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Our dad was a larger than life character and a fantastic, happy influence


“Sorry we couldn’t get them in print while you were still here!”


Your three boys
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The Grey Haired Knights


Four old men, all alike in dignity,


In vile rehab held long incarcerate,


All agree to forget infirmity,


Sense of age, and escape to face their fate.


The four together pledge, as Grey Haired Knights,


To go alone to seek a worthy quest,


A chance for them to put some wrongs to rights,


And then return with stories of their test.


In Avalon, King Arthur restless dreams,


Fearful that his story might be forgot,


He sends Merlin, to make sure the men’s schemes


Will add to the legend of Camelot.


What this twelve-line synopsis fails to tell,


My stories of their ventures do full well..


Allingham




Book 2


Tristan’s Quest




Prologue


After the Roman Legions left Britain, the dark ages that followed shrouded events from written record. However, during those dark troubled times, the songs and ballads of itinerant minstrels, together with the fireside stories told by father to son, kept alive memories of King Arthur, his Queen Guenivere, and the Knights of Camelot’s Round Table. In the eighth century Nennius, a Welsh writer wrote down the mysteries of King Arthur, as historical fact. Two hundred years later, Geoffrey of Monmouth followed with his ‘History of the Kingdom of Britain’. In his account, he not only told of Arthur, but also attached to him the ideas of chivalry, courtly behaviour, and justice. He also told of Arthur’s magician Merlin. In the second half of the fifteenth century, Sir Thomas Malory set down eight epic tales, in twenty-one books in his more famous ‘Le Morte DArthur’, to bring together many earlier French and English texts. All this was serious stuff for scholars. In recent times, others have developed the adventures in novels, plays, musicals and film. Thus, for more than a thousand years, stories about King Arthur, the wizard Merlin, and the Knights of the Round Table have inspired men of all ages.


From the time of the great battle that destroyed Camelot, King Arthur lay wounded in Avalon, restless but immortal, waiting for his time to return to restore good governance to a corrupted world.




Preface


If you have not read ‘Arthur’s Quest’, the first of four books in the saga of the ‘Grey Haired Knights’, I think that for you to understand Tristan it is important that I, tell you as much as you need to know about his life before he took on his quest.


I shall begin before the beginning. That is before King Arthur’s magician Merlin inspired Arthur Thomas, Tristan Edward, Percival St. John-Matthews and Geraint Mostyn-Evans, with his idea that each should take on a worthwhile quest to keep alive the spirit of Camelot.


London’s East End was not an idyllic setting for Tristan’s childhood. He was born when rationing was still in force on bread, potatoes, and some other staples. London was still recovering from the Second Word War.


His mother told him that she had divorced his father, a dockworker, because he was often so drunk that he could not hold down a decent job, or the breakfasts she cooked to sober him up.


During his early teens, Tristan was a loner. He did not mix with any of the local teenage gangs, but he was often in trouble for hacking off school during the day to earn money doing odd jobs for stallholders in the Spitalfields or Brick Lane markets.


He was an un-artful dodger, a chancer. He used the money he earned to go to the greyhound track in the evening where he would get sympathetic grown-ups to place bets for him.


He added to his problems by smoking strong un-tipped cigarettes and drinking Mackeson stout, the easiest drink to con shopkeepers to let him buy, ‘For his poor old mum who was sick in bed’.


The man who moved in to live with his mother thought it best not to interfere between Tristan and his mother. His mother agreed. She thought it best not to interfere with her only child.


Tristan’s first proper job was as a plonger, a pot washer, in the kitchen of one of London’s large hotels. The chefs were so brutal that, aged 17, he sought shelter by joining the army.


The move assured him of food, a bed and laundry. After two years with an infantry regiment, he thought he was lucky when he wangled a transfer to the Catering Corps. It was not a good move.


While working in the kitchen of the Officers Mess, he developed a lifelong love of good food, fine wines and cigars. His Sergeant Cook called them ‘Extra rations’. They gave him aspirations he could not afford.


Like many young soldiers, he fell into the trap of a brief relationship with a pretty young woman, unhappy with her home life. She pressurized him into a hastily arranged marriage by claiming to be pregnant, for no other reason than soldiers could get married quarters.


Tristan, who could not accept the idea of a fixed long-term relationship, had a lucky roll up win on the horses. He bought himself out of the army and took jobs on cruise liners to stay away from England.


He never saw or heard from his wife again, nor did he ever again have a roll up win. Because she did not pursue him for paternity benefit, he assumed that she had not been ‘Up the duff’, the term for pregnancy amongst squaddies in those days.


Feckless by nature, Tristan needed jobs that provided accommodation, clean sheets and prepared meals. His need drove him to work in the ‘Hospitality racket’, as he referred to it. He had found shelter; in hotels, inns, clubs, pubs, restaurants, and cruise ships. When asked what he did for a living, Tristan always tapped one side of his nose with his forefinger before he would reply, “You name it old boy, been there, done that.” A ‘Dapper Dan’ sort of man, he wore light Prince of Wales check suits and white collared striped shirts with a narrow formal bow tie, instead of a more usual necktie or open collar.


Never once had he worn a clip on tie, or a floppy silk spotted affair favoured by what he called ‘Arty-farty types’. He actively disliked men of such ilk. He could carry off the role of a toff with his assumed far back clipped voice.


He deliberately dropped the final ‘g’ in words such as hunting shooting and fishing, expressed in his affected laconic drawl as, huntin, shootin and fishin. He thought it made him sound rather grand.


During his career, Tristan had held several well-paid posts but he had never accumulated any wealth, because his most serious addiction was to gamble.


He gambled recklessly, on horses mainly, however dogs would do, or spread betting on football if, in his words, “There was not much on.”


Unless the risk was high, Tristan did not gamble. Win or lose, it had to affect, significantly, his immediate future. He did not see the point if a punt did not seriously affect his options.


A habitual gambler, Tristan also bet on career moves.


He never stopped looking for the big chance, changing jobs as frequently as many men bought a new pair of socks. Over the years, the cocktail of pills to make him sleep, stimulants to keep him awake, Valium to calm him down, 60 cigarettes and countless cups of strong black coffee every day, had taken its toll.


