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About Taking the Heat


Everybody talks about the weather…


…but nobody does anything about it.


Right?


Wrong!


Human action (or inaction) has forced the delicate balance of the Earth’s health close to an irreversible tipping point.


Under the remote command of the elusive Brigadier Groth, Doctor Joey Hart and his maverick team get one shot at solving the problem.


If they dare…


Chapter One

Doctor Joey Hart looked around the fifty or more drinkers gathered for the evening in the Ship & Mitre, and nodded. “Not bad, for a Tuesday,” he remarked to his assistant, Katherine, who had been responsible for organising the event.

“Best turnout in the three months we’ve been running the Sci-Bar project,” she agreed. “Let’s hope it means that enough people actually care about this month’s discussion topic.”

Amongst the ‘spinoff’ benefits of Liverpool’s successful year as European Capital of Culture had been the groups starting up in pubs throughout the city centre, from rambling clubs and barber-shop quartets to reading groups, drama clubs and a vociferous body who had decided to promote ‘Philosophy in Pubs’.

Perhaps as a direct response to this, the Sci-Bar series of talks followed by discussion on a range of scientific topics had proved a real crowd magnet, comfortably filling the Higher Room above the popular city centre CAMRA pub.

“Best make a start!”

He tapped a few times on the side of his half-full glass. The hum of excited anticipation from those present swelled momentarily, then subsided.

“Thanks for showing your interest in this evening’s discussion topic. It would be very encouraging to think the ordinary man or woman in the street might one day have as much influence as our political leaders. They disappointed us yet again last week when they failed to reach any agreement on what we’re discussing tonight—global warming…”

Joey preferred to speak without notes, and the constant asides and wisecracks which peppered his address appealed to his audience. The free-flowing rounds of drinks loosened tongues and inhibitions too, but without the evening deteriorating into a drunken shouting match.

“Fascinating subject, Doctor Hart. Thank you seems inadequate, somehow.”

“Glad you enjoyed it, Mr…?”

“Whelan. Dave Whelan, and this is my wife, Brenda.”

“Off duty like this, I’m Joey. What brought you along?”

“The beer.” Dave grinned. The Ship & Mitre had a reputation for quality beers. “Seriously, though, we were here purely by chance the first time the Sci-Bar evening was held, and we enjoyed it so much I made a point of writing the dates into my diary.”

Brenda raised her glass, to attract Joey’s attention. “I teach global warming to my Year Six—I’ve lost count of how many times one of them has said, ‘Two degrees isn’t a big difference, Miss.’ Sometimes I wonder if they’re right. Like you said yourself, temperatures in general have risen by that much since the earliest records we have, and that’s…how many years? A hundred and sixty?”

Joey nodded. “Nice to know someone was paying attention. Yes, which takes us back to Victorian times—around 1850—roughly when the Industrial Revolution was taking off in Britain, and people only had a vague idea what pollution meant. But think of all those ‘dark, satanic mills’ and how they poisoned the atmosphere, the rivers and everything else they touched.

“Despite that, the industry of that particular period did very little to affect the climate. In fact, more than half the rise in global temperatures has happened since roughly the mid-twentieth century, which is over a hundred years after the period we generally accept as the time the Industrial Revolution started.”

Dave frowned. “So, the fact that our noble leaders have agreed to try to limit global temperature rises to no more than two degrees—”

“Isn’t worth the paper it’s written on!” snorted Joey dismissively. “Apart from anything else, it’s not even an agreement per se, and it’s only been put forward by a very small number of those taking part—and of those, the only real culprit, as far as carbon emissions is concerned, is the USA. Now, if they’d got China to agree to make an effort, it might have been worthwhile. If you want pollution control, you have to start with the worst offender. Makes sense, yes?”

“You certainly opened my eyes to a few facts tonight, Doctor…Joey,” Dave corrected himself as the guest speaker looked at him sharply.

“But is there anything we ordinary folk can do?” Brenda persisted. “I mean, beyond recycling, switching off unused lights and all that. Something which might make a real difference?”

Joey fished in a pocket and passed her a business card. “Talk to friends. Get in touch with me if you’d like to organise some sort of structured evening, debate, or something of that nature. Can’t promise I’ll be available, but if I can come, I will.”

Dave looked at the bottom of his pint and decided not to chance another if he wanted to drive home with a clear conscience. “We might just do that, Joey, but it won’t be until after we come back from our holidays.”

“I’ll be at the college address. I’m using the summer break to do some long-overdue research, so I won’t be going home.”

