' bleedin' good them lot are," he complained. "Always the same, ain't it? 
When yer wants a copper there's never one about, but just yer drop an empty beer can 
on the pavement and watch 'em come crawling out o' the drains." 
  "I take it they're not coming over to sort it out, then?" I guessed. 
  "Too bleedin' busy supping tea!" Uncle Hobart announced. "Call us back if they 
damage any of your property, Mr Tuttershed. Fat lot o' bleedin' good ringing 'em up after 
the damage's done ain't it?" He reached behind the door for his shotgun, plonking his 
cloth cap on his head. "Come on," he ordered, "we'll 'ave ter sort 'em out ourselves." 
  "Hang on a minute," I shouted, stopping him before he'd opened the door. "For 
God's sake, you're already waiting a court appearance for using that thing." Uncle Hobart 
shrugged me off and I followed him out as he disappeared through the front door, just in 
time to knock his shotgun upwards as he fired at the crowd. The noise of the blast set my 
ears ringing, and the birds in a nearby rookery reeling into the sky. As one, the crowd 
turned, staring at us in a stunned silence. 
  "Sling yer bleedin' 'ooks, the lot o' yer!" Uncle Hobart shouted at them, raising his 
shotgun again. 
  "Will you pack it in," I pleaded, wrestling the gun from his him. "You'll get us both 
bloody arrested, you silly old sod. You can't just go around shooting at people whenever 
you feel like it!" 
  "It's only loaded with rice, yer silly sod. It won't do no 'arm, will it?" 
  As I took the gun from him, Uncle Hobart stuck his hands in his pockets, muttering 
something I didn't catch, sulkily clicking his dentures before flouncing off back to the 
house. 
  I thought I'd better try and calm things down a bit, so resting the barrel of the 
shotgun over my shoulder, I made my way towards the demonstrators, still gathered in a 
tight knot, talking excitedly and gesturing at the house. I'd walked perhaps twenty feet 
when a police car roared up the lane, slithering to a stop in the yard, showering me with 
mud. As the driver's door flew open, a shadowy figure jumped out and crouched down 
behind it. 
  I groaned. I'd been here before. 
  "Okay Barns," a voice bellowed at me. "Drop that weapon now and get down on the 
ground." 
  "But..." 
  "NOW!" The wind from a bullet ruffled my hair and without further argument, I threw 
myself flat on my stomach, burrowing my way into the thick mud in case any more lead 
came flying my way. 
  Footsteps squelched level with my head and I squinted up at Detective Inspector 
Grunt. He stood over me with an enormous smile spread across his face. "Well, well, well, 
and what have we here?" Bending over, he picked up the shotgun, examining it happily. 
"I've got you bang to rights this time, you little turd. Going armed with intent. Shooting at 
members of the public. Causing an affray. Shall I continue?" His smile grew even wider as 
he contemplated my future. I hoped it would continue to grow, until it met at the back of 
his neck and the top his head fell off. But it was a forlorn hope and I was soon brought 



back to reality. "This time I'm going to lock you up and throw the damned key away," he 
crowed. 
  "But..." I said. 
  "Shooter, get over here and give me a hand," Grunt ordered, grabbing me by my 
shirtfront, pulling me to my feet. Any further protest was cut off, along with my ability to 
breathe, as the collar of my shirt dug deeply into my neck. "Cuff him and get him down to 
the station while I have a word with that other Neanderthal that lives here." 
  "But..." I said. 
  Sergeant Shooter gently tugged at the crook of my arm. "Come on mate, its no use 
trying to talk your way out of this one. You've gone much too far this time." 
  "But..." I said. 
  Shooter put his hand on the top off my head, guiding me into the back of the police 
car. 
  "But..." I said. 
  The car door slammed with a solid thunk and we roared off up the lane towards 
Ealford police station. 
  "But... I didn't do anything, " I finally managed, in a small, hurt, voice. 
  "That's what they all say, mate," the police driver informed me over his shoulder, 
flicking on the siren before putting his boot to the floor and acting out his fantasy of being 
a formula-one racing driver. 
  * 
 
  The flashes of blue light around the edge of the milking-parlour door reminded me of 
the other flashing blue light that had started my present predicament, and that didn't help 
my already frayed temper one little bit. Shading my eyes from the welding arc, I opened 
the door and went inside. Sitting on a bail of straw, I pulled off my shoe and rubbed my 
foot. It was damned sore, which was no surprise as I'd been forced to walk home from 
Ealford Police Station, Grunt having flatly refused to arrange a lift for me. 
  Uncle Hobart flipped up his welding mask as I sat down and nodded at me. "So 
where yer been then?" he asked. "I were getting kind o' worried." I resisted the temptation 
of barbecuing him with his own welding torch, smiling patiently instead. "Well?" he 
prompted after a few moments. 
  Sighing, I rubbed my hand over my hair. "At the police station, as you well know," I 
answered. "Shooter explained how you told him it was you who fired the gun, that you'd 
dropped it and it had gone off by accident." I coughed out a disbelieving half-laugh. "He 
said that you hadn't realised that it was loaded. That you were just trying to frighten the 
crowd away because they were damaging our fences. That you were very sorry and that 
it wouldn't happen again." 
  Uncle Hobart nodded vigorously, smiling broadly. "Yeah," he agreed, clicking his 
dentures excitedly, "and the silly bugger believed me too!" He chuckled lightly at his own 
cleverness. 
  "Yeah, well don't be so sure about that," I warned him. "He reckons that Grunt's got 
it in for us and is just biding his time. Seems he's still trying to live down the 
embarrassment of having to explain to his Chief Constable what he was doing in Hardons 



Massage Parlour the other month." 
  Uncle Hobart grunted, flipping down his welding mask again. I shaded my eyes as 
he carried on welding a section of steel pipe. 
  "What're you doing anyway?" I asked him when he came up for air again. 
  Wiping the back of his hand across his mouth, Uncle Hobart nodded at a pile of beer 
cans on the workbench. "Thirsty work this 'ere welding, that's fer sure." 
  I cracked open a can and passed it to him. Taking a long pull from it, he sighed 
contentedly. 
  "Well?" I prompted. 
  Burping loudly, he indicated the pipe he'd just finished welding with a tilt of the can. 
"Making an automatic milking machine, ain't I?" 
  "An automatic milking machine?" I repeated uncomprehendingly. 
  He nodded. "Yeah. Read about it in one o' them farming magazines a few weeks 
ago. Seems as it's the latest thing in Auzzie Land. Milks and feeds the cows fer yer, 
automatic like. Costs thousands o' pounds ter buy one o' course. So I thought I'd get 
some bits and pieces tergether and knock us one up, like." 
  "You thought you'd get some bits and pieces together and knock us one up," I 
repeated in an incredulous tone, stunned by his audacity. "A machine that costs 
thousands of pounds to develop and build, that brings together years of skill and research 
in computer technology and liquid flow theory. And you just thought you'd get some bits 
and pieces together and knock us one up." 
  Uncle Hobart looked offended. "Aye," he said, nodding vigorously. 
  "What the hell do you know about automatic milking machines for Christ's sake?" My 
body began shaking with helpless laughter. "Sometimes I think you live on a different 
planet to the rest of us, do you know that." 
  "I know about them kind o' things," Uncle Hobart protested. "Anyway, it's a bleedin' 
milking machine, ain't it? Not some spaceship or some'at." He turned back to his welding 
in a huff and I could tell from the set of his shoulders that I'd really upset him. I sat 
watching silently as he banged and crashed about the barn, attaching various bits and 
bobs to the machine he was building. Finally, he bolted the last piece in place and stood 
back proudly. "Finished it," he told me in a defiant tone. 
  I ignored his challenge and nodded at him. "Right," I answered. 
  He headed for the door. "Yer coming or what?" he called over his shoulder. 
  "Wouldn't miss it for the world," I assured him sardonically. 
  Outside Uncle Hobart led the way to a small paddock he had fenced off. It was 
shaped like a long funnel, with the narrow end opening onto a new door cut into the side 
of the milking parlour. Striding over to a black box bolted onto the post of the paddock 
gate, he tapped it with a grimy finger. "Right then," he said, "I've been teaching the cows 
ter come in fer milking when this 'ere bell rings, right?" 
  I nodded slowly. "Right," I agreed." I'd been wondering what that was all about but 
had been too wary to ask, in case it spelt more trouble. 
  Throwing out his chest, Uncle Hobart proudly slipped his thumbs behind his braces, 
taking up the stance of a college lecturer. "Well this is 'ow it's done, yer see. He nodded at 
the box. "It's a time switch and it rings the bell, morning and night." 



  "Clever!" I observed, my voice dripping with sarcasm. 
  Uncle Hobart sighed heavily. "Do yer 'ave ter take the piss like that?" he demanded, 
pressing a button on the side of the box. This started the bell ringing and a few moments 
later the first of the cattle began drifting down the field towards us. "Watch this," he said 
proudly as the nearest animal wandered into the mouth of the tunnel. "See, it's trodden on 
the pressure switch that starts things up." When the cow tripped the switch, a hook-
shaped metal arm swung out over its back, another doing the same beneath its belly, and 
as the arms gently guided the cow into the milking parlour, Uncle Hobart followed along 
behind like a proud father whose small child had won some school prize. "Come on then, 
get a move on or you;ll miss it," he shouted at me over his shoulder. 
  I trailed along after them into the barn. The air inside was heavy with a warm mist, 
caused by a machine spraying water over the cow as it was guided along. Next, four 
whirling brushes popped out of a recess in the wall and began scrubbing the animal 
vigorously from head to tail. It cudded contentedly, obviously enjoying every minute of the 
treatment. 
  Uncle Hobart nodded at the whirling brushes. "Got the idea from the car wash in 
Ken's Garage," he explained. 
  Pursing my lips, I watched in silent fascination as the cow was taken through into 
the next section. Here warm air was blasted over the animal and a stiff-bristled brush 
combed out the tangled coat. By now the cow's hide was gleaming brightly in the 
overhead lights. Finally, guided into a stall, it waited patiently as a measured amount of 
food dropped from an overhead hopper into a trough. As it tucked into the feed, a milking 
cluster swung out, clamping itself to the cow's bulging udder. With a hiss of compressed 
air, the pumps started up and with a soft chug, chug, began extracting the milk. 
  I turned to Uncle Hobart with a look of wide-eyed wonderment. "Good God Uncle 
Hobart," I said, "you've actually done it. You've built an automatic milking machine, and it 
works!" 
  * 
 
  There was a honking and hooting, and a flapping and a hissing, and I was aware 
that Detective Inspector Grunt was close behind me, his webbed feet splatting in the mud 
as he waved his feathered arms over my head. I started to bog down in the sticky goo 
and he gained ground on me, his hissing breath stirring the hairs on the back of my neck. 
I glanced back over my shoulder, screaming in terror as his mouth extended into a long, 
hard, beak, which then clamped onto the end of my nose with a force that left my eyes 
watering. As I struggled desperately to release it, the beak twisted this way and that, 
causing tears to flow down my cheeks. 
  Snapping awake, I blinked my eyes and the patterns on the bedroom wallpaper 
came into focus. I was lying with my head thrown back, my nose caught between the 
metal bars of the old fashioned bed-head, staring up at the wall. Gingerly extracted myself 
from the metalwork, I sat up, heaving a shuddering sigh of relief that it had only been a 
dream. Fluffing up my pillows, I closed my eyes and tried to settle down to sleep again, 
but just as Iʼd reached that delightful stage between sleep and wakefulness, where 
troubles cease to exist, I heard a goose honk loudly. Pulling the sheet further over my 



head, I tried to ignore it, but a short while later it came again. Griselda must be having her 
own nightmares, I thought. 
  The next honk was louder, with that special edge she used whenever a stranger was 
about. Swearing, I threw off the covers and sat up. A beam of light flashed across the 
bedroom ceiling and I hurried to the window to see what was going on. As I looked out, I 
spotted two black-clad figures creeping about in the front yard. I watched them for a 
moment then ran lightly across the landing, throwing open Uncle Hobart's bedroom door. 
  "Hey. Hey, wake up," I ordered, shaking Uncle Hobart, clamping my hand over his 
mouth so he wouldnʼt shout out in alarm, I shook him again. "Come on," I whispered 
urgently. His eyes slowly opened as he struggled upright, reaching for the bedside light. I 
slapped his hand away. "No, don't do that. Come on, over here." 
  As Uncle Hobart joined me at the window, I pointed out the two figures sneaking 
about below. "What the 'ell're they up to?" he mumbled sleepily. 
  I shrugged. "I don't know, and I'm not hanging around to find out. You put your teeth 
in and keep an eye on them while I go and phone the police." 
  Uncle Hobart shook his head in protest. "Fat lot o' bleedin' good them lot'll do," he 
protested. "Come on, we'll take care o' this ourselves." Grabbing his gun from behind the 
bedroom door, he clicked the safety catch off and ran down the stairs. I kept close behind 
him as he ran along the hall and out the front door into the moonlight. "Oy, you two!" he 
shouted at the intruders, "What're yer sneaking around 'ere for?" 
  They froze as soon as they heard Uncle Hobartʼs voice, but I could sense they were 
about to bolt. Before they did, Uncle Hobart let loose with a charge of buckshot. The 
ground puffed up around their feet and they took off like a couple of frightened rabbits, 
straight into the cone shaped paddock. As they pounded across the pressure switch that 
started the automatic milking machine, metal arms shot out and grabbed them; one by the 
hair, the other between the legs, and they were dragged, kicking and screaming, into the 
milking-parlour. 
  Running through the main door, I turned on the overhead lighting. "Quick, turn off 
the machine," I called. 
  "Yer bleedin' joking," Uncle Hobart growled, shaking his head vigorously, a 
determined look in his eyes. 
  The intruders were sprayed with hot, sudsy water, then scrubbed by two sets of stiff 
bristled brushes. The first set ripped off most of their clothing and the second quickly 
finished the job, leaving two very sorry looking, very naked, individuals. 
  "Get this thing off me!" Detective Inspector Grunt screamed as the last of his 
clothing disappeared into the maw of the whirring machinery. His companion, Miss 
Pinchard, said nothing, just whimpered quietly as the shiny, chrome-plated milking cluster 
clamped itself onto her sagging breasts and began pulsating in time with the powerful 
milking pumps. Another set wavered around Grunt's nether regions, where it hesitated for 
a moment, as though searching for the best place to strike. Making up its mind, it finally 
flung itself at his genitalia with a loud slurping noise. 
  "Uncle Hobart, tell me something." I said as we turned out the lights and left the 
milking-parlour. 
  "What's that, Peter boy?" he answered with a soft smile. 



  "How long does the milking cycle take?" 
  "About fifteen minutes, I reckon." 
  I chuckled quietly. "Well, in that case, I sure hope that surgeon used really strong 
cotton to sew Grunt's dick back on after his accident with the geese." 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 24 
 
 
 DING DONG MERRILY ON HIGH 
 
 
     
  As soon as the car stopped, Aunt Martha hopped out to inspect the flowerbeds 
bordering the police station car park. I unwound myself from the car, pulled my coat collar 
tighter against the raw wind and joined her. 
  "Camellias," she told me as I stopped beside her, "I've always loved camellias." 
  "Oh, right," I answered, my breath punctuated by bursts of grey mist condensing on 
the cold winter air. 
  "Christmas roses," she mused, more to herself than me. "Aren't they beautiful?" 
  "Well, being as it's Christmas, perhaps I'd better pick you some?" I suggested. 
  Leaning over the low hedge I started picking blooms for her but as I did so, a 
window shot open with a clatter that made us both jump. 
  A hard-edged voice boomed out across the car park at us. "Touch those plants 
again and you'll be eating your Christmas turkey in the ruddy police cells!" Detective 
Inspector Grunt shouted. "Now sod off, before I set the police dogs on you." 
  I sheepishly withdrew my hand, raising my eyebrows at Aunt Martha. 
  "Come on Peter," she said, pulling at my elbow. "I really don't know what the world's 
coming to when decent people can't admire a few beautiful flowers without being shouted 
at. It's no wonder that young people have no respect for the forces of law-and-order, if 
that's how they behave." 
  The window slammed shut again and we slid ourselves into the car. I winked at Aunt 
Martha, placing four white blooms on the dashboard. She tutted, shaking her head at me, 
but smiled happily as she picked them up, holding them to her prodigious nose. 
  "Happy Christmas from Detective Inspector Grunt," I said with a wide grin. 
  * 
 
  "For goodness sake, Uncle Hobart, don't talk such rubbish!" I said. 
  "It's true," he snapped back, "I read it in the National Geographic when I were at the 
dentist t'other day. People are paying good money for unusual pets. And there's nowt 
more unusual than a skunk, is there? They de-scent 'em somehow first, o' course. 
They're a status symbols, ain't they? Anyway, the magazine reckoned as there's lots o' 
money being paid for 'em." 
  We were stuck at the back of the pub, pushed up against an arch that led out to the 
toilets and every time someone wanted to use the loo, I was forced to take part in a 
shuffling dance with them. Whilst this was quite enjoyable when it was a young girl, 
cuddling up to some sweaty farm labourer who hadn't washed for a couple of days, wasn't 
my idea of fun; especially as some of them worked at the local pig-farm. 
  I lent over Uncle Hobart, shouting in his ear above the noise of the latest Spice Girls 
hit blasting from a set of speakers six inches above our heads. "Come on," I pleaded, 