Stress added further pressure. He had been resident manager of a small hotel unit in Bradford until, during one of his frequent bad tempered outbursts, he had told the hotel directors, who would not let him run the hotel in the way he wanted, to get someone else to do the job, because he was not going to run a hostel for P45 dropouts.


He had been astonished when they did what he asked. They gave him his own P45. It left him homeless.


Aged sixty-two his body gave up; he collapsed while working out his notice. An ambulance took him to a hospital where staff brought him round, but after a few days, they sent him to a drug dependency unit. After assessment, a psychiatrist referred Tristan to the Laurels, a NHS rehabilitation unit where, once again, he had the consolation of a bed, clean sheets and regular meals.


Tristan called the Laurels, ‘Ratchet’s Retreat’, after nurse Ratchet in ‘One flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest’. Management incompetence had made the Laurels a dreadful place. In a drive for economy, the NHS had combined the rehabilitation unit with a geriatric care home. The overheated, over carpeted combined facility had the inevitable smell of urinary incontinence.


Life amongst the mentally feeble had begun to wear down Tristan’s will to live. The failure of the consultants responsible for his rehabilitation to take responsibility for his discharge exacerbated his condition.


Although difficult to approach socially, Arthur Thomas, Percival St. John Matthews and Geraint Mostyn Evans, all long-term patients in the Laurels rehabilitation unit befriended Tristan.


All four men felt a common bond because the Laurels, a truly dreadful place, had incarcerated them, unnecessarily, for far too long. The geriatric female residents of the Laurels had had the most profound effect on the men who for months had sat together at a small round table for their meals and clubbed together in an anti-room to play cards, with a chair lodged against the door to prevent intrusion.


They felt their dignity defiled by the Laurels careless mix of gender and extremes of competence with incontinence, both mental and physical. They feared most, the women they called ‘Predators’; the ones who sought them out to ask if they would do little jobs for them. “Would you just fix my television?” or perhaps it was a bedside light, or “Would you fit these batteries to my radio, it’s a ‘Roberts’ you know, my late husband bought it for me.”


These petty requests were not real, just a predator’s device to get into a one to one situation with any man. It did not matter which of the men a predator approached, it was merely a ruse to make another woman jealous.


Arthur Thomas, the eldest of the four proposed that on Sunday evenings, to stave off mental decline, which seemed to negate any improvement brought about by rehabilitation, instead of playing cards, or watching television, they should tell stories, in the way of Scheherazade, the Decameron, or the Canterbury Tales.


They were never to know, nor did they ever seek to know, that King Arthur, resting in Avalon, from time to time sends Merlin to keep alive in the hearts of ordinary men, the dream of Camelot and its code of chivalry and that Merlin had chosen Arthur Thomas to do his work.


Enthused by Arthur, along with Geraint and Percival, Tristan, ‘Escaped’ from the Laurels, ready to meet at the Crown Hotel in Scagill for what turned out to be an inaugural dinner of the ‘Grey Haired Knights’. Each man pledged to put aside old age and infirmity, ready to go alone to find and follow a worthy quest. By their solemn vow to return, one year hence, they unwittingly changed a whimsical idea into an irrevocable commitment that had fateful consequences.


The stories of Percival’s and Geraint’s quests will follow, as will the stories of other noble valiant quests yet to come, before the Once and Future King can return to set to rights all that has gone amiss.




Chapter 1


When Tristan Edward woke in a room in the Crown Inn Scagill it was Mid-Summer day, the first time in many months that he had not been in a hospital bed or in a room in an NHS rehabilitation unit.


He had woken uncertain of his future. This strange uncertainty worried him; it was unusual. He had always been a gambler, with a gamblers certainty that his next move would be life changing for the better. Tristan never bet on small odds.


He was confused. He had spent the previous evening in the Crown Inn’s old-fashioned dining room, at a round table, eating a superb dinner in good fellowship with Arthur Thomas, a retired police superintendent, Perceval St. John Matthews, a retired schoolmaster and Gareth Mostyn Evans, a retired engineer.


They were all men with a full head of grey hair, in years near to the biblical allotted life span of three score years and ten. They had not met together as a club, an association, or a company.


Their bond was personal. During the afternoon, before they met for dinner, all four men had absconded from the horrors of the ‘Laurels, a dread rehabilitation unit incorporated with a geriatric care home full of dementia patients.


Their long tedious incarceration during treatment had reduced their spirits. It had started to erode their will to live. To counter their despondency, by gentle inducement and example, Arthur Thomas had persuaded them to tell stories, on Sunday evenings. Sundays were the worst day of the week, the most boring, because they did not have the five-day week therapists and consultants to engage in banter.


When Arthur’s second turn came around, he did not tell a story. He inspired them to believe in the idea of Camelot, not as a lost place of legend, but as a present reality in which they could play their part.


He had dubbed them Grey Haired Knights, charged them, severally, to defy old age, and their present infirmities, to find and follow an honourable quest. They had pledged to adopt the laws of chivalry, known to them as honesty, courtesy and good manners. Fatefully, each man had also vowed to return to the Crown Inn, on the Saturday after the next summer solstice, to tell true tales of their adventures.


In his room, without the company of the other men, Tristan doubted his ability to even part way live up to the ideals he had light heartedly vowed to follow. He even considered returning to the Laurels to ask the consultants for their advice, but quickly scrapped that idea; he had made a wager of his future. He would have to find and follow some sort of quest to see whether it turned out for better, or worse.


Tristan’s break out from the Laurels, against the advice of his doctors as well as his therapists, had itself been a leap into the unknown, a risk in itself, without the added pledge to seek adventure.


Determined to break with his drug dependent habits, for which he was receiving treatment, he had neatly piled all his medication on top of his bedside cabinet. His stash included a mug full of co-proximal tablets and two bottles of whisky, previously kept hidden, ready for an alternative exit; an end he had considered more than once. He had left a note under the stack, “Not wanted on voyage, TATA- T.E”


Although captivated by Arthur Thomas’s proposal that he should take on the mantle of a Grey Haired Knight, resolved to put aside old age and present infirmities, and make ready to take on a quest, Tristan Edward had no idea about what could, might, or possibly be such a quest.


However, the idea had not just captivated him; it had him wholly enthused. Tristan did not merely want to put off the natural progression of age; he wanted to live his life backwards, to simulate the legendary life of Merlin, the magician of King Arthur’s court.