***

“Eddie, that’s your own fault! What on earth made you decide to follow the sheep to the Costa Fortune for your hols?” … “Yeah, I bet it’s raining, that was a given! Haven’t you noticed how people have stopped going to the Med resorts these last few years? Never thought to ask why?”

Dave transferred his phone to his right hand and swiped his left on a towel that was already damp with sweat. He continued to rag his friend mercilessly as he took another gulp from the frost-rimmed cocktail glass at the side of his lounger.

The volume of Eddie’s complaint increased again and now sounded like a full swarm of angry wasps rudely shaken from their nest and looking for their tormentor. Dave thought he really ought to show some sympathy for his friend, who sounded as if he was having a disastrous holiday break in Spain.

“Yeah, okay.” … “Listen, Ed, I didn’t really mean all that.” … “No, honest! I wouldn’t wish a bad holiday on anyone, no matter who! But you know, if you’d checked the weather reports, you might have had second thoughts.” … “No, seriously. It’s all there for anyone to read on the internet.

“The stats are there to be read, Eddie. Over the last seven years, each UK summer has been longer and hotter than the one before. Did you know, there are parts of Devon and Cornwall where last summer’s ban on using hosepipes was never lifted? They were so short of reserves they had to keep it on through autumn and winter. This year, they were on the back foot and piping water in from South Wales even before the summer started, so assuming the weather ‘dahn sahf’ is similar to what we’re having here in Southport, they’re guaranteed in dire straits already and it’s only mid-flaming-June!”

Alternating between casual holiday chat and surfing the endless information pages on the web, Dave and Eddie lost track of the passage of time. It was only when the early afternoon sun wandered beyond the rim of the awning above Dave at the poolside and caused him to squint against its ferocity that he was brought back to reality.

“I’m telling you, Ed. I can’t turn on a news programme these days—radio or TV—without some expert wanting to talk about global warming and how the clock’s ticking and we’ve got to do something about it, and yadda-yadda, usually followed by a weepy plea for more money to research whatever it is said expert happens to specialise in, surprise, surprise! And the gravy train chuffs off to its next stop down the line!” … “What, moi? Cynical?? Now, whatever gives you that impression?” … “Yeah, we must get together when you’re home. It’s ages since last time. We can continue this discussion then…

“Brenda? She was smart, she went indoors for a siesta. It’s way too hot to do anything other than sit by the pool—it was twenty-one degrees when we left home this morning. You can imagine what it was like by midday, and it only took us an hour to get here by train. No airports, no passports, no queues.” … “Yeah, you too. Listen, this might be what they call urban legend, but for what it’s worth, it’s a good idea to stay well away from the drains in Spain.” … “Yes, I said drains and that’s what I meant! Apparently, they weren’t built to cope with large amounts of rainfall, and they’re ancient, falling apart—certainly not suited for the heavy rain you’re getting. Result—backflow, and a very real chance of diseases and suchlike spreading like wildfire.

“Now, tell me again—when did you say you were going to check out and head home?” … “Look on the bright side—at least it wasn’t a package deal. You’d lose a fortune by cutting the holiday short. You’ve got the car, you can do it in stages through France, stop where it suits you, and still have a holiday of sorts.”

After a few closing remarks, Dave ended the call and shut down his laptop as he prepared to go into the hotel and wake Brenda. With just a suggestion of regret, he reflected that Ed’s unfortunate experiences with the weather must inevitably affect many others too. Hotter summers combined with very mild winters had become more noticeable—a direct result of the global warming which everyone seemed so anxious to talk about. It was a shame nobody seemed to have figured out an effective solution to the problem.

In their hotel, Dave discovered Brenda had opted to shower on returning from the beach and had flaked out in her bikini, on a wicker terrace lounger, rather than dressing or drying herself in order to siesta on the bed.

Dave eased the door open and entered, silent as a cat as he crossed the room. Brenda’s eyes were closed, her breathing regular, her features relaxed. He paused and gazed at her, taking this rare opportunity to lose himself in her beauty. What on earth had he done to deserve someone so wonderful as a soul mate?

She’d always had the same effect on him, right from the first time she’d walked into his life. He felt it happening again; his breathing quickened, his heart laid down a thudding bass rhythm he was sure had to be loud enough to rouse her. His throat ached, painfully dry. He longed to kiss her tenderly until she woke and he could drown in her violet-blue eyes.

As if in answer to his silent plea, Brenda’s eyelids fluttered open. There was a secretive smile about her eyes. Dave surrendered himself willingly, falling into their depths once more. She raised a hand in languid greeting; he caught it with the tips of his fingers and brushed his lips against her perfectly manicured nails.

“Had a good nap?”