"let's go somewhere else, I can't hear myself think in here." 
  He nodded at the toilet, indicating he wanted to pay a visit first and I pushed through 
the crowd after him. The toilet was an oasis of silence and I sighed heartily, unzipping my 
trousers, standing at the urinal playing chase the butt-end along the gutter. "This skunk 
thing," I said, "do you really think we could make money at it?" 
  "Sure," he replied, "there's loads o' money ter be made out o' skunk." 
  Someone coughed quietly in one of the stalls, rustling some toilet paper. 
  "But we don't know anything about it," I protested. 
  Uncle Hobart considered my objection for a few moments, then clicked his dentures 
at me. "Reckon yer just grow 'em and sell 'em," he said finally. "What's ter know?" He 
shrugged. "Tell yer what, I've a mate name o' Doby who could set us up like. 'E went off 
ter America ter get married years ago, I bet 'e'd send us some over ter give us a start if I 
asked 'im." Uncle Hobart zipped up and clicked his dentures again. "Then all we'd 'ave ter 
do is sell the skunk and make ourselves some easy money." 
  "Skunk eh?" I contemplated. "Well, I'll think about it, okay?" 
  * 
 
  I was clearing snow from the back path when I heard an indistinct shout. Iʼd been 
humming to myself, so wasnʼt sure if Iʼd actually heard anything or not. Hearing nothing 
more, I carried on pushing the big red plastic scoop. It was three days before Christmas 
and I was looking forward to the festivities. Christmas had never held much joy for me in 
the past. Both my parents died in a car crash when I was just a kid and Iʼd never forgotten 
that miserable Christmas day all those years ago. What six year old would, coming down 
to open his presents to be told both his parents were dead? 
  Iʼd passed through a succession of homes and hostels, which made me a bit of a 
loner, so while everyone else was busy celebrating the birth of Christianity, I usually shut 
myself away in my room, reading a book. This year though, it was going to be different. 
This year, for the first time, I was going to celebrate Christmas with people that I could 
really call family. I was looking forward to it, and had planned some special surprises for 
Uncle Hobart and Aunt Martha. I could picture their broad smiles as they opened my gifts 
to them. 
  There it was again, a shout. Leaning on my shovel, I listened intently and yes, I had 
been right, someone was shouting for help. My stomach flipped, it sounded very much 
like Uncle Hobart. Dropping the shovel. I ran around the side of the house, wondering 
what the silly old sod had done this time. It took a long search but I eventually found him 
crouching on the roof of the garden shed. 
  "What're you doing up there?" I shouted up to him. 
  "I'm stuck," he called back. "I can't get back down. Don't just stand there yer cretin, 
give us a bleedin' n 'and." He was hanging on precariously to the apex of the frost-
covered roof, shivering with the cold. 
  "What the hell did you climb up there for?" I asked, not really certain that I wanted to 
know the answer. 
  Uncle Hobart slid a couple of inches and clutched at the ridge in fright. There was a 
definite note of panic in his voice as he lambasted me for not moving quickly enough. 



"Will yer 'urry it up?" he demanded. "I'm freezing me bleedin' goolies off up 'ere." 
  Climbing onto the fence that ran along the back lane, I put a knee on top of the open 
shed door and levered myself onto the roof. The snow and ice made the climb slippery 
and I heaved a sigh of relief as I finally managed to haul myself astride the ridge. I began 
inching my way towards him. "Hang on," I called, "I'm almost there." 
  Uncle Hobart turned his head to look at me and I could tell from the expression on 
his face, I was going to be far too late. Giving a short cry, Uncle Hobart lost his grip and 
began sliding down the roof, gathering speed as he went. I instinctively made a grab for 
him, which was a big mistake because I overbalanced, fell forwards onto my face and 
began a slippery decent after him. I somehow managed to get my feet under me, 
spending the next few heart-stopping moments running on the spot as my feet slipped on 
the icy asphalt. The unequal struggle didnʼt last long before my feet finally shot out from 
under me and I crashed down onto the roof again. 
  A sharp crack followed my landing as the roof collapsed, pitching me down into the 
interior of the shed. I landed on my back across the lawn mower, in the 'V' shape where 
the handles join the cylinder sides. My head was resting on the cylinder and my legs were 
draped over the bar that supported the rubber-covered handles. I groaned softly, vaguely 
aware that Uncle Hobart was standing over me, three blurry figures, slowly swimming in 
and out of focus. 
  Struggling upright, I made a grab for one of the rubber grips, hearing Uncle Hobart 
shout a warning. My hand hit the starter button, spluttering the mower into life. Frantically 
trying to dismount the trembling machine, I swung my legs sideways, catching my trouser 
cuff on the clutch lever, which engaged the drive. The mower shuddered twice, blasted 
hot exhaust gasses into my left ear, then took off like a pip squeezed between thumb and 
forefinger. As the mower propelled me along the shed floor at an ever-increasing speed, I 
was vaguely aware of strange, violet coloured lights flashing passed overhead, and when 
it mounted a line of grow-bags, the blades clattered into life, cropping neat strips from my 
hair, until I ended up looking like some seventies punk star. 
  Hitting the end of the shed at full tilt, the mower crashed through the wall, splintering 
the weatherboards outwards in a shower of matchwood. As I shot into the garden, more 
of my hair disappeared and I was now practically bald. The mower continued racing 
around the front garden like some demented piece of machinery from Terminator II, until 
a snowdrift finally put paid to its attempts at escape. By the time Uncle Hobart dug me out, 
I was shivering uncontrollably and turning a very worrying shade of blue. 
     
  * 
 
  I nailed the last of the weatherboards over the hole in the shed wall and sat down in 
the old armchair that Uncle Hobart kept there. He was sitting on his workbench, drinking 
from a can of beer and tossed me one as I sat down, hissing open another for himself. 
Cocking an eyebrow at me he frowned. "Well," he said, "I suppose I owe yer an 
explanation, don't I?" 
  "Bloody right!" I agreed with some feeling. 
  He looked about in an embarrassed silence for a moment, then gave a shrug. 



Jumping down from the workbench, he dug around underneath, and after a lot of cursing, 
finally pulled out a bundle of red cloth. Spreading it out on the worktop, he stood back. 
  "A Father Christmas outfit?" I said, rubbing my fingers along the white trimmings. 
  "S'right," he agreed sheepishly. "Yer see, I were up on the shed roof 'cos I were 
practising climbing fer when I deliver the Christmas presies." 
  My face lit up with a broad smile. "You mean you're going to climb onto the roof and 
put our presents down the chimney, dressed up as Father Christmas?" When Uncle 
Hobart nodded, I clapped my hands at the picture that brought to mind. "Just wait 'till I tell 
Aunt Martha about this," I crowed in delight. "She'll love this one." 
  Holding up his hand, Uncle Hobart gave me an earnest look, the fine wrinkles lining 
his weathered face deepening. "Don't tell Martha, Peter boy," he said, "it'll spoil the 
surprise I've got lined up fer 'er." Then looking around at the wreckage in the shed, he 
shook his head. "Mind yer, I'm not sure if I can save anything from this lot." 
  I followed his gaze, taking in the scene. To keep in the heat, Uncle Hobart had lined 
the inside of the shed with polystyrene and he'd set up an automatic system to keep the 
twenty or so grow-bags placed along each wall well watered. Violet-blue, quick-grow, 
tubular lighting was strung over the bags, bathing the mixture of vegetables and plants 
growing in the rich peat with a soft light, but unfortunately, the escaping mower had 
destroyed the majority of them. 
  "Thought it would be nice ter grow some special veggies fer our Christmas dinner, 
like" Uncle Hobart commented in a subdued voice, looking around at what was left; 
mostly denuded stalks and some scraggy foliage. "Oh well," he said, sounding a touch 
more enthusiastic, "perhaps there's still a chance of saving some o' 'em." 
  * 
 
  "Happy Christmas, Uncle Hobart. Happy Christmas, Aunt Martha." My voice 
sounded over-emotional, but whether from all the excitement or all the alcohol I'd 
consumed since getting up that morning, was anyone's guess. 
  It was Christmas Eve and we had decided to give each other our presents early so 
that we could have a long lay-in on Christmas morning. I watched Uncle Hobart and Aunt 
Martha open the presents I'd given them, my heart filling with all the Christmases I'd lost 
as a child. Quickly turning away, I studied the cards lining the mantle, not wanting anyone 
to spot the tears in my eyes. 
  As I turned back, Uncle Hobart held up the bright yellow cardigan that Aunt Martha 
had knitted for him, winking at me. "I'll just go and get your present now," he told Aunt 
Martha. "Peter here'll keep yer entertained while I'm gone, won't yer?" Flashing me a 
warning look, he scuttled through the door. 
  I was pouring Aunt Martha another port when we heard a clatter from outside, 
followed by a light tapping on the roof. "Santa Clause arriving," I thought to myself, 
picturing Uncle Hobart tottering across the roof tiles, present in hand. 
  "What on earth's that?" Aunt Martha asked, glancing up at the ceiling. 
  "It's ... er ... Its probably..." I faltered to a stop, wondering how I was going to divert 
her attention away from the racket on the roof until Uncle Hobart finally made his 
appearance in the fireplace. As it happened, I needn't have worried about diverting Aunt 



Martha's attention, because the local police did just that for me. 
  The front door suddenly exploded inwards amid a shower of splintering wood as 
twenty very large and very aggressive looking policemen tumbled into the hall and before 
we had a chance to do so much as pull a cracker, Aunt Martha and I were surrounded by 
armed police in riot gear. We were being handcuffed and read our 'rights' when Detective 
Inspector Grunt strolled in, a huge grin distorting his usually sullen face. 
  "Well, Barns," he rumbled, nodding at me, "I've got you bang to rights this time, old 
son." He tutted, shaking his head and smiling expansively at some private thought. 
"Getting involved in drug dealing was a very stupid mistake, even for a couple of idiots 
like you and that no good uncle of yours." Pushing his face close to mine, he glared at me 
and I caught the faint whiff of whisky on his breath. "Now tell me," he growled menacingly, 
"where's that seedy little short-arsed uncle of yours got to?" 
  * 
 
  "For the hundredth time Inspector, they're just bloody vegetables." I insisted wearily. 
  Grunt was sitting opposite me, across the interview table. Sergeant Shooter sat at 
his side, taking notes. A young solicitor's clerk was seated off to one side, looking a bit 
overwhelmed by it all. I knew just how he felt. 
  Trying to ignore the gentle whirling noises of the recording equipment, I sighed 
loudly and flopped back into the uncomfortable, red plastic chair. It had been a long night, 
I was depressed and disillusioned. Being interviewed by Detective Inspector Grunt was 
not my idea of an ideal way to spend Christmas Day. 
  "Let's start again, shall we?" Grunt growled. "Where did you get the drugs that you 
were growing? And who were you selling them to?" He lent forward, fixing me with his 
dark eyes. "Well?" But before I could protest my innocence again, he held up a hand to 
forestall my answer. "Don't bother denying it, Barns. You and that no good uncle of yours 
have been growing marihuana in your shed, I know that. Come on, admit it man. You did, 
didn't you? I've sent samples to the lab boys, you know. They'll confirm what those plants 
are. There'll be no denying it then. Come on, there's no point in keeping up this pretence 
that you're innocence. Your best bet is to confess and make a clean breast of it. It'll go 
easier for you in the long run if you do." 
  "Er..." The solicitor's clerk held up a hand but Grunt gave him a withering look and 
the clerk went back to picking the loose flesh around the quicks of his fingers. 
  "I know it was your uncle who talked you into this, Peter." Grunt's harsh voice carried 
across the table to me. He was trying to sound friendly but failing miserably. "He's the one 
that thought up this scam of growing marihuana, wasn't he?" I looked at Grunt as though 
he'd gone completely demented, then rolled my eyes towards the ceiling. "I overheard 
you," he continued, leaning forward on his elbows. "The other night, in the toilet at the 
Duck and Anvil. I was having a dump and I overheard you and your uncle talking about it." 
  "Talking about what?" I couldn't make sense of what he was saying. 
  "Skunk," Grunt persisted, "you were talking about growing skunk." 
  I looked at him with a blank expression. "Just what the hell's growing skunks got to 
do with it?" 
  "Don't try and deny it, Barns," Grunt growled menacingly, reverting to type. "I broke 



into that shed of yours and saw it with my own eyes." His forehead furrowed. "A classic 
set-up if ever I saw one. Lights, irrigation, grow-bags, the bloody works. I've seen it all 
before, a hundred times, so don't try and act the innocent with me." 
  "But..." I began my protestations again, stopping as a sudden thought pushed it way 
into my mind. It almost sounded as if Grunt thought that we had been growing ... but I 
quickly pushed the thought away. It was too ridiculous for words. 
  "But ... what?" Grunt wanted to know. 
  "But they're vegetables," I told him again. "Vegetables for our Christmas dinner." 
  Grunt's expression didn't change straight away, it took a few seconds to build. First a 
small tick appeared in the corner of his mouth, then his eyes closed tightly, then he threw 
back his head, filling the room with raucous laughter. "Did you hear that, Shooter?" he 
spluttered ecstatically. "Vegetables for his Christmas dinner. Now I've heard the bloody 
lot!" 
  A soft knock interrupted proceedings and Grunt wiped the tears from his eyes, 
indicating that Shooter should answer it. I heard the soft murmuring of voices, then 
Shooter closed the door and came back to the table. Sitting down, he carefully placed a 
sheath of papers in front of Grunt, smoothing them out gently, a worried expression on his 
face. 
  "Ah, the lab reports," Grunt guessed. 
  Shooter nodded, throwing the solicitor's clerk a concerned look. "I think..." he began, 
but Grunt cut him short. 
  "Leave the thinking to me, old son," Grunt said, turning to me with a condescending 
smile. "Well, Barns, let's see what the report says, shall we?" Spreading the papers out in 
front of him, he began reading aloud, his voice growing more incredulous as he 
proceeded. "...mostly consisting of vegetables and other common garden plants. Brussel-
sprouts, tomatoes, peppers..." his voice faded away as he scanned the rest of the 
document. Finally, screwing the report into a tight ball, Grunt leapt to his feet with his fists 
clenched tightly at his sides, breathing noisily through his open mouth, his face 
dangerously swollen with suffused blood. It looked as though he was about to explode. 
"You bloody idiot," he screamed at Sergeant Shooter. "Why didn't you take samples of 
everything growing in the shed, like I told you to?" 
  Shooter frowned at the verbal assault. "But I did," he protested. 
  "Well why the hell is there no trace of the skunk then?" Grunt shouted, causing fine 
particles of dust to drift down from the light fittings. "Where is it? What the hell have those 
two imbeciles done with it?" 
  I glanced at the solicitor's clerk, raising my eyebrows. 
  "Skunk," he responded, happy to be part of the proceedings at last, "is a Class A 
drug. A very potent form of Marihuana, only recently available in Britain. Very strong and 
very expensive" 
  "Skunk's a drug?" I repeated with incredulity as that old familiar feeling started in the 
pit of my stomach. 
  "That's right," the clerk confirmed with a nod. 
  "But we were talking about skunks," I said, turning to Shooter. "You know, skunks. 
Those black and white stripped things that look like giant squirrels. Big bushy tails and 



really smelly arses." 
  A palpable silence descended on the room and we all sat staring at each other. 
Detective Inspector Grunt was turning an unusual puce colour, while Sergeant Shooter 
was looking distinctly uncomfortable. 
  The solicitor's clerk smiled broadly. "Well, in that case," he said getting to his feet, "I 
think..." 
  "Shut up and sit down." Grunt barked at him. "If I can't do this little turd on drugs 
charges, then I'll ruddy well think of something else. Destroying police property for a start. 
And don't try and wriggle your way out of that one, old son," he warned me, "because I 
saw you picking those Camellias with my own eyes." Turning to Sergeant Shooter, he 
stabbed a finger in my direction. "Book him," he ordered. "Then get him the hell out of my 
sight." At that, Grunt stormed from the room, ranting about Camellias and the unfairness 
of life. 
  * 
 
  "You light the fire and I'll get the kettle on," Aunt Martha instructed me. "Brrr, it's 
freezing cold in here." She rubbed her hands together. "I'd have thought the least Hobart 
could have done was light the fire." 
  Piling paper and sticks in the grate, I set them alight and when they were well caught, 
threw some coal on top. "Where is he, anyway?" I shouted through to Aunt Martha, who 
was in the kitchen filling the kettle. She mumbled something I didn't catch. "What's that? I 
didn't hear you," I shouted back. 
  "I said, I'm up 'ere, yer bleedin' cretin. What are yer, deaf or some'at? I've been 
stuck up here all bleedin' night." 
  I looked around the room with a frown. Checked behind the sofa, then under the 
chairs. Nothing, no sign of anyone. Then a thought occurred to me and walked across to 
the fireplace. "Is that you, Uncle Hobart?" I shouted up the chimney. 
  "Put that fire out," his voice wailed down to me. "Yer've set me bleedin' boots alight." 
  "Aunt Martha! Aunt Martha!" I called in a panic. "Uncle Hobart's stuck up the 
chimney and I've lit the fire. Quick, give me a hand to put it out." A deep, throaty coughing 
started up in the chimney and the smell of burning leather grew quite overpowering. 
"Quick, fetch some water!" I screamed, in full panic mode now. 
  "Oh! ... Oh! ... Oh! ... Me bleedin' feet are bleedin' cooking," Uncle Hobart's voice 
issued from the fireplace. 
  Aunt Martha rushed into the room, slopping water from the washing-up bowl she 
was carrying. "Quick, throw it on the fire," I ordered, regaining some measure of self-
control. "I'll go up on the roof and stick the hose down the chimney. That should put him 
out." 
  Five minutes later found me standing on the roof, flushing water down the chimney 
as fast as I could, dodging the steam, soot and odd curses that puffed up out of the 
chimney-pot. "You alright in there, Uncle Hobart?" I called down. "Have your boots gone 
out yet?" I was answered by a long, bubbling, cough and suddenly realised I might be 
drowning the poor old bugger. He'd wedged himself in there so tightly that nothing could 
get passed and I was filling what little space there was left with icy water. 