Vague thoughts began to coalesce into the idea that he would use his year long quest to unravel the tangle of his life that had left him stranded, without the three essential ‘Fs’ needed for a contented worthwhile life; family, friends and funds.


Alone in his room at the Crown Inn, Tristan could not think of any worthwhile cause that he could champion, a cause to fulfil the pledge he had made as a Grey Haired Knight. However, he hoped that during his years left over, if he used his experience of years past, he might be able to put to rights some of his many culpable mistakes, perpetrated wrong doings and misdemeanours.


He reasoned that the gift of hindsight, which only experience brings, would enable him to avoid the past pitfalls that had reduced him to a drug dependent nervous wreck, a loner, committed to a drug dependency clinic, followed by referral to the dread Laurels rehabilitation unit.


Tristan stayed in the comfortable room at the inn because he needed to get the most use of its facilities. Until he left the room, he had comfortable furniture, TV, radio, hot water, bath, shower and clean towels.


He also had provender, tea, coffee, cellophane wrapped packets of biscuits plus the bonus of a sachet of drinking chocolate.


As he sat in the bucket chair, to face the mirror on the dressing table, he reflected that this would be his last chance of comfort for many days, possibly for the whole of the year to come.


He analysed his situation with clarity. With no job, no pension, little money in the bank, less than the equivalent of two days average wage in his wallet, only a few coins in his pocket, by any measure of equity, economic consideration, fiscal, or financial, he declared himself bankrupt, insolvent, bust, skint, in fact, plain broke.


The printed tariff on the dressing table concerned him. With ‘Single room occupancy listed at more than half of the money he had with him, he reckoned that when added to his share of the dinner with wine and drinks the night before, he would have little ready cash left.


Although he did not own an overcoat, Tristan felt well prepared for the day in his lightweight grey suite, blue shirt, narrow neatly tied dark blue bow tie with white polka dots. He felt satisfied that the bow tie picked him out as a gentleman.


When he finally decided to leave the sanctuary of the room, he left it three times. After he left for the first time, he went back to the bathroom to comb his hair for the third time since his shower. To build up stores for his journey, he took the last soap still in its fancy wrapper, and a shower cap. His innate honesty meant he could only take consumables, never property.


He returned for the second time to polish his shoes on the paper disposable bath mat.


On his third attempt, he reached the reception desk where he put on his practised lady-killer charm to speak to the young woman receptionist. She turned out to be the only disappointment to mar his high opinion of the Inn. “Good morning my dear, I am Edward, without the‘s’, leaving room 37 in good order. How little do I owe you?”


“Was your stay OK? Mr. Edwards,” she said, with a rising infection on both the K and Edwards. “Edward is without the‘s’,” Tristan replied, calmly, “Most comfortable, thank you.” Tristan looked at the bill the girl had passed to him, folded in a leather case. “Now-now young lady, you have forgotten to charge me for the damn fine dinner as well as for the drinks I had last night.” Her reply was arch, “No Sir, there is no mistake. Company policy is to charge our customers no more or no less than they owe. Mr. Thomas paid for your dinner and drinks; he paid for all four at table 12. You owe for your room only, whether or not you had breakfast.”


Despite a rise in his temper, he still managed to beam at the girl, “Never do, never have.” Without any attempt to be civil the girl snapped, “Card?” Tristan raised his voice to a higher tone, one that carried over all the reception area, “Never had a card, debit or credit, never will. My father said, ‘Cash is the only disbursement for a gentleman’. I see no reason to change; the sum is easily settled.” From his wallet, Tristan put the notes to match the bill onto the counter.


Without hesitation, he added a tip greater than the usual ten percent. “Please make sure the Chef and plonger get their share. You do operate a tronc I hope. No need for a receipt, good day sweet child of the new ethos.” As he passed quickly through the heavy doors, out into the street, his case behind him, Tristan did not hear the girl say, “See you Mr. Edward, without the‘s’, silly senile sod. There’s three to take with you.”


To improve his almost prison pallor, brought about by months of incarceration in the Laurels, Tristan sat to face the sun on a bench in a pedestrian precinct centre of town. A confusion of thoughts scrambled through his mind.


They spoke to him, as an outsider might speak. “Well Tristan Edward, I suppose you are only an Edward, without the‘s’, because your dipso father could not read what he had written when he registered your birth.


That must have been more than sixty years ago, before your mother threw him out. Your mother was useless, the fella she lived with not much better. Fair do’s though, he did get you a job in the kitchen of the hotel on the Strand when you were fifteen. You did well to leave there to join the army. You did even better, when the chance came, to transfer from the infantry into the Catering Corps.”


Comfortable and warm in the sun, Tristan began a mental argument with himself. “Silly sod, while you were in the Catering Corps you acquired most of your bad habits to add to your unrealistic ideas. Those nights spent in the officer’s mess kitchen, when you ate and drank the ‘Extra rations’ as the cook sergeant called them, they did you no good.


They gave you a taste for good food, vintage wines, mature Stilton, crusty old port, crusty as the colonel. All things you have never been able to afford.


When you left the army, you never stayed in a job for more than two years, not even on the cruise ships, or in the bars of the Costas and Balearics. You always had to go for jobs that provided shelter, beds with clean sheets and free food.


In return, the jobs demanded that you work the so-called un-sociable hours, the great misnomer. The need to be sociable, into the early hours of the next day, day after day, week in, week out, socialising with customers who were not always right, customers who worked a 37-hour week, nine to five.


Your long late night hours were the hours that led to your addictions. That is apart from your addiction to gamble on the gee–gees, the dogs, football, cards, or which of the drunks would be first to fall off his, or indeed in these days of equality, her bar stool.


That addiction is innate. What talent or experience can you possibly call on to fulfil the year to come with a worthy quest? The only thing that you can do well these days is to grow hair.”


Despite all his confused memories and self-doubt, Tristan Edward felt, for the first time in months, that he had a future worth living. The thrill of yesterdays imagined ‘escape’ from the Laurels, that dreadful gulag that had held him incarcerate for too long, followed by the companionship of friends during last night’s dinner, had made him resolve to start a new better life. “I shall make my way to London where I will conduct myself in the manner of a courteous knight; Arthur commands no less,” he said aloud.


To himself, he made a solemn vow. “I will not fall back into the dark vale of Valium, or stumble on the rocky path of pills, potions, alcohol, caffeine and nicotine. I will not go that way into the anti-room of death.”


From his coat pocket, Tristan took a pack half-full of Philip Morris cigarettes. He looked at it for a long time before he dropped it into a council waste bin. “Goodbye for good, silent white habited assassins.


My next smoke will be a Havana cigar, in a year’s time, when I shall return to the Crown Inn for the reunion dinner with my fellow knights.”


After he carefully considered the alternatives of travelling to London by train or bus, quicker by train, cheaper by bus, he chose neither. He opted to take to the open road, to hitch hike. To hitch hike, he would need to buy the essential kit, a good overcoat, a descent hat, a brief case and a walking stick.


Even if he bought them all from charity shops, he knew they would cost more than the bus fare; nevertheless, as tangible assets they would keep their value for some time, whereas the bus ticket could only be an asset until journey’s end.


From the stories that Tristan had read about King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table, he knew that when every knight started out on a quest, he first met a dark impenetrable forest of thorns.


Tristan realised that, following tradition, he had met his first forest of thorns, ‘Closed on Sundays’. None of his usual ‘Gentleman’s Outfitters’ would be open for business. Charity shops do not open on Sundays. It meant that he would have to survive for a day and a night, until business would resume on Monday mid-morning.


He knew, from experience, that street charity does not begin until ten a.m. To survive, he would have to eat. The two digestive biscuits he ate for breakfast, with the other two in his pocket, would not sustain him.


Without a credit or debit card to draw money from a hole in the wall, Tristan had to find somewhere to sleep that would not cost more than his very limited ready cash.


After more than two hours of random thought and speculation, Tristan stood up, stiff in all joints from his ankles through knees, hips and spine to his neck.


He moved because he felt anxious. In the distance, but coming his way, he could see a policeman who might question him since he had already passed him twice.


The second time he had given Tristan a policeman’s careful look. He did not want the officer to question him. He feared that he might have him on his list of missing persons.


Tristan worried that he would have a duty, if not the authority, to take him back to the Laurels.


Tristan walked away awkwardly, his case that had supermarket trolley syndrome bumped along behind him. In East Gate, he saw a board that advertised the ‘Wheatsheaf’s all day Carvery’. Hunger made him decide to chance it.


Unlike his dinner at the Crown Inn, the meal did not please him, though it did fill him, at little cost. The dark interior of the pub, together with the smell of food left too long, turned his stomach. It sent him back out into the June sunshine where he relaxed on one of the many benches provided by the council.


Later, the evening peal of bells from the Parish Church told him that it was still Sunday.


They prompted Tristan to think about religion, even though he had never been to a church service, not even to a funeral, not since church parades during his time in the army.


Although unsure whether or not his parents had had him Christened or baptised, Tristan knew that he had no faith to confirm. He found it odd that he thought about religion. It bothered him, because he remembered that in the Arthurian legends, before a postulate could receive the accolade, he had to spend a vigil night of contemplation in church.


Tristan’s quiet thoughts were disturbed when he became aware of a peculiar man, who seemed old, yet somehow ageless, almost skipping, directly, purposely, towards him.


Tristan noticed that his thin black walking stick would not be the choice of an old man. The man, old or ageless, certainly eccentric, embarrassed Tristan, because he sat down close to where he sat, on the same bench, even though nearby benches was unoccupied.


The fellows long limp beard, of extremely fine white hair, under a droopy moustache, marked him out as more peculiar than eccentric.


He had a long nose on which perched an odd pair of spectacles. Each lens had a different shape. Despite the warm summer weather, he wore a full-length dark green cotton smock, a long college scarf round his neck, green duck canvas trousers over worn down trainers. Obviously uncomfortably hot, to fan his face he used the biggest olive green waterproof hat with a stitched brim that Tristan had ever seen.


The old man astonished Tristan when he addressed him as though he had met an old friend, “There you are, sure to be, same for me too by damn, isn’t it?”


To Tristan the man’s voice seemed to be not much more than a squeak, but it carried the unmistakable tones of the Rhondda. With his head on one side, he peered at Tristan, as though he had to check that he had found the particular person to whom he must speak. “Good to hear the church bells calling to evensong the few too lazy to get out of bed this morning to take communion to absolve them of the sins that they care to admit to, forgetting that God remembers the sins they care to forget. You will go to church will you not, sure to, grand idea. Sanctuary, gives a chap time to think. Often as not, it puts a wanderer on the right path. When the peal stops, the toll starts, then it is five minutes to eyes down and bended knees. You had better hurry, but it won’t be a full house.”


The familiarity and appearance of the old man made Tristan uncomfortable. Prompted by the urge to get away from the eccentric, and the same policeman approaching again, Tristan thought the church would be somewhere cool to sit undisturbed, to think about his year to come, perhaps a suitable place to spend an hour of the longest day of the year.


The service had started when Tristan slipped into church during the first hymn. He took a seat in a side pew at the back where he sat alone, quietly. He took no part in the service.


None of the few souls who made up the small congregation came near. He leaned forward to put his elbows on the ledge where hymnbooks, prayer books and other elbows had rested for hundreds of years. He felt comfortable with his chin on the thumb pads of his clasped finger-interlocked hands.


Hardly conscious of the service, he did not notice the sparse congregation straining, always failing, to reach the too high notes of the hymns played in a key chosen by the organist who, like many of his kind, played for choirs not congregations. The mid-summer evening sun that streamed through the stained glass west windows caused him to marvel at the patterns made by countless particles of dust caught in the beams of coloured light. The effect drew from him a solemn promise, “Whatever I do, wherever I go, I will try to let a bit of light into people’s lives.”


“Do you plan an all-night vigil?” the vicar’s cheery voice did not awake Tristan from sleep. It recalled him from another place, some other time, part dream, part imagination, part memory, or fantasy. Arthur Thomas, had become Merlin, dressed like a Disneyland wizard in a cloak covered in moons, stars and ciphers.


Except that instead of a conical hat, he wore a green waterproof hat with a stitched brim. In his strange fantasy, Merlin had cast spells that had turned the managers of the Laurels into frogs. The old dementia patients from the geriatric care wing of the Laurels, morphed into long legged herons, stabbed at the frogs with their beaks.


Brought back to realty by the vicar’s question, Tristan’s vision faded into his subconscious store of information. His promise to let light into people’s lives did not leave him.