  Quickly looping the hosepipe around the chimneystack, I tied off the end. Then, 
tearing down the ladder, I ripped the other end of the hosepipe from the tap, tying it to the 
bumper of the car instead. Praying that I wouldn't be too late, I started the engine, 
slammed the car in gear and roared off. A loud rumbling noise echoed across the yard 
behind me as the chimney stack collapsed and I heaved a grateful sigh when I saw Uncle 
Hobart shoot out of the falling masonry on a wave of black water. Covered from head to 
foot in soot, he finally came to rest laying on his stomach atop a pile of bricks, his hands 
clasped in front of his face, looking for all the world like a performing seal in a circus. At 
any moment I expected him to clap his hands and oink for a fish. 
  Hurrying to Uncle Hobart's side, I hooked him under his arms, dragging him clear 
before the whole house crashed down on top of him. A very loud, very ominous crack 
suddenly rent the air as the gable end of the house disintegrated, causing a large section 
of the roof to slip forward, where it canted over, then broke away. Crashing to the ground, 
it flipped over and my eyes grew large when it slithered gently but inexorably towards us 
across the packed snow. My feet became a blur as I struggled to drag Uncle Hobart out of 
its path but it ploughed into us and we were swept off our feet, to be thrown onto its rough 
timber. 
  The roof, with us on board, tobogganed down the steep slope towards the road, 
doing at least forty miles an hour by the time we smashed through the front fence. The 
road was slick with ice and snow, and the wind whipped my hair as we headed for the 
sharp bend at the foot of the hill. Screaming ineffectually, I held tightly to Uncle Hobart as 
the roof slued off the road at the bend, hitting a deep snowbank, before taking off like a 
light aircraft, clipping two feet from the top of Miss Pinchard's ancient hawthorn hedge in 
the process. As we slammed through the hedge the rough, prickly, branches tore the 
cloths from our backs, Uncle Hobart squealing loudly when his long johns were ripped 
from his body, laying bare his thin, scrawny legs 
  As the roof powered upwards, we clung to each other tightly, until it finally smashed 
through the upper floor of Miss Pinchard's house, the crash rattling my teeth to the roots. 
Uncle Hobart was catapulted from my grasp and thrown headfirst into a deep pile of snow 
and the last I saw of him, was a pair of weakly waving legs. 
  The roof ripped through the bathroom wall, slithered across the floor and demolished 
the shower cubicle. Miss Pinchard, in the middle of a shower, was thrown into the air, 
landing in my arms. Her body, slick with soap, kept slipping from my grasp, but I 
managed to hang onto her as we smashed our way through the opposite wall, back out 
onto the main road, where we slithered along to the accompaniment of blaring car horns 
and amused shouts of passers by. 
  Topping the pavement at the end of the High Street, we skidded into the police 
station car park, bounced off a police car and continued on our way. I shouted a warning 
to Detective Inspector Grunt, who was out tidying up the flowerbeds and seeing us, he 
jumped clear, laughing loudly when we careened into the old horse-trough, coming to a 
juddering halt. However, his laughter turned to rage when he looked back at the 
flowerbeds, seeing the damage we'd done to his beloved camellias. 
  I tried to clear my head as the dying notes of 'Silent Night' floated across the car 
park to me, performed by the Salvation Army Band out collecting for charity. Sitting on 



what was left of the roof, I clutched a very shaken and very naked Miss Pinchard to my 
chest, conscious of the fact that we were being closely ogled by members of a religious 
sect, who from the looks on their faces obviously thought I was the devil incarnate. The 
tambourine player gasped in surprise when a half-crazed Detective Inspector Grunt 
wrenched the tambourine from his hand, pounded across the snow, and laid into us, 
shouting some very un-Christian like remarks. Quickly dumping Miss Pinchard, I made off 
in the opposite direction as fast as my legs would carry me. 
  Now the thought of being beaten about the buttocks with a tambourine, while rolling 
about in the snow with a naked lady, might appeal to some hot-blooded males, but such a 
prospect held no attractions for me. Especially as it was about to be performed by a very 
large copper bent on revenge. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 25 
 
 
 SURFING THE WEB 
 
 
     
  I was working away in our brand new study, built with the insurance money collected 
after the fiasco with the chimney, connecting the multi-core cables into their various 
sockets. Iʼd just finiahed and was standing back to admire my work when Uncle Hobart 
breezed into the room, clicking his dentures as usual. 
  "So this is what all the secrecy's been about, then," he said, prodding the VDU with 
a dirty finger, leaving a greasy smudge on the screen. "I thought it might be someʼat 
interesting but it's just a bleedin' computer." 
  "Just a computer," I snorted. "Let me tell you something, mister. This is a multi-
patched, one hundred and fifty-gigabyte hard drive, voice activated, off line variant, with 
integrated tipple-pegs. It's got spring-node protectors on the topics-coaxial and Snap-On 
jack points on the cover panels. Its... its... its…" I ground to a halt, running out of 
descriptive nouns. 
  Ignoring my outburst, Uncle Hobart picked up the brightly coloured, cord free, multi-
channelled mouse. "What's this then?" he asked, turning it over. 
  I slapped his hand. "Will you please put that down," I demanded. 
  The mouse hit the desk with a sickening thud and Uncle Hobart winced. "There's no 
need ter be so bleedin' 'eavy 'anded," he chastised me. 
  "Well don't touch things you don't understand," I said sulkily, picking up the mouse 
and examining it. 
  Uncle Hobart snorted, gave me a penetrating look, then left the room in a huff. A few 
minutes later I heard the sound of a beer can snapping open in the kitchen. Turning back 
to the thick computer manual, I began working out how to load the numerous programs. 
  * 
 
  "Oh hell, not again!" Pushing back my chair, standing up angrily, I clenched my 
hands in frustration. During the three weeks since Iʼd taken delivery of my new toy, it had 
repeatedly lost every file Iʼd created, most of which had taken hours to produce. Exhaling 
noisily, I sat down at the keyboard again. "It must be a bloody virus," I muttered to myself. 
"Either that or the ruddy thing just doesn't like me." 
  "What'cha on about now?" Uncle Hobart butted into my thoughts. "'Ow can a 
machine 'ave a virus, yer cretin? Yer'll be telling me next that it's caught a bleedin' cold." 
He giggled inanely at his own cleverness. 
  I glared back over my shoulder at him. "Look," I said, trying to sound calmer than I 
felt, "I know it's a bit hard for someone your age to understand all this technological stuff, 
but believe me, there's something wrong with this computer." 
  "Couldn't just be that you're doing it wrong, I suppose?" he suggested quietly. 
  I ground my teeth, turning my attention back to the screen. "I told you you wouldn't 



understand, didn't I?" I muttered under my breath. 
  Uncle Hobart stood behind me, gazing down at the screen over my shoulder, 
breathing stale beer fumes down the back of my neck. I twitched my shoulders irritably. 
"So 'ow're yer going ter fix it, then? Take it's bleedin' temperature?" he asked, bursting 
into another fit of the giggles. 
  Slapping the palms of my hands on the table, I glowered up at him. "There you go 
again," I shouted. "You just can't stand it when somebody knows more about something 
than you do, can you? All you can do is stand there and take the bloody piss. Well you're 
nothing but a bloody moron, do you know that?" 
  "What yer on about? Got a mind like a well oiled machine me." Uncle Hobart tapped 
the flickering screen with a dirt-encrusted fingernail, leaving more greasy smears behind. 
"Nothing I don't understand about them there computer thingees." 
  I jumped up. "Okay then, sit down," I ordered angrily, pointing at the chair. 
  "What fer?" he asked, alarm suddenly flooding his face. 
  Grabbing him by the shoulders, I forced him into the chair. "Sit... down... in... the... 
bloody... chair," I repeated through clenched teeth. 
  "What fer?" he asked again, squirming about as he tried to prise my fingers loose. 
  "Because I want to see just how clever you really are." I was beginning to enjoy the 
feeling of power that had suddenly overwhelmed me. "Well, come on then. Show me how 
bloody wonderful you are with computers, then." 
  Uncle Hobart fidgeted about in the chair for a few seconds, then looked up at me. 
"Ain't got me glasses with me, 'ave I?" 
  "No problem. Just tell me where they are and I'll go and get them for you." 
  He fidgeted about a bit more, then held up his hand. "'Urt me 'and gardening, didn't 
I? Can't use the computer like that, can I?" 
  I smiled at him sweetly. "Of course you can. You can use the mouse, or better still, 
I'll type it in for you." 
  Uncle Hobart eased himself out of the chair, staring down at the floor. "Aye, well," he 
mumbled, shuffling his feet about, "I can't stand around 'ere all bleedin' day playing silly 
computer games. I've got work ter do." Avoiding my eyes, he shuffled his way to the door. 
  "I take it that you can't do it, then?" I called after his disappearing back, making the 
most of my small victory. The door slammed loudly, shaking everything in the room. 
  * 
 
  Rooting around in the bathroom cupboard, I tried to stop the jumble of bottles, 
cartons and tubes from falling into the sink. "Damn!" I muttered through clenched teeth. 
"Where the hell are they?" Finally, having locating the bottle I wanted, I faced the usual 
struggle of trying to undo the childproof lid before being able to wedge the tablet into the 
hole in my tooth. I bit down, my face twisting in pain, then went back to the kitchen to sit 
dejectedly at the table, feeling extremely sorry for myself. Uncle Hobart offered me a can 
of beer, I shook my head. "Toothache," I explained, prodding my cheek gingerly. "I've 
stuck an aspirin in it, but it doesn't seem to be doing much good." 
  "That's no surprise, Peter boy," he replied brightly. "If yer've used one o' them pills 
out o' the bathroom cabinet, they ain't aspirins. They're me pessaries fer me 'emorrhoids. 



I stuck 'em in there fer safe keeping." 
  Looking at the ceiling, I clenched my teeth in frustration, which was a bit stupid, as it 
forced the pessary deeper into the cavity. "Why the hell is it that every piece of shit life 
throws about always has to land in my lap?" I moaned. "Why me, why not you for a 
bloody change? What is it? Have you got three sixes tattooed across your arse or 
something?" 
  Ignoring my outburst, Uncle Hobart hissed open another can, then smacking his lips, 
he burped, pointing over his shoulder. "Fixed it, ain't I?" he said. 
  "Fixed what?" I growled around a mouthful of fingers, busily trying to extract the 
pessary with a sharpened matchstick. 
  Uncle Hobart's eyebrows rose as I gave a strangled scream. The tip of the match 
had slipped into the cavity, jangling an already thrumming nerve. "Yer computer thingy," 
he continued, unperturbed by my antics. "I found out what yer was doing wrong." 
  "Have you been messing about with my computer again?" I responded angrily. "I 
thought I told you..." I winced, taking a deep breath. "If you've broken ..." but was unable 
to finish, choking on the matchstick, now lodged in the back of my throat. 
  "Yer 'ad the rat thing stuck in the wrong 'ole in the back," he told me, raising his 
eyebrows in surprise when I stuck the whole of my fist into my mouth. 
  Finally managing to dislodge the offending piece of wood by swallowing it, I retorted, 
"Mouse! It's a bloody mouse!" spraying bits of soggy pessary across the table at him. 
  "Rat, mouse, don't make no odds ter me," he replied, shrugging. "Yer still 'ad it 
plugged in the wrong bleedin' 'ole." 
  "Just leave my things alone, okay?" 
  Looking hurt, Uncle Hobart wrinkled his forehead in protest. "But I fixed it fer yer, 
didn't I!" Getting up, he flicked a piece of tablet from the front of his shirt, nodding at the 
ceiling. "Come on, I'll show yer," he said, crooking a dirty finger at me. 
  Following Uncle Hobart up to the study, I stopped just inside the door, gazing in 
wonderment at the profusion of flickering numbers scrolling down the computer screen, 
almost too fast for the eye to follow. Uncle Hobart pointed at the red light blinking on the 
modem. "Sailing the Network, ain't I?" he said proudly. 
  "Surfing," I corrected him. "Surfing the Network." 
  "Aye, well, anyway, I found this 'ere game." He clicked the mouse on a shortcut in 
the bottom left corner of the screen, which abruptly change to show a complicated maze. 
Flashing in the bottom right-hand corner was an icon labelled Listener - National Network. 
  I took a closer look and could see it was no maze, but a line diagram of some 
description. Uncle Hobart moved the cursor to a junction where two lines crossed, double 
clicking the mouse, and the small numbered square alongside changed from green to red, 
blinking rapidly. Then, all the lines radiating from that junction turned orange, the 
message, Lines out - alternative routes being processed, scrolling along the bottom of the 
screen. 
  Uncle Hobart grunted, clicking his dentures. "Far as I can make out, yer got ter turn 
all these 'ere lines orange before the computer can turn 'em back ter white again. I ain't 
quite figured out all the rules yet, though. Watch." No matter how quickly Uncle Hobart 
clicked the mouse to change the white lines orange, the computer turned them back to 



white again and after watching for some time, I got bored. It was getting late so I went off 
to feed the sheep, leaving Uncle Hobart tapping away at the computer like some 
demented professor, his dentures clicking faster than the keyboard. 
  * 
 
  "What'cha looking at this for?" Uncle Hobart asked, plonking himself in his armchair, 
changing the channel with the remote control. "Yer really watch a right load o' rubbish," he 
went on, clicking open a can. I sat quietly fuming, knowing from experience that protest 
would be futile. Sliding the remote down the side of his chair so I had no chance of using 
it, Uncle Hobart saluted me with his can. "East Enders is on in a minute," he said, 
sounding almost proud of the fact. 
  Sighing loudly, I tried to concentrate on the end of the News programme that was 
now showing. 
  "...the Prime Minister agreed to meet the delegation next week for exploratory talks. 
And now for an item that has British Telecom extremely puzzled." 
  "I found out 'ow ter do it, yer know," Uncle Hobart suddenly piped up. I looked at him 
with a raised eyebrow. "The computer," he explained, "I found out 'ow ter win that stupid 
game." 
  I nodded absentmindedly, turning my attention back to the news. 
  "...a spokesman informed us earlier today. British Telecom still haven't discovered 
what caused their computer system to crash, but an internal investigation has been 
started, looking into claims that a terrorist hacker may have caused the problem, which 
even shut down their Listener satellite communications system. BT are denying the 
possibility that anyone could hack into their highly sensitive Listener satellite, a 
spokesman stating that the safeguards built into the network would make this impossible. 
Coming up next the..." 
  I looked hard at Uncle Hobart and he frowned back at me. Then we both jumped to 
our feet and ran for the study. There, emblazoned across the computer screen, under a 
flashing BT logo, was the message, System Compromised. Intruder Traced. Police 
Notified. 
  "Oh shit!" I muttered quietly. 
  * 
 
  Sergeant Shooter lent back in the armchair, took a sip of beer from the frosted can, 
and smiled at us. "Well, I'd say you were ruddy lucky to get away with that one," he said. 
"Yep, I reckon if I hadn't have been held up by those road-works at Croat Village, I'd have 
caught you two red-handed." He raised an eyebrow, taking another quaff of his drink. 
  I glanced at the floor, tapping my foot. "I'm sorry Sergeant, but as I told Detective 
Inspector Grunt, I really don't know anything about all this." 
  Shooter studied my dirt-encrusted fingernails while pursing his lips. "You know, I 
owe a big thanks to whoever it was that messed up BT's computer system." 
  I looked at him, interested in spite of myself. "Oh?" I said. 
  He nodded. "Yeah. You see, just before it crashed a couple of hackers were in the 
middle of diverting money from the Bank of England to an off-shore account and 



somehow, BT's system going down plugged them into my PC at the police station. You 
should have seen the look on their faces when I turned up on their doorstep with the 
heavy mob." Shooter chuckled to himself. "They thought they'd worked out a foolproof 
system and couldn't believe it when we showed up." Shooter shook his head, laughing 
quietly at the memory. Then getting up, he placed his empty can on the table before 
giving us a hard stare. "They'd have got away with four billion pounds if someone hadn't 
thrown a spanner in the works," he confided. "Imagine that." 
  Uncle Hobart and I stood in the front yard watching Sergeant Shooter walk towards 
his car. Halfway there he stopped, looking back over his shoulder. "It's a real pity we don't 
know who plugged us into the hackers," he called back to us. "There's a thousand pounds 
reward for whoever it was that put a stop to that little scam." Waving his hand, he 
shrugged his shoulders. "Ah well, it'll make a nice contribution to the police charity fund, I 
suppose." 
  As Uncle Hobart opened his mouth to speak, I kicked his ankle, hard. Swearing 
under his breath, he clicked his dentures angrily. Shooter noticed our little exchange and 
smiled knowingly, easing himself into his car. Slamming the door, he wound down the 
window. "So long, hope I don't see you again too soon," he called, driving off. Then 
changing his mind, he braked, lent out of the window again, pursed his lips, and nodded 
at the field. "You know," he said, "I wouldn't leave that computer buried out there too long. 
It just might take root." 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 26 
 