“Oh! Sorry vicar, I am afraid that my body and soul were not quite together, that is if I have a soul and not just an overpowered imagination, I am afraid that I have not been in church for many years. I will be off, though it is a strange coincidence that you should ask if I contemplated an all-night vigil. Earlier today I thought about the knights of King Arthur’s Round Table, They had to spend a night long vigil in prayer before they could be dubbed a true knight.”


The vicar sat down with Tristan, “I think I know who you are. If my imperfect memory has it right, you are one of the four men who went absent without leave from the ‘Laurels’ on Saturday. I saw you there on more than one occasion.”


“Oh dear,” Tristan mimicked his old cockney accent, “You have me bang to rights vicar, it’s a fair cop.” Then he added in a serious in tone, “I hope that you will not try to persuade me to return to that dreadful place. You see, Arthur, he is a retired policeman; he became a sort of leader of the four of us. He has given us hope, coupled with a determination to do something useful with what we have left of our lives, however short they may be. He persuaded us that the Laurels was a place of progressive forgetfulness that fostered slow decline and that the mental degeneration caused by incarceration in that so-called rehabilitation clinic cancelled out any improvement to our physical health. He decided that all four of us, including a nervous chap called Percival, should quit the Laurels. I do not know how he did it. He must be a bit of a wizard. I was half dreaming, half thinking of him when you put me back together. Tomorrow I go to London, but tonight I have a problem. I still have to find a cheap place to rest my head. Perhaps you know of some nearby clean digs. You see, I have some difficulty with my wonky-wheeled suitcase. It seems reluctant to follow me.”


Obviously genuinely concerned, the vicar said, “Well, I think that I can help you there. No, I will not grass you up. My wife and I live alone in a large Victorian vicarage that she sarcastically refers to as, ‘Heaven on Earth’. It is a mansion with many rooms. They are not too cold at this time of year. Would that suit you?” Tristan replied, “Well yes, of course, however I do not want or need to cadge, I still have some money in my pocket, and some in the bank that I intend to liberate tomorrow.”


The vicar cut him short, “My name is Branwell Evans, and you are?” “Tristan, Tristan Edward, Tristan the given name, Edward the surname, without the‘s’, it confuses people.” Tristan replied.


“Well Tristan Edward, I noticed you said given name, not Christian name. Did your parents not have you christened, or is it that you have lost faith?” the vicar asked, but without waiting for Tristan to reply, he stood to offer Tristan his hand. “Come on, enough of my Spanish inquisition, my car is outside. Let’s go home. With luck, there might be a cowboy or pirate film on the telly, although I doubt it. It will be the usual cops and robbers, or worse, particularly for you, a hospital drama.”


In the car, vicar Branwell talked quietly. “I noticed that throughout this evening’s service you did not move, nor did you appear to join in the prayers. You clasped your hands; you did not palm them as Jesus taught us, and the way we teach our children. Am I right?”


To his surprise, Tristan found it easy to answer, “Pretty well, I am so far from good and God that I do not think that I qualify to pray. I did think of God and mortality. For the first time in years, my thoughts were comfortable. The sunlight through the stained glass west windows cast patterns in the dust. It made me think. I thought of it as God’s kaleidoscope. Perhaps there is a God, who can count every dancing shining speck. Perhaps he will not overlook me as I try to unravel my ravelled life.”


Vicar Branwell said, “Tristan, you did well to come to church this evening. Do not be afraid to pray. If my entire congregation were as honest as you have been, I do not think I should ever hear the crack of knees in our church. I like your idea of the evening sun from our western windows that made God’s Kaleidoscope with specks of dust. It will find its way into my sermon next Sunday, I am sure it will. I shall of course take the idea as my own.”


“Please do Oscar, please do.” Tristan said dryly.


The vicar picked up Tristan’s reference to the story about Oscar Wild. “You seem to be well read.” “Not really,” Tristan replied, “Certainly not educated. My insomnia of recent years has allowed me a fair go at biography, history, a little old fashioned poetry, stuff that has both rhyme and meter. More often, I have read the novels of Nevil Shute and Alistair MacLean. I have struggled with Le Morte Darthur, some of Gibbon, Clark, the elder, not Alan the diarist, most of Churchill and all of John Masters’ tales of the several generations of the Savage family in India. Of course, I have read Hornblower, and Flashman.


I confuse historical fiction with fact, but no one seems to notice. My favourite book is ‘Wind in the Willows’ with White’s ‘The Once and Future King’ a close second. That is why I fell in so well with Arthur’s idea that we should all take our leave of the Laurels, take a belated ‘Gap Year’ as Grey Haired Knights, and find a just cause to champion.”


Vicar Branwell’s wife turned not a hair at Tristan’s unexpected arrival. She soon came in with a trolley set with tea, sandwiches and cakes to make him welcome, as an old expected friend. The three of them talked easily, amiably, until after the ten o’clock news when vicar Branwell showed him to a clean comfortable guest room. Tristan slept soundly, without dreams.


In the morning, his hosts insisted that he have a full breakfast before they let him go. Vicar Branwell came to the garden gate, to bid Tristan a safe journey. He gave Tristan a small sealed envelope; he told him that he must not open it unless his quest led him to the slough of despond.


Tristan carefully put the envelope into a concealed inner pocket of his wallet where he already kept the sprig of white heather Arthur had given him as proof that he had walked that night on Halter Moor. The two men shook hands leaving Tristan free to set off down the hill to Scagill’s town centre, towing his recalcitrant suitcase.


Because of the excitement of the change from safe dull monotony of the Laurels, to the raw challenge to survive and prosper, Tristan held his head high, his shoulders back. His tread was determined. Vicar Branwell Evans stayed long at the gate, to watch Tristan’s progress. He prayed for Tristan because he knew that he would not pray for himself, not yet, not until he had found his true vocation.




Chapter 2


When he was out of sight of Vicar Branwell Evans, who remained at the vicarage gate, Tristan Edward found his march to Scagill’s town centre, trailing his wonky-wheeled suitcase, a trial. It took away his good humour.


It did not take away his determination find and follow some worthwhile quest, although he thought it odd that, as a non-believer, his doubts and fears of the previous day had gone when he thought of God’s Kaleidoscope in the parish church.