 
 A RIGHT ROYAL VISIT 
 
 
     
  As the train sped along, rocking me back and forth in a hypnotic rhythm, I half dozed, 
only vaguely aware that Uncle Hobart was ordering something from the trolley service. 
  "One o' them, and give us 'alf a dozen cans o' beer while yer at it." Suddenly my 
congenial daydreams were rudely shattered by a sharp elbow in my ribs. "What yer want 
then?" his gruff voice hissed in my ear. 
  Ordering a sandwich, I pocketed the change from the twenty-pound note I'd handed 
over. I felt another poke in the ribs. 
  "Bleedin' 'ell Peter boy," Uncle Hobart said in a loud voice. "All we wanted were a 
sandwich and a couple o' beers, not ter buy the bleedin' train as well." 
  The waiter sniffed haughtily before pushing the trolley up the aisle and I set about 
trying to extract my sandwich from its triangular plastic packaging. Finally admitting defeat, 
I watched as Uncle Hobart deftly open it with a self-satisfied smirk. There were times 
when I could have cheerfully strangled him. 
  "'Ere yer are, then," he crowed, pushing the sandwich across the table at me. "Don't 
know what all the bleedin' fuss is about." 
  "I've snagged my nail," I explained, holding up my thumb for his inspection. 
  Giving me a withering look, Uncle Hobart started pulling the crusts from his 
sandwich, and while I looked on in fascinated disgust, removed his false teeth, dropping 
them onto the narrow table separating us, so he could suck noisily on a piece. I looked 
around the carriage in red-faced embarrassment. "What the hell do you think you're 
doing!" I whispered urgently. 
  Pulling a partially dissolved, very soggy looking piece of crust from his mouth, Uncle 
Hobart waved it at me. "These crusts're too bleedin' 'ard fer me teeth, Peter boy, but I'll be 
buggered if I'm going ter waste 'em after all the money we just paid." 
  Snatching the mess from his hand, I threw it under the table, growling. "You'll be 
buggered alright, if you don't stop embarrassing me like this." 
  He sniffed haughtily then buried his head in the Playboy magazine he'd bought at 
the station bookstall. The train gathered speed, rattling his dentures across the hard 
plastic surface of the table with a noise reminiscent of demented castanets. 
  * 
 
  "'Ere, yer sure about that? We ain't no bleedin' 'ickey tourists yer know!" Uncle 
Hobart told the taxi driver. The cabby glowered at us, holding out his hand, gesturing for 
his money with the tips of his fingers. I put two five pound notes into his sweaty palm and 
watched in fascination as his hand snapped shut, disappearing back into the blackness of 
the taxi in one fluid motion. The whole process reminding me of a spring-trap going off. 
  I nudged Uncle Hobart with my elbow. "You got those tickets, then?" I asked him. 



  Taking the two complimentary tickets, I studied them for a moment. Uncle Hobart 
had won them by entering a competition on the back of a beer can. I was a bit peeved, 
never having won anything in my life, but hey, who's counting?. 
  We had set off early that morning, travelling to London by train. Not the most 
pleasant way of entering the Great Metropolis because the railway line ran between grimy 
brick houses, complete with poky little back gardens, the whole scene evocative of an 
earlier Victorian drama. We hired a cab at Kings Cross Station to take us to Trafalgar 
Square, intending to walk through the Admiralty Arch and up the Mall to Buckingham 
Palace, and as I watched the taxi disappearing into the dense traffic with my two five 
pound notes, I decided then and there that we were going to walk back. Handing the 
tickets to Uncle Hobart, I told him to put them somewhere safe and he slipped them into 
the inside pocket of his jacket. Reaching the end of the Mall, we finally joined a long, 
winding queue waiting to enter Buckingham Palace, rubber-necking the outside of the 
building with the rest of the tourists. 
  "Hey Mable, lookee there. Ain't that one of those bearskin soldiers?" 
  It was obvious that the American's accent was grating on Uncle Hobart's nerves, so 
I tried to divert his attention before he had the chance to say something that would land 
us in trouble. "Now listen," I said, tugging at his sleeve. "When we get inside, I want you 
to stay close to me, understand? No wandering off on your own and getting lost." 
  "Oh look, Merv," the woman's voice had the same nasal twang as her husband's. 
"He's coming our way, quick, get a picture before he disappears." The rotund woman 
clutched at the passing Grenadier Guard, smiling up at him through her pink-glossed lips. 
"Hold on there honey, while Merv takes a picture of us for the girls back home," she said. 
  The soldier gave the woman a haughty glare down his long aquiline nose, but waited 
patiently while her husband, adorned in a bright red shirt and yellow Bermuda shorts, took 
a series of photographs of them together. 
  Uncle Hobart pointed at the tableau. "Look at 'em, bleedin' cretins! Don't know 'ow 
the 'ell we ever managed ter win the war with that lot 'elping us!" Raising his voice a few 
notches, he continued: "Couldn't organise a piss up in a brewery." 
  "Be quiet," I ordered in an undertone. "If it wasn't for them we'd all be living in 
Germany by now." 
  "Coming over 'ere with their bleedin' flash ways... Ow!" Bending over, Uncle Hobart 
gingerly rubbed his ankle. "What yer want ter go and do that fer?" 
  "'Scuse me mac, sorry." The American pushed his way back into the queue, then 
turned to address us. "Just love your little old country and its quaint traditions," he said. 
"It's really something ain't it." He beamed at Uncle Hobart and I quickly stepped between 
them. 
  "Come on," I said, just in time to stop Uncle Hobart from grabbing the American by 
his shirtfront. "Let's you and me go and get an ice-cream shall we?" 
  * 
 
  Holding my breath in admiration, I looked around at the high ceiling of the Great Hall. 
It vaulted away from us in a breathtaking sweep, covered in paintings, fine mouldings, 
and gold leaf. Tall, graceful windows illuminated the wooden floor, making it glow with a 



soft, golden radiance that reflected onto people's faces. 
  "My God, just look at this place!" I whispered, turning in slow circles to experience 
the full effect. I heard a soft grunt from behind me, followed by the hiss of an opening can. 
"What the hell are you doing," I squealed in indignation. "You can't go around drinking 
beer in Buckingham Palace, you idiot." Snatching the can from Uncle Hobart, I looked 
around for the nearest bin. 
  "Excuse me, sir," a voice said from behind me. I jumped, spinning round, swearing 
softly as beer splattered onto the highly polished parquet flooring. 
  A tall, distinguished looking man glared down at me, a look of complete contempt 
hooding his eyes. "I'm afraid the consuming of beverages in the Palace is not favoured, 
sir," he informed me in a disapproving tone. 
  I looked down in horror at the mess that was spreading round my feet. "What?" I 
asked in a bemused voice. 
  "'E said that yer can't drink beer in 'ere," Uncle Hobart repeated helpfully. "Yer'll 'ave 
ter fergive 'im," he continued, doffing his cap at the attendant. "'E ain't got no manners. 
Yer know 'ow it is with young 'uns these days. Try as yer might, they just don't take the 
blindest bit o' notice, do they?" 
  The attendant nodded understandingly then turned his cold, haughty, stare back to 
me. My face reddened as his gaze lingered on my beer-splattered trousers before settling 
on the spreading pool of liquid at my feet. 
  "I'll clean it up right away," I said, squirming with embarrassment. "Er ... could you 
hold this for me, please?" I pushed the can into his hand and he held it at arm's length, 
between his thumb and forefinger, as though he was afraid it might contaminate him. 
Kneeling on the floor, I quickly attacked the pool of beer with my handkerchief. 
  The attendant took the sodden cloth square and gingerly placed it on top of the can 
when I had finished. "I'll dispose of these for you then, shall I, sir?" he asked, his tone 
telling me exactly what he thought of me. Loath as I was to see the end of my best 
handkerchief, which held special memories of a trip to Southend when I'd been a 
teenager, I nodded silently, watching the attendant as he glided silently away with the 
grace of someone who'd spent many hours training in contact sports. 
  "Uncle Hobart, I'll..." my voice trailed off when I realised I was talking to myself. 
Shrugging my shoulders, I turned back to the delights of the Great Hall, secure in the 
knowledge that I would run across my infuriating uncle again, sooner or later. I prayed 
that it would be later - much later. 
  * 
 
  "Excuse me, have you seen an old man in his seventies? He's wearing a dogs-tooth 
jacket, a bright yellow jumper, and a dark brown cloth-cap? White hair; blue eyes?" 
  The woman shook her head. "Sorry," she said. 
  My shoulders slumped as I turned away to resume my search. "I'll wring his 
scrawny..." 
  "No, wait!" the woman called me back. "Did you say a yellow jumper?" I nodded 
eagerly. "I'm sure I saw someone dressed like that in one of the upstairs State Rooms." 
She paused, considering her statement for a moment, then smiled. "Yes, I did. It must 



have been about ten minutes ago." 
  I thanked her, heading upstairs two at a time, my stomach churning out the 
message: trouble. Hurrying down a long hallway, I heard a familiar voice as I passed an 
open doorway. 
  "I sure would appreciate that, sir. Will two hundred pounds be enough? I've got 
plenty of travellers cheques with me." 
  Glancing into the room, I was greeted by the sight of Uncle Hobart dressed in an 
ermine robe, wearing a small gold crown on his head. He was talking to Merv and Mable, 
the American tourists. Spotting my bewildered look, he beckoned me into the room. "Ah!" 
he said expansively. "This 'ere's me 'upstairs 'elper, Marmaduke Grubbins. Marmaduke, 
I'd like yer ter meet two of our valued overseas visitors." 
  "Oh, I can't wait to tell the girls back home about how we met a real live duke, Merv. 
Isn't this exciting?" Mable preened herself as she pursed her brightly glossed lips. 
  Uncle Hobart ignored my sizzling look, pointing at a large sword hanging to one side 
of an enormous stone fireplace. "Be a good 'elper and fetch me me sword, Marmaduke," 
he ordered. "I got some Knighting ter do. Come on, come on," he added impatiently when 
I hesitated. "We don't want ter keep these good people waiting now, do we?" In a daze, I 
reached up, unhooked the heavy sword from its mounting and handed it to Uncle Hobart. 
He raised the sword over the kneeling American's head. "I knight you in the name of the 
Queen," he intoned solemnly, bringing the sword down onto the American's right shoulder, 
"and in the name of our Lord," a similar tap on his left shoulder. "Arise Sir Merv, Knight 
Commander of the Queen's table." 
  "Gee, thanks, your Dukeship," the American said, handing Uncle Hobart a traveller's 
cheque. "Have a nice day." And with that the couple made their way from the room, 
talking excitedly about what a wonderful experience it had been. 
  I glared at Uncle Hobart. "Just going ter get changed out o' these things," he said, 
disappearing behind a large screen standing in the corner of the room. 
  I heard a discreet cough and turned around to confront an old acquaintance, his face 
as sour as the last time we'd met. "Well, well. It's you again... sir," he said quietly. "And no 
beer this time, I see." He nodded at the empty space where the sword should have been 
hanging. "Thinking about pinching the family heirlooms then, were we?" 
  I dropped the sword with a loud clatter, backing away. "It's not like that," I tried to 
explain. "You see... we were just knighting this..." I stumbled to a halt, realising just how 
ridiculous the truth would sound. Deciding to change tack, I added, "Well, I sort of got lost, 
and accidentally found myself in here, and..." 
  But before I could elaborate on my story, the attendant had grabbed me in an arm-
lock and was marching me out of the room onto the landing. Quickly ushered down the 
main staircase and along a corridor filled with gawking tourists, I was unceremoniously 
ejected from the building. As I tumbled down the long, stone staircase leading to the 
street, the tourists gave a rousing cheer. 
  "And be thankful I haven't called the police!" the attendant barked after me as I 
landed in a painful heap on the pavement. 
  Picking myself up, I wiped the mud from my trousers with angry swipes of my hand, 
looking around for somewhere to shelter from the pouring rain. Retreating under the cover 



of a nearby tree, I stood there waiting, repeatedly slapping a stout piece of wood into the 
palm of my cupped hand, savouring the moment when Uncle Hobart put in an 
appearance. I was looking forward to teaching him exactly what it felt like to be crowned! 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 27 
 
 
 AND THIS LITTLE PIGGY WENT… 
 
 
     
  From the squeals emanating from Uncle Hobart's car, you'd have been forgiven for 
thinking that the contents of the local piggery were stuffed inside. "You haven't driven all 
the way from Stanthorpe with those poor pigs stuck in the boot of your car, have you?" I 
asked him. 
  Tipping his cloth-cap onto the back of his head, he clicked his dentures at me. 
"Afore yer get too bleedin' sentimental, Peter boy, yer'd best take a look inside the car," 
he suggested. 
  Sticking my head through the open window, I gasped. The interior looked like an 
extremely large, extremely hungry animal had been eating it. There were chunks bitten 
out of the plastic door trims, the dashboard, the passenger seats, and most of the 
backseat covers were missing as well. Even the little plastic knobs on the ends of the 
window winders had been chewed off. 
  "What the hell happened?" I demanded. 
  Uncle Hobart popped the boot and stood to one side so that I could see the two 
black, Vietnamese pot-bellied pigs tied up inside. They squealed at me belligerently, 
kicking against the rough ropes binding them together. 
  "Bleedin' things started going berserk as soon as I put 'em in the back o' the car," he 
explained. "By the time I'd reached the village, they'd started on the roof covering, so I got 
old George at the Duck and Anvil ter give us a 'and getting 'em in ter the boot. And a good 
job I did too, or there'd be no car left at all by now. It were a right struggle, I can tell yer." 
Holding up his arm, he showed me his tattered sleeve. "Bleedin' things even started 
'aving a go at me!" 
  "Well, I did tell you it was a stupid idea, didn't I?" I said self-righteously. 
  "But it ain't a stupid idea, Peter boy. You'll see. Them toffs up in London'll pay a 
fortune fer these as pets. Just like it says in that magazine I were reading t'other day. Yer 
see if they don't." 
  * 
 
  "Quick, there 'e goes, the little bugger!" Uncle Hobart stumbled in the long grass, 
falling onto his knees. "Damn!" he exclaimed, his face twisting in anger. 
  Slithering to a stop beside him, I gasped for breath. "It's... no... use," I complained, 
"We'll... never... catch… the… little… sod. Not this way." With long faces, we watched as 
one of our new pot-bellied pigs disappeared underneath the fence, heading off in the 
direction of Ealford Village 
  "Come on," I said, helping Uncle Hobart to his feet, "let's go home and have a 
couple of beers." 
  As we made our way back home across the field, I decided not to harangue Uncle 



Hobart about the pig's escape, even though it was his fault. A fine bloody job he'd made 
of fixing the fences, I thought to myself, sighing deeply. Uncle Hobart tutted. I ignored him. 
He tutted again. "What?" I asked sharply. 
  "Yer really should 'ave fixed them fences, yer know," he told me. "We can't afford ter 
go loosing stock like that." 
  Stopping dead in my tracks, I faced him, dumbfounded at his words. "Do what!" I 
yelled. I could feel the blood flushing my face. 
  He nodded slowly to himself, a picture of reasonableness. "Well I did tell yer 
yesterday that they was getting a bit dodgy, didn't I?" 
  "You really are the... the..." But words failed me, so I just shook my head at his gall 
instead. 
  * 
 
  We were dagging sheep, a job I really, really hated - well you tell me what's nice 
about cutting crap-laden fleece from a sheep's backside on a hot summer's day - when a 
voice hailed us from the top track. 
  Uncle Hobart glanced up, groaning. "Oh bleedin' 'ell. What's she want?" 
  Standing alongside Miss Pinchard, was a tall, rather thin looking man. 
  "Afternoon," Uncle Hobart greeted them. 
  Miss Pinchard sniffed pointedly, dabbing delicately at her nose with a handkerchief. 
"This is Mr Kneeler, our Sexton," she introduced the stranger. 
  Uncle Hobart raised an eyebrow as Mr Kneeler moved closer. "What'cher want 
then?" he asked. 
  As he neared Uncle Hobart, Mr Kneeler's nostrils flared and he took a hasty step 
backwards. "Somebody's been desecrating the graveyard," he informed us in a stern tone. 
  "Well I 'ope yer ain't accusing me," Uncle Hobart rumbled, picking sheep dung from 
under his finger nails and flicking it over his shoulder, "because if'n yer are..." he left the 
sentence unfinished. 
  "No of course he isn't," Miss Pinchard assured Uncle Hobart in her prissy voice. "We 
think it's the work of Satanists, don't we Mr Kneeler? 
  As the tip of the Sexton's tongue slid wetly between his thin lips, an excited 
brightness entered his eyes. "Oh yes, Miss Pinchard. We do indeed. Yes indeed. And I 
should think they hold their devilish rites in the nude as well" The sexton's tongue flicked 
out again. "Oh yes indeed, completely naked," he finished in a hoarse whisper. 
  Miss Pinchard's eyes widened at his words. "Mmmmm," she agreed, sotto voce, a 
red flush appearing on her neck. 
  Uncle Hobart cocked his head, frowning in mock concentration. "Well, I might 'ave 
'eard a strange noise t'other night," he told the Sextant slowly. 
  Miss Pinchard squeezed Mr Kneeler's arm, jiggling up and down excitedly. "You see 
Herbert, I told you so. There really are horrible rituals going on in the graveyard." 
  Mr Kneeler lent closer to Uncle Hobart. "And what did these strange noises sound 
like, Mr Tuttershed?" 
  "Well sort of, 'Ungh, ungh, oh yes, oh yes. Just there, oh yes'. Yer know, that sort of 
thing," Uncle Hobart told him with a broad smile. 