To follow his quest to London, in his new station in life, Tristan was sure that he must take cash in hand. With this idea in mind, for the first time in many years, Tristan experienced the thrill of freedom. Free of any responsibility, his acerbic old self, not the new Knight Errant, urged him to have some fun with the bank that had often treated him with callous disregard, sometimes stretching to contempt.


He decided to withdraw all bar one pound of his meagre funds. The bank where he had money in a current account had once been the Yorkshire Penny Bank. The building still dominated Scagill’s main street with its huge beaten brass panelled double doors big enough to double for St Peters Basilica.


Tristan knew that such doors spoke of an earlier time when local folk founded the bank, as a philanthropic organisation, a time when Yorkshire banks dealt with Yorkshire folk. It dealt in hard bargains when local industry made brass, manufacturing toffee, biscuits, beer, machine tools, cast iron boilers, carpets, worsted textiles, and woollen blankets.


The fallout from over three hundred factory chimneystacks coated the town buildings, the people, and even the grass and trees with black acidic grime. Although the building, newly cleaned, still stood arrogantly proud, the once great bank had gone, almost forgotten, unbelievably subsumed after many mergers into the National Bank of Australia.


After Tristan had queued in the lofty banking hall, for longer than his limited patience could tolerate, he finally stood, supplicant, before the starchy middle-aged woman who presided behind the safety glass counter screen.


She had no words to greet him. Her crow lined unsmiling stone-faced stare rubbed him the wrong way. He saw his opportunity to poke fun at the rigid formality of banking halls the world over.


Putting on his most affected laid-back voice, he spoke loud enough so all around could hear. “Oh Queen in your counting house, before the crows peck off your nose, count out my cash; give it back to me. You have paid it too little interest, both fiduciary and socially. You have kept it far too long. I have need of it for I am off to make my fortune in London town.”


“Cheque book,” the woman answered, in ‘dalek’ tones, without a flicker of recognition or humour. Cheekily Tristan said loudly, “Sorry, I do not have such a book, nor have I a passing pig on which to write. I have not used the document for so long that I have no idea where it is, where it might be, or whether it is extant. It has probably biodegraded. If you will just give me my money, I shall say no more about it. My surname is Edward, without the ‘s’, Tristan the single given name.”


Without a word of explanation, or change of expression, the woman pulled down the grey screen behind the glass in front of him. It snapped into place, to obscure whatever she might be up to, if she was up to anything at all.


The people in the queue behind Tristan muttered and tut-tutted, quite audibly, because his behaviour and her retaliatory action has reduced the number of counter clerks available to deal with their business.


Un-abashed, Tristan smiled serenely at anyone who caught his eye. Several minutes passed before the screen snapped open again. The image of an Easter Island head used her dalek voice to project past Tristan the one word, “Him,” before she addressed the next customer with an equally abrupt, “Next.”


From behind Tristan, a conspicuously bald little man who wore a brown suit with ballpoint pens and pencils sticking out chaff from his top pocket said, “Mr. Edwards, please, my name is Mr. Brown; I am the Deputy Assistant Manager with responsibility for customer relations. Please come with me to the ‘Discrete room’, if you would not mind.”


Tristan replied, loud enough for all in the banking hall to hear, “Certainly, Mr. Browns, if by Edwards you mean me; Edward is my surname, without an‘s’”. He continued in the same loud voice, “How long have you used robotic counter clerks Mr. Browns? They are amazing are they not, particularly the one that countered my simple request? I agree that it looked almost human. Of course it’s the blankness behind the eyes that gives them away as cyborgs.”


Closeted with the manager in the tiny discrete room, Tristan did not give him a chance to open any discussion, “My dear Browns, all that I want is all of my money, save for one pound. You have it; I need it. That can’t be too difficult, can it?”


Mr. Brown, who struggled to establish what custom demanded as the correct order of things, finally managed, “Well, it’s all most irregular Mr. er Edward is it? We have been trying to contact you for more than a year. Your account has been dormant. All of our letters have either been unanswered or returned, as not known at the last address you gave us.”


“Well, I am here Mr. Brown, in person,” Tristan said, “Just try to remember where in your vast emporium you have stashed my cash. If you let me have it, I shall not bother you again for at least another year. That is the way we chaps in my line of business have to work.” Tristan meaningfully rubbed the side of his nose with his extended index finger of his right hand. Mr. Brown, who realised that he had lost the initiative, looked most uncomfortable. He asked Tristan to wait.


A little while later, he came back with a chequebook and a printed statement of Tristan’s current account; his only account. “You do have a small amount in credit with us Mr. Edward. I hope that you have substantial assets with other reliable institutions; one must always save for a rainy day you know. The Post Office returned this chequebook to us late last year. You see, as far as we knew, you could have been deceased.”


“Oh I was I was, well as good as; you will understand that I am not allowed to tell you about that.” Tristan, still enjoying himself, winked twice, slowly, again assuming gravitas, he rubbed the side of his nose with the index finger of his right hand.


He made out a cash cheque for all but one pound of the available funds. Keeping a straight face, Tristan said, “That will leave you with a nice round figure to look after. Please keep it secure with my chequebook. I don’t want to be tempted to use it to cash in the rest of my savings, not where I have to go.”


When Mr. Brown gave him his bank notes and change, Tristan slipped them straight into his pocket before he walked out of the bank, with his case trailed behind him.


Mr. Brown followed, bleating, “Mr. Edward, Mr. Edward, you have not given me your new address, nor have you checked to see if the money I gave you is correct.”


Tristan turned to look down on the little bald brown suited man. He raised his voice so that everyone could hear, “Little man, you did not give me the money, it was not yours to give, you merely returned it. It is bank arrogance to think that the money in the vault is theirs to give and take. As to my address, Tristan Edward, guest of the world will do. As to my not counting the money you returned, yours is the job of checking detail, as a deputy assistant branch manager, bracket, customer relations, close bracket, it is what you must do. It is the reason why you must stay here at the branch to balance the daily deposits and disbursements to the penny, a coin that once, together with the County name, gave the bank its name. I have a life to get on with, good day.”


Walking back through the banking hall, Mr. Brown blustered, as he tried to regain some authority. He called out to the woman counter clerk who had been unable to deal with Tristan Edward, without the‘s’, “Thank you Miss Gutteridge; we do have to put up with all sorts of peculiar people these days, don’t we just. No respect, no understanding, no manners at all.” To himself the branch customer relations manager added, “Toffee nosed, bow tied, bad mannered, pretentious vindictive old git.”


However, before he reached the sanctuary of his office, he turned to look again at the counter clerk. Neither her face or body language had changed, nor had her voice. Taken together they registered zero on the personality scale. She did not speak in paragraphs, or sentences, not even in vernacular phrases, just words, spat out in single gobs. “Dull witted, inarticulate, monosyllabic menopausal moron,” he thought, “No wonder people use the robot in the wall to draw out cash.” Not for the first time he decided to apply for early retirement.


Back in Broad Street, Tristan sat happy in the sunshine; he felt complete.


On his back, his wardrobe, in his pockets the sum of his wealth, bar the one pound still in the bank.


His case contained the rest of his property, two shirts, two ties, a spare pair of slacks, underwear, socks, shaving kit, hairbrush and his old travel alarm clock. He had never felt better. Tristan recognised that what he had was all that he had, and what he had was very little.


The financial and material poverty did not concern him. It sent a charge of energy through his whole being, both physical and mental. He said to himself, “You may be down, but wherever one starts out in this country, one goes up to London, so get up, get on; don’t faff about.”


The generally run down appearance of Scagill’s high streets might have saddened Tristan but the several charity shops that competed with each other to sell clothes, books and tat, cheered him. The charity shops rather than commercial retail shops raised his hopes. From charity shops, he could buy the sort of hitchhiker’s kit that had always worked well for him in the past. In the Sue Ryder shop, for three pounds, he purchased an overcoat fit for a funeral director. In ‘Help the Aged’, the lady assistant said they did not have any hats; however, she offered to bring in one of her late husband’s, if he would care to call again. This gave Tristan’s vanity a boost, as she appeared to be ‘All of a flutter’ as she served him. He did not realise that in return, he smoothed back the hair across his temples first with one hand then the other. In ‘Cancer Research’, he found the marks of upper class status he sought, a soft brown felt Trilby that he thought must have belonged to a racehorse trainer and a black silver topped cane, relict of a gentleman of wealth. As an afterthought, in Oxfam, he bought a white silk scarf, with tassels.


He thought it would remind him of Arthur Thomas who had inspired him to seek a new life. The total expenditure on his four purchases turned out to be less than the bus fare he would have had to pay to go in comfort to London.


In Oxfam, he failed to buy the only brief case that he found in any shop because the fearsome lady in charge would not haggle. Consequently, he settled, at thirty pence, for a green plastic carrier bag printed in gold with the upper crust ‘Harrods’ logo.


He thought the bag would add a touch of class and hide his suitcase from any driver who might wonder whether, or not, to give him a lift.


By early afternoon, he had completed his preparations to take to the road. Even though the morning had gone Tristan reckoned that the weather looked to stay good, which would give him more than eight hours of daylight to hitchhike to the Capital. To hitchhike he needed to get to the open road clear of Scagill.


To do it he spent more than he could afford on the regular service bus to Wakefield. He had to make a fuss with the driver before he would let him off at a non-designated stop that would make it easy for him to walk to junction 41 of the M1. The driver was not a companionable fellow. He wittered, “It’s against company rules. I could lose my job mate.” Sheer dramatic nonsense achieved what Tristan wanted. “Not to worry son, I don’t want to get you the sack. I shall throw out my case and jump after it. If you slow down a bit, I should be OK. One does not forget the experience of over fifty jumps with second Para. Mind you the moors above Port Stanley and the burning sand of Suez were both a bit softer than abrasive granite dressed tarmac.”


After the bus driver stopped the bus to drop Tristan off, where he wanted, he heard the driver shout after him, “Tosser.”


Although still buoyant, Tristan thought, “That is the third person I have upset today, the woman counter clerk and the manager in the bank, now the bus driver. All good fun, however not the deeds of an honourable knight. I must curb my acerbic way. On further consideration Tristan adjudged his behaviour with the sharp tongued counter clerk fully justified.”


Just short of the slip road to the M1, Tristan let all lorries go past, before he raised his cane, just a foot, at the same time as he gave a practiced shy smile only at oncoming cars with only a male driver. Only two failed to stop when he signalled and mouthed the word ‘London’ before he got lucky.


The obvious rep in his white shirt and tie took a hard look at him before he pulled over to call out, “Is Northampton any good?” Tristan said, “Oh yes, thank you, that will break the back of my journey. May I put my back breaking case in the boot?” He asked the rep to drop him off at Junction 16, knowing that he would be more likely to get a lift at a junction, than at a service station, because drivers leaving a service station could not afford any further delay.


His second lift turned out to be even better than the first. The car driver, a man about Tristan’s age, took him straight into central London. He told him he was a bit tired, as he had driven down from Newcastle and thought that company and conversation would keep him awake.


He explained that he had been an architect and thought that it might be a good way to spend his retirement if he visited art galleries, including Tate Modern, to see if it did make any sense. “I am booked to stay in a Kensington hotel; will Kensington be alright for you?” “Just right,” Tristan answered. During the whole journey, the two men chatted like old friends.


The retired architect dropped Tristan off in Kensington High Street in broad daylight, as he had hoped, because he knew that to hitchhike in the dark might not be a safe bet.


For old times’ sake he made straight for a pub in Kensington Square where he used to enjoy its friendly atmosphere. He ordered a pint of Young’s bitter, half of which he drank in one gulp. When the alcohol hit his empty stomach, his head swam for a second. The unexpected reaction forced him to sit down to plan what to do next. “Steady lad,” he said to himself.


He realised that he had not eaten since his excellent breakfast with the vicar, more than twelve hours previously. “Best you get yourself fed and quartered somewhere safe for tonight at least. Kensington Gardens Hotel across the road is out of the question, it’s the Cromwell Road for you old lad, back to the early days where you first managed a hotel.”


Tristan slowly finished his pint. No one spoke or seemed to notice him. When he picked up his case, ready to walk to Cromwell Road, he smiled. He thought two hundred miles to London, in two lifts, counted as a good start to any quest.


A surly man, aged around forty-five, who wore a tank top that showed his tattooed arms, challenged him. He seemed to have taken offence at Tristan’s smile. “What you laughing at pal?” “Oh nothing, I just feel good, I have had a good day, the first for many a long day,” Tristan replied. “You watch it pal, you don’t show us respect when you shuffled in with an old woman’s shopping trolley. We don’t like bow tied puffs in here.”