  Miss Pinchard's face flushed bright red and Mr Kneeler coughed loudly several 
times. "Yes, I see," he said, "Well thank you, Mr Tuttershed, but I expect that was 
something else entirely." 
  "I've a good mind to call the police to those filthy beasts," Miss Pinchard squeaked. 
"Come on Herbert, we'll not stay here to be insulted." Grabbing Mr Kneeler by the arm, 
she hurriedly dragged him away. 
  Uncle Hobart lent over the fence. "Oy missis!" he called out after her, "Is it yer what 
owns that scrawny looking goat?" 
  Miss Pinchard threw him a smouldering look over her shoulder. "If you mean Sabina, 
my champion British Toggenburg, yes I do. Why?" 
  "'Cause I caught it in me veggy plot t'other day and if I catch the bleedin' thing there 
again, it'll be coming back as goat-burgers, that's why." 
  With a, "Well really!" and a toss of her head, Miss Pinchard turned away, striding up 
the lane, Mr Kneeler trotting along beside her like some little lap-dog. 
  Uncle Hobart broke wind; a long, slow, satisfying rumble. "Silly old fart," he muttered. 
"Satanists me bleedin' arse!" 
  Waving a hand in the air, I pulled a face. "Well it certainly smells as though you 
might well have one of those stuck up there," I observed breathlessly. "I hope you're 
going to have a bath before supper. 
  * 
 
  I was coming out of the cowshed when Uncle Hobart shouted at me, "Quick, Peter 
boy. Go fetch me gun, and 'urry it up afore it's too bleedin' late." 
  Running back from the house with the gun, I slithered to a stop in the thick mud and 
Uncle Hobart pointed excitedly at a small, black form racing along the farm track. I 
grimaced. "Oh no, not that one too. How the hell did that one get out? I thought we'd fixed 
all the fences." 
  Uncle Hobart swung the gun to his shoulder, took careful aim and pulled the trigger. 
The sound of the shot echoed across the fields and I winced as the pig flopped over, 
landing on its side with a dull thump. It twitched once, then stopped moving. "Well that 
one ain't escaping like the other, is it?" Uncle Hobart observed dryly. 
  Turning the pig over I studied it closely for a few seconds, then glared up at him 
accusingly. "You idiot!" I shouted. "This is the sow. You've shot the bloody sow. This is 
the one that escaped yesterday, the boar must still be in the bloody field, where we put it." 
We checked, and sure enough there it was, snuffling about, as happy as a pig in shit. 
Which of course is exactly what it was. 
  "Well 'ow was I supposed ter know?" Uncle Hobart argued later as I hectored him for 
shooting the only homing-pig in existence: I suppose he did have a point though. Anyway 
we dined on Vietnamese pot-bellied pig that night, and I must say, it tasted pretty damned 
good. 
  * 
 
  "Sh! Look. Over there. By that gravestone." I squinted through the darkness and 
could just make out something moving about in the tall grass. I switched on the torch and 



there, illuminated by a bright cone of light, was 'Piggy Pinchard', our surviving pot-bellied 
pig. Its eyes glinting yellow in the torchlight, for a moment looking almost evil. 
  Uncle Hobart chuckled. "It must 'ave been the bleedin' pigs what was digging in the 
graveyard all the time, not Satanists at all." He chuckled again. "That'll spoil the Sexton's 
little daydreams, won't it?" 'Piggy Pinchard' suddenly scented us and took off like a rocket. 
Uncle Hobart lunged for it but missed by a mile. The pig doubled back, straight between 
his legs, spilling him to the ground. Grabbing a gravestone, he hauled himself upright, 
shouting in agony when the top section broke off and fell on his foot. "Right!" he hollered 
at the top of his voice. "That's it! I've 'ad just about enough!" Throwing the piece of 
headstone aside, he strode out of the graveyard in a temper. 
  "Where are you going?" I asked him breathlessly, doing my best to keep up. 
  "I'm going ter make me a pig-trap," he growled through clenched teeth. 
  We were soon back at the farm where Uncle Hobart slammed open his shed door, 
hurrying inside. Lifting up a loose floorboard, he scrabbled about underneath and brought 
out an old stick of dynamite. Working methodically, he wired a pressure switch to it, then 
attached a detonator. Finally, he plastered the whole lot with a mixture of fat and bran-
flakes. 
  When he'd finished, he stood back from his workbench, smiling broadly at me, a 
glint lighting up his faded blue eyes. "There's no pig can resist bran-flakes," he confided. 
"And when that little bugger takes a bite out o' this... Goodbye Piggy Pinchard!" 
  "Bit bloody drastic isn't it?" I complained. 
  Uncle Hobart glared at me, a scowl twisting his features. "Would yer rather be 'auled 
into court for owning a Satanic pig?" he growled. "I can imagine just 'ow much Miss 
bleedin' Pinchard would love doing that." 
  Shaking my head, I pursed my lips. "No, I suppose not. But is this really the only 
way?" 
  Uncle Hobart cracked open a can of beer. "Got any better suggestions?" he wanted 
to know. 
  "Where are you going to put it?" 
  "I'll nip back ter the graveyard and stick it by the monument. That's where all the 
diggings been going on." 
  I nodded. "Right, I'll go and get the supper on then, shall I?" 
  * 
 
  "'Ere Peter boy, wake up!" I groaned, opening my eyes as Uncle Hobart shook me 
again. 
  "What? What's up?" I mumbled through dry lips. "What time is it?" 
  "'Alf five. Come on, I need yer 'elp." 
  I sat up, stuck my legs out of the bed and gasped as my feet hit the cold linoleum. 
Rubbing my eyes, I managed a squint at Uncle Hobart. "What's up then?" I asked again. 
  "I need an 'and ter collect the pig. It went back ter the graveyard during the night and 
its dead." 
  "Oh right," I said, nodding my head at the recollection of the explosion that had 
briefly woken me during the night. "Yeah, I heard the bang," I said, perking up a bit. "So 



you got it then?" 
  Uncle Hobart nodded. "Shot it about ten minutes ago," he told me. 
  "Shot it!" I exclaimed. "But I thought..." Smoothing back my hair with a shaky hand, I 
pointed at the window. "Well, if you shot it this morning, what was the explosion that woke 
me up during the night?" 
  He shrugged. "Buggered if I know, probably a rabbit or some'at. Anyway, it don't 
really matter does it? Come on, get out o' bed and give us an 'and will yer." 
  I got up, cleaned my teeth in the remnants of the beer still sitting on the bedside 
cabinet, had a quick shower and joined Uncle Hobart in the front-yard. We set off through 
the crisp morning air to the graveyard, praying that our Sexton was not an early riser. As 
we neared the spot where Uncle Hobart had planted his home made bomb, I noticed that 
the gravestones were covered with a thick red, slimy goo. 
  "God what a mess," I said, looking around in distaste. "It certainly seems like your 
trap caught something alright, but from the looks of it I'd say it was something a lot bigger 
than a rabbit." 
  Ignoring my comment, Uncle Hobart pointed at the monument. "The pig's round the 
back o' that. Come on," he ordered, "let's fetch it and get the 'ell out o' 'ere afore someone 
shows up." 
  * 
 
  Two days later I spotted a poster nailed to a tree in the village. 
     
  WILL ANYBODY KNOWING THE WHEREABOUTS OF 
  A MISSING BT GOAT 
  ANSWERING TO THE NAME OF SABINA, 
  PLEASE CONTACT MISS PINCHARD 
  AT THE VICARAGE. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 28 
 
 
 WHAT A DRAG 
 
 
     
  "There's plenty of other things just as urgent, does it have to be done right now?" I 
complained. 
  Uncle Hobart, mumbling to himself, rummaged amongst the things on the high shelf 
extending round the kitchen. Aunt Martha had packed the shelf full of her favourite bits 
and pieces and I was waiting for the inevitable crash when Uncle Hobart knocked 
something off. "Ah, 'ere it is!" he exclaimed, blowing the dust from a small tin box he'd 
found. Sitting down, he opened it up, scrabbling about inside for a few minutes, clicking 
his dentures as he pawed through the contents. Finally, he pulled out a faded old 
photograph, handing it to me with raised eyebrows. I tilted it towards the light, studying it 
carefully. "It's the back field, behind the 'ouse," he informed me over my shoulder, but I 
could see that for myself. 
  The photograph had been taken from an upstairs window, showing the view across 
the back field, towards Hogg Hollow. The field was full of water and judging from how far 
it came up the fence posts, I guessed that it had to be at least six inches deep. An old 
combine harvester was stuck up to its axles in the middle of the muddy mire. 
  "That's what 'appens when yer don't keep yer ditches and land-drains cleaned out," 
Uncle Hobart informed me in a self-righteous tone. 
  I tossed the photograph back at him. "From the look of that harvester, I'd say that 
photo must be at least thirty years old. When was the last time you had a flood like that, 
then?" 
  "There's only been the one," he admitted reluctantly, "but that's 'cause I've kept the 
drains cleaned proper ever since." He hurried on, "Farming 'as its responsibilities. It ain't 
all running around in green wellies and whistling at yer sheepdog. Looking after drains is 
all part o' the work." 
  I slumped down in my chair, holding my hands up in mock capitulation. "Okay, okay. 
Don't keep on about it. I'll clean the bloody ditches out." 
  "It ain't as though yer got ter do it by 'and, like I 'ad ter, is it?" he remonstrated. "We 
got the digger now, ain't we?" 
  "I said I'd do it, didn't I? So just shut up and hand me that beer you're hiding down 
the side of your chair." 
  Aunt Martha stuck her head around the kitchen door. "Phone, Hobart," she called. 
  "Who is it then?" he queried, hissing open a can. 
  "The vicar," she replied. "He wants to know whether you quoted a hundred and 
twenty, or a hundred and forty pounds to hire the back field for the village fete." 
  * 
 
  As Uncle Hobart came back into the room from taking the telephone call, I raised my 



eyebrows and pursed my lips. 
  "What?" he said, glaring at me. 
  "Whistling at sheepdogs, eh?" I chided him. He had the grace to look abashed. 
"Responsibilities, eh?" I sneered. 
  Finishing his can of beer in one long quaff, he studied me over the rim. Then, 
crumpling the can in a knotty fist, he tossed it into the sink burping loudly. "Aye, well," he 
answered in a quiet voice, guiltily turning away to study the photograph once more. 
  "Well, what?" I persisted. 
  Shifting about uncomfortably in his seat, Uncle Hobart picked at a loose thread on 
his jumper, then clicked his dentures, sighing. "The vicar wants ter 'ire the back field, but 
he insisted that the ditches are cleaned out first," Uncle Hobart admitted, still studying the 
photograph with avid interest. "'E's worried some kiddie might fall in one and 'urt itself on 
some rubbish." 
  "So, looking after the drains is all part of farming, is it?" I asked sweetly. 
  "Yeah, well," he replied. 
  "So what's this all about then?" I persisted, enjoying his discomfort. 
  "'E's going ter pay us good money, ain't 'e?" 
  I nodded at him. "And I suppose it didn't cross your mind to tell me that earlier, did 
it? Going to keep that little financial transaction to yourself, were you? Pocket the profit 
and let me do all the hard work, no doubt." 
  "I'd 'ave told yer when the time were right, like," he said defensively. 
  I gave him my, Yes, and fairies live at the bottom of the garden, look and he 
shrugged. "What's he want to hire the field for, anyway?" I asked. 
  "The Village Fete, like I said." 
  I frowned. "But that's always held over at Bingham's place, isn't it?" 
  Uncle Hobart nodded in agreement. "Usually, but not this year. Bingham's 
diversifying. 'E's starting a caravan site." Uncle Hobart began picking at his jumper again, 
looking decidedly shifty. 
  "Well?" I finally demanded in exasperation. Going to the kitchen window Uncle 
Hobart looked out, coughing a couple of times. The tilt of his shoulders spoke a thousand 
words. "Well!" I repeated impatiently. 
  As he answered, Uncle Hobart sidled towards the kitchen door. "I sort o' told the 
vicar that you'd organise the fete fer 'im, didn't I?" he said. "I'll be too busy, yer see." And 
with those words Uncle Hobart did a quick disappearing act, the kitchen door swinging 
shut behind him. 
  * 
 
  We were standing in a deep ditch abutting the back field, staring into the end of a 
three foot corrugated metal pipe running under the main road. Sticking my head in, I 
shone my torch into the dark depths, dismayed at the amount of rubbish highlighted by 
the strong beam of light. 
  "How long is this pipe, exactly?" I asked Uncle Hobart. 
  He scratched his head and clicked his dentures at me. "'Bout forty feet, far as I 
remember." 



  "And how the hell are we supposed to get this lot out?" I enquired dubiously, shaking 
my head. 
  I heard the hiss of a can opening behind me. "We'll borrow Stan's terrier and send 
'im through with a piece oʼ string tied round ʻis neck," Uncle Hobart said over my shoulder. 
"Then we'll pull a rope through, tie a brush on the end of the rope and haul it out with the 
tractor. Don't worry, Peter boy, I got it all worked out." 
  He was making it sound far too easy for my liking, and as I studied the piles of 
rubbish again, an uneasiness stirred in my stomach. "It'll take a bloody big brush to shift 
this lot," I complained, looking back over my shoulder at him. 
  He winked, laying a finger alongside his nose. "Yer leave all that ter me, Peter boy," 
he replied in a confident tone. "Yer just stay 'ere and 'ave a beer while I go and get some 
stuff tergether." 
  * 
 
  "Oy, wake up, yer lazy bugger!" a voice urged me. 
  As my nose was licked by a large wet tongue, I opened my eyes with a start. Stan's 
wire-haired terrier was standing over me, panting and slobbering slime all over my face. I 
grimaced, wiping the back of my hand across my mouth. "I only sat down to get a stone 
out of my boot," I explained to Uncle Hobart as he stood over me with a reproachful look. 
"I must have nodded off." 
  "Come on then," he said, walking over to the tractor. 
  After tying up the dog, I helped Uncle Hobart drag an enormous red and yellow 
cylindrical brush from the back of the trailer. This was followed by a large coil of rope and 
a big ball of bailer twin. 
  "Where the hell did you get this from?" I asked, helping to roll the gigantic brush into 
the ditch. 
  "Borrowed it, didn't I?" he told me with a wink. "They're closed fer repairs so they 
ain't going ter miss it fer a couple o' days, are they?" We manoeuvred the brush up to the 
opening of the large land-drain and then Uncle Hobart sat on it recovering his breath. 
Opening a can of beer, he took a pull and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "It 
were right 'andy really. It were just lying there. I didn't even 'ave ter disconnect it." 
  I took a closer look at the fluffy object and suddenly a memory stirred. "Hey, isn't this 
one of those big brushes from Ken's Kar Wash?" I checked. 
  Ignoring my question, Uncle Hobart jumped down, tied the end of the bailer twine 
around the dog's neck and shoved it into the end of the pipe. 
  "Stay 'ere and feed this string in while I go and call the dog from t'other end," he 
ordered. 
  "But..." I protested, but he had already disappeared. 
  * 
 
  Half an hour later the rope was threaded through the drain and I waited patiently for 
the signal. A noise echoed down the pipe as Uncle Hobart tapped on his end, the 
instruction for me to push the big brush into position. As the tractor revved, the brush 
slowly entered the pipe, jerked a couple of times, then stopped. I could still hear the 



tractor revving madly in the next field but the brush stayed put. 
  A moment later Uncle Hobart's voice came reverberating through the pipe to me. 
"'Ang on a mo, the tractor's slipping in the mud, I'm going ter get some straw ter put under 
the wheels." 
  Sitting down, watching the clouds drift by, enjoying the late afternoon sun on my 
face, I opened a can of beer, took a long, satisfying drink, then contemplated life and the 
ways of the rich. 
  The voice startled me. "Hello Peter, where's Hobart?" 
  "Oh, hello Aunt Martha, you made me jump." I nodded at the pipe. "He's across the 
road, in the other field. That is he was, but now he's gone to fetch some straw." 
  Aunt Martha scrambled her way down into the ditch beside me. "Can you tell him 
that I'm going into Ealford to get my hair done when you see him?" 
  "Yes of course," I agreed. 
  "What are you two up to anyway?" she asked, moving across to the pipe and 
peering in. 
  I heard the muffled roar of the tractor starting up and struggled to my feet. The brush 
lurched when Uncle Hobart took the strain and I smiled at Aunt Martha, giving her the 
thumbs up before walking over to make sure the rope attached to my end of the brush 
didn't hang on anything. This was the rope we planned to haul the brush back on when it 
reached the far end of the pipe. Glancing over at Aunt Martha, I gave her a reassuring 
nod, still feeding the rope in, but something made me look back, something nagging away 
at the back of my mind. A movement caught my attention and I looked down, following the 
line of rope snaking away passed my feet. Aunt Martha was standing with one foot in the 
coils! I made a funny squeaky kind of noise, pointing a shaky finger at her, just as Uncle 
Hobart gunned the accelerator of the tractor, taking off at top speed. 
  Aunt Martha disappeared just like that. 
  One second she was there, the next she was gone, in a flurry of swirling clothes and 
thrashing feet. Uncle Hobart had roared away on his tractor like a formula-one driver, 
pulling her into the pipe. I dove at her disappearing legs but only managed to catch one of 
her shoes. I heard one long, thin scream, then an awful ear-ringing silence. 
  Uncle Hobart found me some time later, muttering, "Sweet Jesus!" over and over 
again. 
  * 
 