When he walked slowly away from the pub, Tristan realised he was back in the city, where life is a challenge, but where the rewards are high if the response is right.


Before he looked for a hotel, Tristan walked the short distance back to Kensington High Street where, in an Italian restaurant, he chose spaghetti Bolognaise with garlic bread, for safety, volume, and economy.


The restaurant full of young people who were happy in each other’s company pleased him. He even had a few smiles directed towards him. It saddened him when he realised that the smiles were sympathy for a harmless lonely man, getting on a bit in years.


The thought that anyone might think a knight-errant to be harmless, prompted him to buy a large glass of Barolo that he drank while he ate all the grissini on his table.


When two ladies left an adjacent table, he snitched the packets of grissini they had not touched. He tipped fifteen percent when he paid his bill, although it worried him that, with the tip, the cheap simple meal had cost about two percent of his total capital.


Kensington had always been a part of London favoured by Tristan, because he felt that the people always seemed at ease, happy to jostle and bump along, as they shared the crowded pavements. It did not take long for him to reach the Cromwell Road, where the ambiance had changed much, all for the worse. On this road, he had to take care not to touch or obstruct any passer-by with his lunatic case that weaved behind him on independently minded wheels. Here the shadows were deeper; people hurried past with down cast eyes, protective of their inviolable space.


The garish green neon sign in the window of ‘The Godfrey Hotel’ indicated ‘vacancies’. He only decided to try the Godfrey because the first five or six hotels he had passed had all displayed ‘No Vacancies’ notices, that Tristan, with his long experience of hotels, thought might be ‘Can’t be bothered’ notices as most units seemed to be badly managed.


Although the appearance of ‘The Godfrey’ did not encourage him, he climbed the seven steps from the pavement, struggling with his case, before he could push open the glass door and ring the bell on the small-unmanned reception desk. To the left of the desk Tristan could see a small bar with only two people in it.


The bell alerted one of the two men. After he put down his drink on the bar, he came to the reception desk. “Yes,” he said, without thought of a welcome greeting. Putting on his most urbane voice, Tristan said, “Good evening to you sir. How little will you charge me for a cot for one night, a war weary veteran, a pensioner who has come home to the smoke after a long and weary journey from the frozen north?”


The man snapped, “Same as for everyone else pal, young or old, rich or poor, drunk or sober, clean or dirty. Thirty pounds that includes VAT, but excludes service charge, cos there aint any; we don’t do service.” “Twenty five, nothing said,” offered Tristan, opening his wallet that had just two tens and a five clearly showing.


He had already split the rest of his money, amongst an inside pocket in his jacket, a trouser pocket and his case. “Gee us it here then,” the man said.


In exchange for the cash that did not go near any cash till, the man handed Tristan two keys attached to a large plastic fob. “Room 33; third floor; all four floors have four rooms that share one bathroom. The larger key fits the bathroom on every floor, so lock the door, and leave the key in the lock on the inside if you go to the bog or for a wash. Showers don’t work, never av. We don’t do breakfasts. You can get a good feed across the road in Riejik’s caff.” “Thank you, Tristan replied, however the imp in him could not resist a tease, “Thank you very much. Pray, when did you attend the Tourist Board ‘Welcome Host’ course?” The man’s quick “What’s that pal.” cut off any thought that Tristan had of continuing. “Nothing, just my stomach rumbling, I bid you good night, I shall leave early tomorrow morning.”


The three flights of stairs depressed Tristan. At each landing, smells common to a cheap boarding house assaulted his sensitive nose. Curry from one room, poor fish and chips on the second floor, on his landing a tart’s cheap scent.


In the room, he felt cheated. It did not have TV or radio, towels, soap or facilities to make tea, just a bed and post war utility furniture. He carefully hung his clothes on the wire coat hangers before he sat for a while on the bed, deep in thought.


With nothing else to do, except to think, Tristan got into the bed. He swore quietly when he got out of bed, to turn out the overhead light from the switch by the door. As Tristan stared at the ceiling, he could still clearly see the cracks in the plaster. The unlined curtains let light from the streetlights along with the night noises of the Cromwell Road that punctuated the soft rumble of the city that police car and ambulance sirens more frequently and stridently disturbed.


He thought about the day just spent. It made him aware of the stark difference made by the two-hundred miles that separated Scagill from London.


He had only been back in the smoke for a few hours, yet two men had already called him ‘pal’, but he had not made a friend of either. In Yorkshire, his friends called him Tristan, never Tris, or Stan or mate. As he drifted near to sleep, he shouted aloud in frustration, “Damn, I have not set my alarm.” Once again, he had to get out of bed, to rummage in his case, to find his little red alarm clock.


Tristan set the alarm for seven in the morning before he put it on the cheap table by the narrow bed. Back in bed, he gave out one of his characteristic deep groans “Oh God, thirty-six hours a non-smoker, before he covered his head with the thin synthetic fibre easy wash, easy iron sheet.




Chapter 3


An hour before seven o’clock, the time he had set on his much-travelled alarm clock, Tristan woke to a new day, the third of his yet to be defined quest.


The bright sun of a late June morning, as it streamed through the cheap window curtains, brought in with it the noise of the busy Cromwell Road traffic, itself an alarm call enough to wake all but the dead, or a teenager.


His first thoughts echoed the last words of the previous day. He craved for a cigarette. With no prospect of a bath or a shower, but intent to wash and shave he crossed the landing to the one bathroom that served all four bedrooms on the third floor. He found it occupied. Frustrated, he climbed the stairs to the fourth floor where he found the bathroom unoccupied. However, like the rest of the hotel it lacked the care of a housekeeper. The lavatory seat had lost its attachment to the bowl, the sink retained a ring of scum left by the hard London water, but it had lost its plug. He did not find a nicely wrapped bar of soap, nor any towels. Disconsolate, he went back to his room to get the soap he had taken from the Crown Inn, and the small hand towel he had liberated from the Laurels Rehabilitation unit.


Someone still occupied the third floor bathroom when Tristan set out on his second foray. ‘Sods Law’ ruled that when he climbed back to the fourth floor, somebody else had occupied the bathroom that he had left empty.
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