  Uncle Hobart was slumped in his favourite chair, staring at the wall. He'd been 
sitting that way since the doctor left, after pronouncing Aunt Martha dead. Between us, we 
had washed and laid her out in the front parlour, then called the doctor, the police and the 
local priest. They had all been and gone and now the house seemed cold and empty. 
  I coughed for the second time and a pair of faded blue eyes focused on me. 
"When're you going to call the undertaker?" I asked quietly. 
  Uncle Hobart stuck his finger in his ear and fished about for a moment before 
answering. Then he shook his head and lent forward. "I ain't." 
  "Do you want me to do it, then?" I asked, assuming he was too upset to do it himself. 
  "Nah, we don't need no undertaker," he told me in a firm voice. "I'm going ter bury 'er 



meself, ain't I?" 
  It took some time for those words to sink in. "But you can't do that," I protested. "It's 
illegal." 
  "Nah, it ain't," he assured me. "I checked. I can bury 'er where ever I like." 
  "But what about the service, and the coffin, and... and all the other stuff?" 
  "Coffin's upstairs, under me bed. And I'm doing me own service." 
  "How the hell did you manage to get a coffin under your bed," I exclaimed in 
disbelief. This was becoming surreal. 
  "It's one o' them cardboard one," he told me. "'Ad it up there fer years. It were meant 
ter be fer me, weren't it?" 
  I took a few deep breaths to recover my composure. "Oh right," I managed finally. 
"It's one of those ecological ones, is it?" 
  Shaking his head, Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures. "Nah," he said. "Wouldn't 
waste me money buying one o' them. Made it meself, out o' some old cardboard boxes. 
Don't see the point o' wasting money when yer don't 'ave ter." 
  I groaned inwardly, closing my eyes, trying to ignore that familiar feeling in the pit of 
my stomach. 
  * 
 
  The funeral went okay, I suppose. At least, most of it did, if you ignore the accident 
with the coffin that is. 
  Uncle Hobart had dug the grave with the JCB, which meant it was a tad deep, so he 
put some road cones around it to stop people falling in. Unfortunately the red and white 
stripes of the road cones clashed outrageously with the cardboard coffin he'd made, 
having painted it a bright fluorescent-green with a job-lot of paint pinched from 
somewhere. But what made matters worse, was the lettering still showing through from 
the box beneath. 'Cramley's Condoms Are Safe', they spelt out in bold, black type. 
  We set the coffin down beside the grave so that Uncle Hobart could read the service. 
It had started to drizzle; that thin, searching kind of drizzle, that managed to find its way 
into every tiny opening in your clothing and by the time the last hymn had been sung, we 
were all soaked to the skin, shivering with the cold. I took up position at the foot of the 
coffin and Stan - an old friend of Uncle Hobart's - stood at the head. On Uncle Hobart's 
nod, we lifted the coffin from the ground and I was amazed at how light Aunt Martha had 
become since she'd died. She hardly weighed anything at all now. 
  Stan coughed pointedly at me and nodded at the ground. Looking down, I saw that 
Aunt Martha was laying on the wet grass with a serene smile on her face, looking for all 
the world as though she'd just fallen asleep, instead of having just fallen through the 
bottom of the soggy cardboard coffin. Stan's stern face grew even sterner when I 
discreetly kicked Aunt Martha into the grave, dropping the remains of the coffin in on top 
of her. After back-filling the grave with the JCB, Uncle Hobart placed a wooden cross at 
the head of the plot, and said a few private words. And after that, we all tramped back into 
the house for some well-earned sandwiches. 
     
     



     
  



 Chapter 29 
 
 
 THAR SHE BLOWS 
 
 
  * 
 
  "You sure you're up to this?" I asked Uncle Hobart, worried that, as it had only been 
a short time since Aunt Martha's funeral, helping to organise the fete for the vicar might 
prove a bit too much 
  "I'll be alright," he said. "Anyway, it's some'at ter do, ain't it?" Uncle Hobart sounded 
tired and despondent. 
  I held out a can of beer but he shook his head dismissively. That really worried me. 
Refusing a drink was something Uncle Hobart seldom did. Sitting down at the kitchen 
table, I opened the can. "Oh Christ!" I exclaimed. 
  "What's the matter?" he asked softly. 
  I pointed at the table. "Look, the bloody cat's crapped on the table-cloth." Wrinkling 
my nose in disgust, I got up to fetch some kitchen towel. "The dirty little bastard." I 
complained. "What's it go and do that for?" 
  Uncle Hobart lent forward, clicking his dentures at the offending object. "It sure looks 
like cat's crap," he commented, poking the mess with his finger. Then sticking the liberally 
encrusted digit under his nose, he sniffed vigorously, nodding. "And it sure smells like 
cat's crap." I watched in fascinated horror as he proceeded to stick his finger in his mouth, 
sucking it noisily, smacking his lips in obvious pleasure. "Aye, that's cat's crap alright," he 
confirmed with a broad grin. 
  I felt my stomach do a flip. "You really are the most... horrid... disgusting... 
perverted..." I faltered to a stop as he barked a short laugh. 
  "Got yer going there, didn't I?" he said, shaking his head in amusement. Picking up 
the cat crap, he proceeded to lick it, a huge grin plastered across his face. "Don't worry, 
Peter boy, it's just one o' them tricks ones." Chortling to himself, Uncle Hobart continued 
licking. "Good ain't it? I covered it in chocolate, so's it'd look more real." His rumbling 
laughter filled the kitchen again. "God, yer should 'ave seen the look on yer face." 
  * 
 
  "Absolutely nothing?" I asked in disbelief. 
  Uncle Hobart shook his head. "Nah. I used ter rely on Martha fer things like that, yer 
see." 
  "But how can we have run out of everything all at the same time?" I persisted. 
"Haven't you done any shopping at all this week?" 
  Studying the floor, Uncle Hobart made small circles with the toe of his shoe, sighing 
heavily. "Didn't really feel up to it, did I? It were ... Well, yer know ... Shopping reminds me 
o' the times when me and Martha used ter do it tergether, like." 
  I put a hand on his shoulder, feeling like a right bastard. "Oh, Uncle Hobart, I'm 



sorry," I apologised. "I really am. I wasn't thinking. Look, I'll do the shopping myself today, 
okay?" 
  "Chippy's still open," he muttered quietly. 
  "Okay, you sit there and I'll go and get us some chips. Would you like that?" 
  "And a bit o' fish?" 
  "And a bit of fish," I agreed. 
  "And some cans o' beer?" 
  My smile faltered. "And some cans of beer." 
  "And while yer at it, yer'll need ter get some petrol, the car's empty. Oh and when yer 
in the garage getting the petrol, see if they got any o' that chocolate I like, and some..." 
Snatching up the car keys, I headed for the door before the list got any longer. "'Ere, yer'll 
need this," Uncle Hobart called after me, tossing his credit card in my direction. 
  I flicked the card over, frowning. "You're not supposed to write your number on the 
back like that, you bloody idiot. Suppose someone nicks it, they could clear your account 
out?" 
  "'Ow the 'ell else am I supposed ter remember me number?" he complained. "I ain't 
Bamber bleedin' Gascoine yer know." Sighing, I headed out the door. "And don't be long," 
he shouted after me, "I'm bleedin' starving!" 
  * 
 
  It bleeped once then sat silently, winking at me with a dull green glow. I tried again 
and got the same result. 
  "Hell! I must have punched the wrong number in," I muttered to myself, balancing 
my chips on the edge of the cash dispenser. "Now where the hell did I put that bloody 
number?" I was searching my pockets when it dawned on me. "Oh hell! It's written on the 
back of the card, and that's stuck in the bloody machine." 
  In a temper, I thumped the keypad, snatching my hand away as the clear plastic 
cover snapped closed. I could hardly believe my eyes. The bloody thing had stolen my 
fish suppers! There they were, two portions of cod and chips, gently steaming away 
inside the cash dispenser. Suddenly all the years of frustration and anger coalesced, and 
I totally lost my head. 
  "Right you... you... bastard!" I screamed at the top of my voice, my shouts 
rebounding from the bank's impressive façade, echoing up and down the deserted street. 
"You've gone too bloody far this time." Running to the car, I yanked open the door, 
grunting in satisfaction when I found the crowbar was still under the front seat where Iʼd 
left it. "Right, let's see how much you like this, you dumb, chip grabbing, bloody machine." 
Swinging the crowbar around my head, I charged the cash dispenser at full tilt. "Nick my 
bloody supper would you? We'll soon see about that." Smashing at the plastic cover had 
little effect - apart from creating a couple of small cracks and a few extra scratches - so I 
pushed the end of the crowbar between the cover and the chrome-plated metal frame. 
Standing on my toes, I lent into the crowbar, determined that an inanimate object wasnʼt 
getting away with nicking my supper. 
  I was so intent on what I was doing that I was totally unaware somebody was 
standing behind me. Not until I heard a discrete cough that is. Ignoring it, I continued with 



my struggles, shrugging my shoulder in irritation when someone tapped it. "Sod off," I 
growled, "unless you want me to bend this crowbar over your head, that is." 
  The reply was calm but firm. "I really don't think that would be a very good idea, sir." 
Looking over my shoulder, I came nose to nose with a serious looking face, topped by a 
policeman's pointed helmet. He smiled patiently at me. "Trying to rob the cash-point 
machine then, are we sir?" 
  Doing my best to hide the crowbar behind my back, I shrugged nonchalantly. "Well 
not really, officer. You see the damned thing's stolen my supper. I was just trying to get it 
back." 
  The policemanʼs eyebrows rose and he peered over my shoulder. I moved my body, 
trying to hide the crowbar and we began to weave back and forth, almost dancing. Finally 
he nodded at the cash machine. "So it's stolen your supper has it, sir? Pinched it from you 
when you weren't looking no doubt." He raised his eyebrows even further and, for a 
moment, I thought they were about to disappear under his helmet. 
  I nodded desperately. "Yes, that's right. Look." I pointed at the scratched and 
cracked plastic cover. 
  The policeman lent over, carefully examining the machine. Then he glanced up at 
me, back at the machine and slowly straightened, with a look that said he might well be 
dealing with the local nutter; another casualty of Care in the Community. "I'm afraid that I 
can't see a thing in there, sir. The cover appears to be all steamed up. Perhaps it's 
waiting for you to give it a second helping?" 
  "Of course it's all steamed up, you bloody moron! That's the whole point. It's got my 
bloody chips in there." I stamped my foot in frustration. "What are you, thick or 
something?" 
  The officer glared down at me for a moment and I saw the recognition suddenly 
flicker into his eyes. "Wait a minute," he said, "you're Barns, aren't you?" I nodded, 
breathing hard. "Yes I thought so," he continued. "We've had instructions to keep an eye 
out for you." My stomach shrivelled up. "From Detective Inspector Grunt, it was." Tilting 
his head to one side, he thought hard for a moment. "Something about locking you up at 
the first opportunity, I think it was." He nodded slowly. "And I got the distinct impression 
that he wasn't too fussy about how we managed it either." Placing his hands behind his 
back, he rose up onto his toes, a wide grin plastered across his face. "He's going to be 
very interested when I tell him how I found you trying to rob the bank, isn't he?" 
  I began to squirm, turning on my best smile. "Now look officer, surely there's no 
need..." 
  The policeman reached around behind my back, pulling the crowbar from my hand. 
"I think I'll just take that, if you don't mind, sir. Now if I were you, I'd toddle off home before 
I got myself into any more trouble. And I'd thank my lucky stars that the officer who found 
me attacking the cash machine was going home at the time and didn't want the fuss of 
typing up triplicate forms before he got there." 
  I nodded eagerly. "Right officer. Yes of course. Thank you very much." Jumping into 
my car, I shot off before he had the chance to change his mind, or notice that my tax disc 
was four months out of date. 
  Fifty minutes later found me tramping up the lane leading to our farm, contemplating 



ways in which I could slowly torture Uncle Hobart to death. The car was abandoned a 
mile back, with the petrol gauge stuck on empty. In my hurry to get away from the 
policeman, Iʼd forgotten to stop at the garage to fill up with petrol. 
  * 
 
  Opening the hall door, I shouted up the stairs. "Did you remember to ring the Water 
Board and tell them to turn on the water supply in the back field?" 
  Uncle Hobart's muffled voice floated back down to me. "Course I did. Stop yer 
bleedin' worrying, will yer." 
  Sitting down at the kitchen table, I cracked open a can of cold beer. It was no 
surprise to me that Uncle Hobart walked in a few seconds later. He could hear a beer can 
opening at five hundred yards. 
  "Got all them stalls organised, then?" he asked as he sat down. 
  I nodded glumly. "Yeah, but something's bound to go wrong. It always does." 
  "Everything'll be fine, yer'll see." He opened his can and took a deep pull. "What 
time's the vicar coming round then?" 
  "About three, I think." I lent forward, massaging the back of my neck. Iʼd been hard 
at it since six that morning, setting up tables and stalls for the fete. The strain was 
beginning to tell. 
  "Told yer it'd be easy, didn't I?" Uncle Hobart commented, raising his can in a salute. 
I gave him a smouldering look. He just winked at me. "Why don't yer get yer 'ead down fer 
a bit and I'll call yer when the vicar shows up?" he said. 
  Standing up, I stretched until my fingertips brushed the low ceiling. "You know, that's 
a bloody good idea. I think I'll do just that." 
  * 
 
  It must have been the shouting that woke me, and I sat up, confused for a moment. 
It came again. "Roll up, roll up. Whoʼs going ter be next ter try their luck, then?" The voice 
sounded familiar. 
  Glancing at the clock, I swore. It was five thirty, the Fete had been going for a couple 
of hours already and Uncle Hobart had not called me. I looked out of the bedroom window. 
Not a person in sight. Where was everybody? Hurrying downstairs, I ran out of the back 
door and into the field. 
  I heard the same voice shouting again. "'Ere yer go then. Only one pound a throw. 
Don't push, there's plenty o' balls fer everyone." 
  "What's he bloody up to now?" I muttered, hurrying across the field. 
  I eventually came to a crowd gathered around a huge jet of water pumping from a 
hole in the ground and looking up towards the top of this impromptu fountain, I could not 
believe my eyes. There, bouncing about on the very apex of the jet, like some huge ball in 
a bingo machine, was Aunt Martha! 
  Open-mouthed, I read the sign that Uncle Hobart had hastily erected. 
     
  KNOCK THE LADY OFF THE SPOUT. 
  ONLY ONE POUND A THROW. 



  TOP CASH PRIZES. 
     
  "Must 'ave bust the water mains when we dug Martha's grave," Uncle Hobart 
whispered in my ear as I stood by his side, mouth agape. "When the Water Board turned 
on the supply for the fete, this 'appened." He clicked his teeth, tutting, shaking his head 
sadly. "Still, yer 'ave ter make the best o' a bad situation, don't yer." 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 30 
 
 
 MISTAKEN IDENTITY 
 
 
     
  I slammed the car door and squelched my way through the rain towards the house. 
  "Oy watch it! Yer dripping all over the bleedin' floor," Uncle Hobart greeted me as I 
walked into the kitchen. Picking up the tea towel from the back of the chair, I dried my hair. 
"Wouldn't do that if I were you," Uncle Hobart told me. "I've just cleaned up a load o' spilt 
fat with that." He smiled, clicking his dentures in delight. "Anyhow," he continued, "what's 
up with yer? Yer look like yer've got a pineapple stuck up yer rear-end." 
  I sighed heavily and sat down at the table. "Car's on the blink again," I told him. "The 
windscreen wipers are sticking. I had to keep getting out to free them all the way home, 
now I'm soaked to the bloody skin." 
  "I'll 'ave a look at 'em later. Probably just need a drop o' oil or some'at," Uncle Hobart 
reassured me. 
  Pulling my wet jumper over my head, I swore as the fat on my hair transferred itself 
to the expensive garment. It had been a present from a friend in Saudi. 
  "Said yer shouldn't 'ave used that tea-towel, didn't I?" Uncle Hobart told me smugly. 
Curling my fingers into fists at his infuriating habit of stating the bloody obvious, I resisted 
the urge to curl them around his throat. Placing his beer can on the table, Uncle Hobart 
moved it around in small circles and I felt that familiar feeling start up in my stomach. He 
dropped his bombshell quietly. "Rented the back field out for a Rave, ain't I?" 
  My breath caught at the back of my throat. "You've done bloody what! A Rave?" 
Shaking my head in bewilderment, I stared at him in wide-eyed amazement. "Do you 
know what a Rave is, for Christ's sake?" Carefully raising his can to his lips, he took a 
long pull, then studied me with his faded blue eyes and shrugged. "Didn't you even think 
of asking?" I persisted. 
  "It were money, Peter boy," he said, sotto voce. "It were too good a deal ter ignore. It 
don't grow on trees yer know." 
  Leaning my elbows on the table, I cradled my head in my hands and sighed. 
"When?" I asked him. 
  "Eh?" he responded. 
  "When?" I shook my head in despair. "When are we going to be visited by this 
bloody disaster?" 
  "What're yer making so much fuss about?" he asked. "It's only a bleedin' dance, 
when all's said and done. A couple o' tents, some bloke playing the piano, and a few 
young 'uns prancing about. That's all. No big deal." 
  I felt tears of frustration forming in my eyes and lowered my forehead onto the cool 
surface of the kitchen table. "A couple of tents and some bloke playing the piano," I 
mumbled into the wood. "And some bloke playing the piano," I repeated in a half-sob, not 
really believing that even Uncle Hobart could be this bloody stupid. 



  As I looked up at him, he smiled at me. "Aye, that's right," he agreed. "And surely 
yer can put up with a couple o' 'ours o' someone knocking out the Lambeth Walk fer the 
money they're going ter pay us?" 
  I lent across the table, grabbing him by the ears, then speaking in a slow, distinctive 
voice, shaking his head from side to side in time with each syllable, I said, "Now listen 
very carefully Uncle Hobart, and make sure you get this into that pathetic excuse you 
have for a brain. You're going to pick the phone up right now and tell whoever it was that 
talked you into this craziness, that you've changed your mind, okay?" 
  Uncle Hobart screwed up his face, pulling my hands away. "Ruddy 'ell, Peter boy!" 
he exclaimed, delving about in his left ear with a grubby finger. "Yer've loosened all the 
wax in me bleedin' ear'ole now." 
  I pushed back my chair, standing up, looming over him. "Phone! Now!" I snarled 
menacingly. 
  Shaking his head no, Uncle Hobart looked away, then back again. "Can't exactly do 
that, can I?" Sticking a grubby hand into his pocket, pulling out a piece of crumpled paper, 
he held it out to me. "Yer see, they sort o' made me sign this, like." 
  "Give me that!" I said, snatching it from his hand, my heart sinking as I realised it 
was a contract. Placing it on the table, I carefully smoothed out the crinkles, scanning the 
print. Reading it through again, I saw there was no way out of it. "How the hell could you 
have done this to us, Uncle Hobart?" I moaned. "This not only lets the organisers have a 
Rave in our field, but gives them permission to hold a rock-concert as well." I tapped the 
contract, emphasising every word. "They'll be here for a bloody fortnight at least!" 
  Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures at me, looking somewhat contrite. "Well, 'e said 'e 
were in an 'urry and 'e didn't give me time ter read it proper, did 'e?" 
  I slowly screwed the contract into a small, tight wodge. "Well, maybe this'll teach you 
to read things properly in the future," I said, tilting his head back, forcing the ball of paper 
into his mouth and pouring his beer in after it. Scrunching up the can in one hand, I strode 
from the room, feeling better. Much better. 
  * 
 
  Looking from the mud-splattered car to my watch, seeing I could just about make the 
car wash if I left right away, I jumped into the car. Slamming the door and turning on the 
ignition key, I swore under my breath as the driver's window began snapping up and 
down like a demented Venus fly-trap. Thumping the controls, I grunted in satisfaction 
when the window ceased its hysterical movements, even though it was now jammed half-
open. Trying to start the car again resulted in the windscreen wipers flopping backwards 
and forwards, the dry rubber squealing across the insect encrusted windscreen, setting 
my teeth on edge. Cursing Uncle Hobart's attempts at car electrics, waggling furiously at 
the wiper stalk, only succeeded in making the wipers move twice as fast. In a mounting fit 
of pique, I thumped the stalk with my fist, which was a mistake, because it snapped off, 
taking a chunk of my ear with it, as it catapulted over my shoulder. Losing my patience 
completely, I lunged out of the car, caught my foot under the rubber mat and went 
sprawling into the mud in a tangle of arms and legs. Regaining my feet, wiping the mud 
from my face, I looked at my watch, torn by the knowledge that if I didn't leave right now, 



I'd be too late. The pleasure of ramming the broken indicator stalk up Uncle Hobart's left 
nostril would have to wait until I got back! 
  Pulling into the car wash, I stopped alongside the control box and lent out of the 
window to insert my token, but was parked too far away and couldn't quite reach. Cursing 
silently, I wriggled my body out, which allowed me to insert the silver token into the slot, 
grunting in satisfaction as it tinkled its way into the guts of the machinery. The car-wash 
rumbled into life and so too, for some unexplainable reason, did the car window, suddenly 
snapping shut again, trapping me half way out of the car. Struggling desperately, trying to 
free myself, I managed to wriggle my way backwards into the car, but ended up trapped 
by my neck on the edge of the glass, hardly able to breath. The car-wash brushes sprang 
into life, swinging onto the side of the car with a soft thump, quickly gathering speed as 
they moved down the side of the car towards me. As the whirling brushes drew nearer, 
my eyes grew wider, and my shouts grew wilder. Stabbing my finger at the window 
control button, I prayed that something would happen, and it did. The windscreen wipers 
started up, throwing soapy water into my eyes. 
  My screams of rage were quickly lost amongst the clanking and whirring of the car-
wash as it dutifully washed my car from front to back, then from back to front, my head 
along with it. The machine completed the wash cycle, then blasted me with hot air. The 
attendant finally tore his gaze from the girlie magazine he was reading, noticed my 
predicament and rushed out to help, pushing down the window, releasing my head, for 
which I was grateful. But he then yanked open the car door, for which I was not grateful 
because I swept passed him on a wave of bubbling water that an Aussie surfer would 
have given his right arm to ride. The force of the water carried me halfway across the 
main road, dumping me astride the white line, and the resultant sixteen car pile up made 
the national news that evening. 
  * 
 
  "What?" I shouted above the noise. It was the third day of the festival and my third 
night of sleeplessness. Fortunately I'd managed to get the Rave stopped by whipping up 
local fears about the event turning into a drunken, drug taking, sex orgy. That got Miss 
Pinchard started and she quickly raised a protest march, forcing the police to slap a ban 
on it, in the interests of public safety. The rock-concert however, was given the go-ahead. 
  My eyes felt gritty, my head pounding in time to the constant, gut-rumbling beat of 
the thousand watt speakers erected right outside our bedroom windows. The glass had 
shattered long ago, and now every time a bass note was played, the whole house 
reverberated. Unable to sleep, Uncle Hobart and I wandered out to watch the festivities, 
but I'd soon lost interest in the sweaty, half-naked youths, strutting their stuff on stage for 
the hoards of screaming girls, looking around for something better to do. 
  Uncle Hobart, who was obviously as fed-up as I was, grabbed my shoulder and 
pushed his mouth against my ear to make himself heard. "Come on," he shouted, "let's 
get down ter the Duck and Anvil fer a quick wet. I can't stand much more o' this." 
  We swapped positions. "No, you go ahead," I shouted back, "I'm going to take a look 
at the stalls." He gave me the thumbs up, heading off to the pub. I smiled to myself, 
thinking about the reception that would be waiting for him there, knowing how much the 



villagers blamed him for all the noise and disruption they were going through. 
  Stopping at a stall, I bought a small torch - stumbling over the half-conscious bodies 
of revellers was not only tedious, but getting downright dangerous in the fading light. Then 
setting off to look around the festival, I was passing a particularly colourful tepee when a 
girl stuck her head out, calling to me, "Hey! Hey, it's Peter, isn't it?" 
  Stopping, squinting through the gathering darkness, I saw another head appear; the 
grinning features of Makis, lit by my torch. "How'sa it going, Petey?" he called. 
  "Hello Makis," I shouted back. "It's going pretty good. How about you?" I was talking 
to Makis but concentrating on Jill. She was as gorgeous as I remembered her and I 
cursed myself for having let her slip through my fingers. Now it was too late, she was 
married to the big Greek. Moving closer, I breathed in Jill's perfume. "Hi," I said to her, 
"it's really nice bumping into you like this." 
  She smiled broadly, showing her perfect teeth. "What are you doing here?" she 
asked. "I wouldn't have thought this was your sort of thing." 
  "I live here. Over there," I explained, pointing at the farm. 
  "You live there?" she asked, frowning. 
  "Yes, with Uncle Hobart." 
  Makis' face lit up. "You live here, witha Hobart?" When I nodded, he laughed. 
"Where's he?" 
  "Down at the pub, where else?" I answered. 
  "Whicha way?" Makis wanted to know. "I go see. 
  I explained how to get to the Duck and Anvil, then watched the Greek's broad back 
disappear into the darkness, turning to Jill, smiling self-consciously. "Well, it's certainly 
been a long time," I said, full of such witty repartee at moments like this. 
  Sliding her arm through mine, Jill hugged it. "Come on Peter, relax. Tell you what, 
why don't we go and have a look around the stalls?" I nodded eagerly. 
  We spent the next couple of hours wandering from stall to stall, buying any little 
knick-knacks that took our fancy, with Jill doing her best to educate me on the niceties of 
shell jewellery, while I continued using such conversational nuggets as, "So do you go to 
festivals very often, then?" 
  Finishing my hotdog, laughing at the blob of ketchup that Jill somehow managed to 
get stuck on the end of her nose, I found myself tilting her head back, gently licking it off, 
until suddenly our lips locked together in a heady taste of ketchup, sweat, and perfume. 
As our tongues got to renewing old friendships, her body pressed tight to mine, with me 
praying a certain portion of my anatomy wasn't making my enthusiasm too damned 
obvious. 
  At the end of the kiss we were both breathless and stood looking at each other for a 
long moment, until Jill finally broke the tableau, frowning at the ground. Raising her gaze, 
she studied me through long lashes and I felt my throat restricting. "I'm married Peter," 
she whispered. 
  "I know," I answered through dry lips. 
  "And I intend staying faithful to Makis." 
  I nodded, exhaling deeply. "I know," I repeated forlornly. 
  Jill suddenly giggled girlishly. "Come on then, race you back to the tent." And before 



I could make a move, she was off into the night. 
  I followed at a more leisurely pace and by the time I arrived back at the tepee, Jill 
had lit a small gas lamp and set out a couple of canvas chairs. Taking the can of beer she 
offered, I sat, trying to be witty and off-key with my conversation. But it kept coming out 
wrong, so in the end I gave up, and just sat listening to the music thudding across the 
field. 
  "So how's Hobart these days?" Jill asked some time later. 
  "Oh, he's fine. Up to his usual tricks." I made a sweeping gesture. "He's responsible 
for all this as it happens." 
  Her eyes widened. "Hobart set this up? You're pulling my leg." 
  I smiled at her. "Jill, as much as I'd like to pull one of those fantastic legs of yours, 
I'm afraid it's true." 
  I was halfway through a long explanation of how Uncle Hobart had signed the 
contract when a voice cut across me. "Well, I'll be damned. If it isn't Jilly." 
  Glancing back over my shoulder, I saw the speaker was a tall, rather handsome 
looking, blond guy. Holding his hand was a slim dark-haired girl, whose coffee coloured 
skin told of a foreign origin. 
  "Tim! Donna!" Jill squealed in delight. "God I haven't seen you two since university. 
Still together then?" 
  Donna lent forward, replying in a husky, conspiratorial tone, which accentuated her 
accent. "No one else would put up with him." 
  "Come on, sit down," Jill instructed, pulling a couple more cans of beer from the 
plastic wrap. They sat crossed legged on the grass and as they began reminiscing about 
their time at university, I began to feel left out. Settling back into my canvas chair, I 
allowed the conversation to fade away, studying the way Jill's lips move as she spoke. 
  * 
 
  Someone shook my shoulder, I opened my eyes. Jill was smiling down at me. "I was 
going to get us all something to eat," she told me. "Do you know if any of the stalls sell 
rolls?" 
  Shaking myself awake, I stood up. "I've got some back at the house," I told her. "I'll 
go and get them if you like." 
  "Great," she replied. "You do that and I'll start the bacon and sausages." 
  I was making my way back to the tent, clutching a bag full of rolls, when I tripped 
over somebody in the dark, swearing loudly as I landed on my hands and knees. The bag 
ripped open, spilling rolls all over the grass. 
  "Hey man! Why don't you look where you're going!" a voice grumbled from the 
darkness. 
  Struggling to my feet I looked at the middle-aged hippie who was chastising me. He 
was wearing a brightly patterned shirt with flowing sleeves that, even in the dim light, 
made me want to shade my eyes. A set of shell beads rustled around his neck and a red 
headband proclaimed he'd been to Glastonbury. Mumbling my apologies, I began 
collecting the rolls, while the hippie crouched down again to continue picking at something 
in the grass. 



  My curiosity got the better of me. "What're you doing down there anyway?" I asked 
him. 
  "Picking me some mushrooms, man." He giggled girlishly. "Like, for an early 
breakfast." Winking at me, he got to his feet and made his way unsteadily towards the 
tent area. 
  "Hey!" I called after him. He stopped, looking back over his shoulder, swaying gently, 
peering owlishly through his metal-framed spectacles. "You alright?" I called. 
  He waved a hand, giggling again. "Travelling high man. Travelling high. You have a 
beautiful time now, you hear?" 
  He was soon swallowed up by the darkness and I looked at the ground thoughtfully. 
Then stooping down, I began picking mushrooms. They'd go nicely with the bacon and 
sausages that Jill was cooking. 
  * 
 
  I awoke to the beat of some demented rock band doing its best to hammer its way 
into my skull. I could feel the heat of the body laying against my back in the confines of 
the sleeping bag, smiling to myself in a smug, self-satisfied way, recalling the fry-up Jill 
had done us, the talk, the monumental amount of beer we had drunk. Makis had 
staggered back about three in the morning, collapsing into the tepee with a grunt, out cold. 
Visions of Jill faded in and out of my mind, even though I was finding it difficult to 
remember exactly what had happened. She cooked the sausages, bacon and 
mushrooms, I remembered that alright, and gave me a large bottle of cider, which I 
promptly drank. I seemed to remember dancing at some point, but what happened after 
that I couldnʼt quite remember. I gave up on the conundrum. Why worry when the object 
of my desires was snuggled tightly against my body? Turning over, I slid my hand along 
her warm body until it cupped her breast, lent over and kissed the tip of her ear, the nape 
of her neck. She murmured something low and husky, turning her head to look at me. 
  My eyes widened in horror. "Oh hell!" I swore, sitting bolt upright. 
  "Good morning, Peter," Miss Pinchard murmured in her tight, prissy, voice. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 31 
 
 
 UP UP AND AWAY 
 
 
     
  "'Ere, 'ave yer seen them new lot what's moved into Whiteford's old cottage yet?" 
Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures, crumpling his empty beer can with gnarled fingers. 
Picking up another, he pulled the tab with a hiss then dropped it back inside the can, 
taking a long deep pull. I waited expectantly for him to choke on the tab, but instead he 
jerked his head towards the window, saying, "I bet 'e's one o' them ponced-up city 
buggers what's come down 'ere ter mix with the yokels and show off to 'is mates." 
  Wiping stray beer from my chin with the back of my hand, I raised my eyebrows. "It 
wasn't that long ago that I was one of those ponced-up city buggars Uncle Hobart, don't 
you forget that." 
  He looked at me with his faded blue eyes, a smile hovering about his lips. "Aye, yer 
right," he agreed, "but that's different, ain't it?" 
  "So, what're they like then, our new neighbours?" 
  Uncle Hobart shrugged. "Ain't seen 'em yet, but the postie reckons she sunbathes 
topless in 'er garden. 'E walked in on 'er t'other day when 'e were delivering the post." 
  Things suddenly slipped into place and I clicked my fingers. "So that's why you were 
so keen to clip the hedge yesterday." I poked him in the shoulder, barking a short laugh. 
"You've been trying to get a crafty look-see, haven't you? You dirt old sod!" 
  "Well if she shows 'em off, who am I to look t'other way?" Uncle Hobart muttered 
self-consciously, moving his can back and forth across the table, pursing his lips. "What 
yer expect. I'm only 'uman ain't I?" 
  "That's debatable," I replied with a laugh. "And just because she sunbathes topless 
doesn't give you the right to invade her privacy," I chastised him. 
  "Weren't doing no 'arm," he muttered. "Just cutting the 'edge. I mean, if I accidentally 
saw 'er thingees when I were doing it, it would 'ardly be my fault, would it?" 
  "And did you?" I asked. 
  "Did I what?" he countered. 
  "Accidentally see her thingees?" 
  He smiled, shaking his head. "Nah, the bleedin' 'edge were too thick, weren't it?" He 
rubbed his shoulder, grinning mischievously. "Fell off the ladder though. Nearly broke me 
bleedin' arm, didn't I?" 
  "Serves you right," I said, opening another can and joining his laughter. 
  * 
 
  Uncle Hobart clicked his dentures in annoyance, pointing his tankard at the 
television. "If it were up ter me I'd send the bleedin' SAS in. They'd soon sort that lot out," 
he commented. 
  We were watching the latest broadcast from France about a group of terrorists who 



were holding fifty people hostage in an old chateau. The situation had been stalemated 
for a couple of months and it didn't seem likely that anything would change in the near 
future. 
  "Sorted them lot in the Iranian Embassy out quick enough, didn't they?" he muttered. 
  Balancing my can on the arm of the chair, I rose to the bait, falling into the trap of 
arguing with him. "But that was different," I reasoned. "That was in this country. You can't 
go sending troops into another country without being invited first. You'd start a bloody 
war." 
  Uncle Hobart pointed the remote control at the television, switching it off. Then 
leaning forward in his chair, he shook his head. "Course yer bleedin' wouldn't," he argued. 
  "Yes you would," I replied. 
  "Nah," he said. 
  "Yes," I insisted. 
  "Balls!" he replied. "Anyway, ain't it time yer were doing the milking?" 
  "That's right," I said, standing up. "Start swearing. That's a really intelligent way to 
win an argument, isn't it." 
  "Give us that can if yer off ter do the milking," he ordered. "We don't want it falling 
down the side o' the chair and getting wasted, do we?" 
  * 
 
  Standing hands on hips, shaking my head at Uncle Hobart, I told him, "You're bloody 
nuts, do you know that?" 
  Removing his cloth-cap, Uncle Hobart wiped his hand over his head. Even in the 
height of summer his cap seldom left its perch. I often wondered if he wore it to bed, 
which wouldn't have surprised me one bit, because I knew for a fact that he wore it in the 
bath. "It'll work. Trust me," he said. "I know what I'm doing." 
  "Yeah," I answered. "Like the time with the gas-car. And the time before that with..." 
  "Alright, alright," he snapped, holding up a hand. "There's no need ter go on." 
  Pursing my lips, I studied the two large weather balloons. "Where'd you get them 
from, anyway?" 
  Deftly flipping his cap onto the back of his head, Uncle Hobart squinted his eyes 
against the sun, hooking his thumbs in his wide leather belt. I knew then that I'd made a 
mistake, I should have kept quite. "Got 'em from old Major Ricketts, over in High 
Meadow," he answered, nodding at the silver spheres. "Swapped 'em for a couple of 
lambs, didn't I? And 'e slung in a bottle o' helium too." 
  Uncle Hobart had tied one balloon to each arm of our cast iron garden bench and 
now it was floating a few feet off the ground, held in place by a mooring rope attached to 
the back of the tractor. 
  "And you're going to risk your neck on that contraption?" I asked him, incredulity 
hanging heavily in my voice. "Just so you can get a peek at our neighbours thingees? 
Wouldn't it be safer to buy a girlie magazine?" 
  Uncle Hobart's eyebrows shot up and a look of disgust crossed his face. "Waste me 
money on a bleedin' magazine when the real thing's on display next door!" He shook his 
head vigorously in mock rage, then laughed. "Anyway, I ain't doing it fer that, am I?" 



     
  "Oh?" It must have been obvious from my tone that I didn't believe one word. 
  "I thought it might be fun ter be like that Branson bloke and do a bit o' ballooning. 
Not too far like, just a little way up." He tapped a neatly coiled rope that was lying on the 
bench. "Reckon this is about a 'undred feet long. That should do it nicely." 
  I shook my head, slowly backing away, holding both hands palm out as though 
trying to ward off something evil; which of course I was. Uncle Hobart. "You really are 
crazy, aren't you?" I whispered. 
  "Come on, Peter boy. I can't manage it on me own, can I?" He held out his hands. 
"Look at me poor old 'ands. They just wouldn't manage the rope." His large, sad eyes 
beseeched me. "Just a couple o' feet. Come on, please." My expression must have 
softened a bit because he plunged on. "Where's the 'arm anyway? And I've always 
wanted ter go up in a balloon. It'll be fun. It will. And it'll be me last chance ter do anything 
like this before I die, won't it?" 
  "But that thing isn't a balloon," I reasoned, pointing a shaky finger at the floating 
garden bench. 
  Dropping an arm around my shoulders, Uncle Hobart gently squeezed my upper 
arm. "Course it ain't. I know that. It's better. It'll be like riding one o' them Ferris Wheels 
thingees at the fun fair. You'll see. Come on, what do yer say?" 
  Yet again I allowed myself to be talked into something that was bound to go wrong 
and, climbing onto the bench, trying to hide my fear, I tied myself firmly to the wooden 
slats with a couple of lengths of bailer twin. Uncle Hobart climbed up beside me, poking 
me in the ribs with a sharp elbow and laughing. My mouth went dry when his movements 
caused the bench to gyrate wildly. "Let go some o' the rope then," he ordered, like an 
excited child on his first trip on the Big Dipper. "I've been looking forward ter this fer 
ages." 
  I tentatively began paying out the rope, holding my breath as we began to rise 
higher. Then, to my astonishment, I began to enjoy the sensation of floating quietly above 
the ground. I quickly let out the rest of the rope and we rose steadily upwards. 
  I was brought back to reality by Uncle Hobart's exclamation of annoyance. "Just my 
bleedin' luck," I heard him mutter. 
  "What is?" I asked. 
  Following his pointing finger, I spotted our next door neighbour laid out in all her 
splendid glory below us, her well oiled body fully exposed to the sun for all the world to 
see, and I couldn't help but chuckle. She was seventy if she was a day! Serves the randy 
old sod right, I thought, laying back in the seat, relaxing in the warm morning sun. 
  Sometime later I heard Uncle Hobart sigh heavily. 
  "What's 'e bleedin' want?" 
  Opening my eyes, looking down, I spotted Alistair, our neighbour from the next farm, 
striding purposefully across the yard, and when I saw the direction he was heading, I 
began frantically pulling on the rope. "Will you give me a bloody hand!" I snapped at 
Uncle Hobart as he just continued to sit there. 
  "What's up then?" he asked, looking confused. 
  "I told Alistair that he could use our tractor while his was being serviced," I said, 



pulling the rope all the harder. "But I didn't think the idiot would want to borrow the bloody 
thing today!" 
  As he suddenly realised the implications, a look of horror crossed Uncle Hobart's 
face. "Fer Christ's sake, do someʼat!" he shouted at me in a panic. 
  Gritting my teeth, I gave the rope another hefty pull but only succeeded in tipping the 
bench over at a dangerous angle, forcing me to give up the progress I'd already made. 
The bench floated upwards again, spinning on the end of the rope. 
  "Will yer stop doing that!" Uncle Hobart cried out, clutching hold of my wrist. 
  Alistair climbed into the tractor and a grey cloud of smoke billowed from the exhaust 
as he started it up. We began shouting at the tops of our voices but couldn't make 
ourselves heard above the noise of the throbbing diesel engine. As the tractor moved off, 
the bench jerked sideways and we were pulled along behind it. My knuckles turned white 
as I clutched the bench, praying that Alistair would look up and see what was happening. 
But he didn't and we continued to bob our way across the yard in the summer breeze, two 
white faced, voiceless lumps of quivering humanity, suspended a hundred feet in the air 
on an old garden bench. 
  The tractor swept around the end of the house, pulling the rope along the ridge of 
the roof until it snagged on the chimneystack. Then, as the tractor continued towards the 
farm gate, it dragged the rope around the stack, pulling us down towards it. On reaching 
the lane, Alistair put his foot down and the tractor accelerated away, smashing us into the 
chimney with a sickening thud. The stack tottered for a moment, as though trying to make 
up its mind which way to fall, finally crashing through the roof of the house with a roar that 
sent clouds of dust billowing up into the sky. A jagged piece of slate sliced through our 
mooring rope and I gulped as we suddenly found ourselves staring down at the rapidly 
receding ground. In just a few minutes we had soured hundreds of feet up into the air, the 
fields spread out below us like a green-chequered chessboard. By the time we had 
levelled out, Alistair and our tractor looked like a tiny ant, which at that moment I fervently 
wished he was; I so desperately wanted to stamp on him. 
  * 
 
  It was late afternoon when we finally spotted land again and it looked very much like 
the French coast. 
  "'Ere, want another one?" Uncle Hobart asked. 
  I shook my head and he put the can back into his copious pocket. I'd sunk four pints 
over the past couple of hours and was beginning to feel a pressing need to use the loo, 
but unless I let it all hang out, so to speak, I didn't see much chance of that happening too 
quickly. As the afternoon wore on the temperature fell and we dropped nearer to the 
ground. Passing over a small town, I tried to read the street names but the nameplates 
were too small. 
  "What's that over there?" Uncle Hobart asked, pulling another can from his pocket. 
  It took some time for me to recognise the building, even though I'd seen it from 
exactly this viewpoint only yesterday on the television. "It's the chateau," I told him. "You 
know, the one where those terrorists are holding all the hostages." I pointed off to one 
side. "Look at that lot." Hundreds of soldiers were camped around the building, their 



armoured carriers lined up in neat rows. By now we were lazily edging our way over the 
building and I nudged Uncle Hobart in the ribs. "Look there goes a helicopter," I shouted 
excitedly. 
  "Christ, now look what yer've bleedin' done!" he exclaimed, pointing at the falling can 
that I'd knocked from his hand. 
  I followed the slow arc of the beer can as it fell end over end towards the chateau 
below, where it hit the roof with an explosion that sounded exactly like a gunshot. 
Immediately the soldiers surrounding the chateau opened fire and the sky was suddenly 
filled with the whine of bullets. I stifled a scream as a stray flew up between my legs, 
skimming my chin. It hit one of the weather balloons, which burst with a loud explosion, 
causing us to plummet earthwards, my mind filling with images of falling beer cans and 
bursting bodies. Crashing through a large skylight, the remaining balloon caught on the 
window frame, ending our fall, leaving us dangling above a large, very ornate, four-poster 
bed. Just as I opened my mouth to thank my guardian angel for saving our lives, an 
ominous tearing sounding from somewhere above and the balloon tore free, allowing us 
to crash down onto the bed below. 
  The bench, with us still tightly tied to it, ripped through the thin material covering the 
upper frame of the four-poster and we smashed into the middle of the mattress with a 
thump that forced the air from my lungs. Bouncing off the mattress, we hit the ceiling with 
a sickening thud that nearly drove my head down between my shoulders, then back down 
onto the bed, to be catapulted off again. A short silence followed, then the sound of 
creaking and splintering, as the legs of the bed splayed outwards and the whole 
construction slammed down onto the floor. As the bed disappeared through the 
floorboards into the room below, we continued sailing across the room, landing in a cloud 
of dust. 
  Uncle Hobart shakily opened a can and passed it to me. I saluted him with it and 
took a long gulp, glad to be alive. And that's where the soldiers found us, after they had 
stormed the chateau, tied to an old garden bench, precariously perched on the top of an 
antique wardrobe, both snoring loudly in an alcoholic stupor. 
  * 
 
  We were celebrities for the next few days as our story was told and retold by the 
news media. How we had flown across the channel on a hand-built balloon. How we had 
dropped an enormous bed on the terrorists as they played cards in the room below. How 
we had received a commendation from the French President. The soldiers had made a 
big fuss of us and suggested that we go out and celebrate with them. They wanted to take 
us to the Follies Bergre but Uncle Hobart turned that idea down flat, insisting that he'd 
seen enough thingees to last him a bleeinʼ lifetime. 
     
     
     
  



 Chapter 32 
 
 
 NEVER WITH A WHIMPER 
 
 
     
  "'Ow the 'ell did yer manage ter do that, then?" Uncle Hobart complained. 
  Folding my arms, I looked heavenwards. Uncle Hobart didn't seem to realise how 
short my temper was getting these days, or perhaps he did but just didn't care. Either way 
he was getting closer to a thick ear with each passing moment. 
  "Never did nowt like that when I were ploughing," he told me. 
  Taking a deep breath, I began humming. 
  "What yer bleedin' 'umming fer, yer cretin?" he shouted at me. 
  I enunciated my next words very carefully: "So that I don't give way to these almost 
overwhelming feelings I'm having," I explained between clenched teeth. "Feelings that, 
were I to give in to them, would undoubtedly lead to my being charged with murder." I 
finished with a shout, my nose only an inch away from his. He belched and I was assailed 
by the smell of garlic and stale beer. 
  "Don't 'ave ter shout yer know," he replied. "I were only asking 'ow yer managed ter 
break the plough, weren't I?" he kicked the broken blade with his foot. 
  "I should have thought that was bloody obvious!" I replied angrily, pointing at the 
large rock sticking up out of the damp soil. 
  "A rock, eh?" He pursed his lips, then tutted. "Well, it can't be 'elped, can it? 'Appens 
to the best o' us, I suppose." Squatting down Uncle Hobart ran his gnarled old hands over 
the gnarled old rock and grunted. "It's a bleedin' big 'un though, ain't it?" he observed, 
rubbing his chin reflectively. 
  * 
 
  It had taken us the best part of the morning to dig around the rock with the JCB and 
the deeper we got, the more appalled I was at its size. "How're we going to get it out?" I 
asked scratching my head. "It's far too big for the JCB." 
  Uncle Hobart nodded, laying his fore-finger along the side of his nose. Then he 
winked and slowly pulled a small glass phial from his top pocket, holding it up for my 
inspection. I just looked dumb and shook my head. 
  "So what's that then?" I finally asked. "Gripe water? We going to burp it out?" 
  "It's Nitro," Uncle Hobart told me in a quiet voice. 
  I took a few steps backwards. "Nitro! Where the hell did you get nitro from!" I took a 
few more steps backwards. 
  "Off them French soldiers in the chateau," he told me proudly. "It were the least they 
could do, after the way that we 'elped 'em out, weren't it?" 
  I took a few more steps backwards and by now was having to shout to make myself 
heard. "But you don't know anything about nitro. You'll get us both bloody killed, you 
stupid old sod!" 



  Uncle Hobart's smile broadened. "Learnt all about explosives in the war, didn't I? In 
the demolition squad, weren't I? Best there were." He tossed the phial sky-wards and I 
threw myself flat on the ground, watching in horror as it arced and sparkled through the 
air. I only started breathing again after he'd caught it and replaced it in his pocket. "'Ere," 
he held out a pair of long-handled tongs, "'old this spike with these 'ere tongs and I'll do 
the 'ammering." 
  For the next five hours the field echoed with the sound of steel on steel as the spike 
bit slowly into the rock and I marvelled at Uncle Hobart's strength as hour by hour he 
swung the sledge with a faultless rhythm. Finally I pulled the spike from the hole for the 
last time and looked up at him. He smiled broadly, clicked his dentures loudly, then fell flat 
onto his face. 
  I tried the kiss of life of course, heart massage, even swearing, but all to no avail. I 
might as well have been trying to revive a side of frozen beef. 
  "Ah shit Uncle Hobart! Don't do this to me, not now," I moaned, kneeling beside his 
crumpled body. And I knelt that way for a long time, marvelling at how small he looked. 
He'd always seemed such a big man to me. 
  * 
 
  I tapped my foot in time to the music and smiled at Maggie. She smiled back, then 
raised her glass, chinking it against mine. "You know," she said with a meaningful look, "I 
could tell you a tale or two about your uncle, but I suppose a funeral's not really the place 
to do that, is it?" 
  "Oh I don't know," I replied. "I could think of worse places." 
  She tipped her head. "You know, sometimes when you talk like that, you really 
remind me of him." 
  I laughed. "Do I take that as a compliment or an insult?" 
  "It'sa complement," Makis said from behind me as he lay one of his huge paws on 
my shoulder. "He wasa the best." 
  I looked around the crowded room and marvelled at how many friends Uncle Hobart 
had made over the years. If I could say I'd made half as many at the end of my life, I'd 
count myself a lucky man indeed. Finishing my beer I opened another can. 
  Maggie laid a restraining hand on my arm as I raised it to my lips. "That's not the 
answer, Peter," she said quietly. 
  I tried to look at her but her face kept floating in and out of focus. "I laid him out you 
know." My voice was slurred. "It was him taught me how to do that. When we laid out 
Aunt Martha. Did you know that?" Maggie gently squeezed my arm and I felt tears 
forming in my eyes. "That's the way to go though, eh?" I snapped my fingers savagely. 
"Bang. Just like that." 
  She lent forward and whispered in my ear. "Come on love," she said, "come into the 
kitchen and I'll make us both a nice cup of tea." 
  Placing the empty teacup on the table, I smiled to myself as I thought about my 
uncle. "He looked younger somehow, after he was laid out in the coffin," I said, sotto voce. 
"Kind of comical though, wearing that tatty old coat and cloth cap of his." 
  Maggie lit a cigarette, waving the smoke away from her face. "What tatty old coat?" 



she asked. 
  "His old work jacket," I told her. "He never went anywhere without it. He loved that 
damned old jacket. He was wearing it when..." My voice cracked and I paused for a 
moment. "Well I thought it'd be nice if we cremated him in it." A picture formed in my 
mind's eye. Uncle Hobart standing before me, feet spread wide, forefinger laid along his 
nose, a small glass phial clutched tightly in his hand. "Oh sweet Jesus! " I breathed. "The 
bloody nitro!" 
  "What's the matter, Peter?" Maggie asked in a concerned voice. "You've gone very 
pale." 
  I pushed past her. "Hell I've got to phone the crematorium, right now!" 
  Maggie grabbed my arm, her forehead creased in a frown. "I know how much you 
loved him pet, but you've got to let him go. He's..." The rest of her words were drowned 
out by the noise of a huge explosion coming from the direction of the crematorium. 
  I stood stock still, my ears ringing with the noise, and just for one brief moment, I 
could have sworn I heard Uncle Hobart clicking his dentures and chuckling happily. 
     
     
     
  ### 
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