“Mmm-hmm. Don’t think I slept. Too hot, really.”

“Just had a call from Eddie. He’s run into monsoon weather. Not a happy bunny!”

Brenda swung her legs off the lounger and snuggled close to Dave’s chest as he sat next to her.

“Monsoons in Spain? They used to be much further south. The tea crops in Sri Lanka and India depend on torrential rain.”

“Yeah, I thought that,” Dave murmured, absently stroking Brenda’s golden hair. He felt her tense under his fingers and waited patiently for her to put her thoughts into words.

“So, we’re now getting the sort of summers which made Spain popular with tourists—”

“While they’re getting storms like they’ve never seen before,” Dave finished.

“Makes you wonder what’s happening further south…”

“Maybe I could look it up on t’internet.” Weekend away or not, he was beginning to think there might be something in this line of thought. “But there’s also this…” He kissed her earlobe, then placed his hand under her chin and eased very slightly away from her to a comfortable focal distance. “If weather patterns are changing—and from what you’ve just said, it seems they are—what’s happening further north from here, if the weather patterns we used to have until about ten years ago are moving that way?

“Unlike you, I was never much cop at geography in school, but I remember Batty Roberts telling us that the UK was in the temperate climate zone. We never had summers like this. The summers we had as kids—when we got so used to ‘rain stopped play’ right through the cricket season. Even that sort of climate change would have a major effect on the ice fields up around the Arctic Circle, and isn’t the world two-thirds water to start with?”

“It’s nearer three-quarters,” Brenda said. “But yes, point taken.”

Dave suddenly became aware that during this interchange of thoughts, they’d somehow managed to stand away from the lounger without either of them being fully conscious of any decision to do so. Standing so close, the kiss was inevitable, and it was followed by several more, each lasting longer, more full of commitment than the one before. Pieces of his ’n’ hers swimwear, all slightly damp—though not from being in the hotel pool—landed in a tangled heap on the floor as Dave swept Brenda into his arms and carried her into the cool shadows of the bedroom.


Chapter Two

The narrow strip of pure white, sun-bleached sand between the esplanade and the surf line reflected a blinding glare which made sunblock and dark, matte-black lenses in your Ray-Bans not fashion accessories, just basic survival equipment.

No traffic had been allowed on the tarmac strip which ran parallel with the beach for several years, making this two-mile stretch a quiet zone: a child-friendly, safe area where those who simply wished to lie and soak in the sun could set out their picnics and scatter blankets, allowing young children to play, knowing there was no danger of them being involved in traffic accidents. Further north, beyond Southport’s iconic, several times rebuilt Victorian pier, there was another beach of similar size which had become the most suitable place for more energetic sun-worshippers to indulge in games of beach volleyball, cricket, or a pick-up skins-vs-shirts soccer match. As the coastline curved gently beyond that, the current and tides had turned the extreme northern end of the bay into a venue where the cream of Europe’s best surfers believed they had died and truly gone to heaven.

“Turned out nice again,” Dave murmured, faking an atrocious parody of what he imagined a Lancashire Woollyback ought to sound like as he massaged another liberal helping of factor-twenty onto Brenda’s shoulders.

Brenda rolled onto her stomach and eased the straps of her bikini down her arms so Dave could oil her skin without missing a spot.

“Where does that come from?” she asked, not really caring what the answer was. His cultured tenor voice was one of the first things which had attracted her to him, and she loved listening to him speak, whatever the occasion, regardless of what he happened to be talking about. She had a pretty good idea there would be a musical reference somewhere in the background. Musical cues and hints were part and parcel of Dave’s everyday speech, and frequently made the difference between winning and losing a close-fought pub trivia quiz, something which he took seriously.

He didn’t disappoint her.

“It’s from something my granddad told me, a famous star of the music halls almost a hundred years ago. Bloke who lived not far from here. George Formby, his name was. They even made a film with that song title…can’t remember if I ever heard it sung, though. Don’t think so. There! That should stop you burning up—as long as you don’t fry in all this oil.”

“Mmm, thanks!” Brenda rolled again, onto her back, and adjusted the parasol.

Being their only full day away, they’d decided to do nothing more energetic than laze in the quiet zone for an hour or two before it got too hot, then shoot off somewhere for an early pub lunch. As a result, they were almost the only people on that part of the beach who appeared to be on the ‘right side’ of fifty. None of the radios were particularly loud or intrusive, and seemed to be tuned to Radio 4 rather than pumping out brash, aggressive and eminently forgettable Radio 1 grunge.

Dave stretched and glanced in both directions as he massaged a few drops of surplus sunblock over both wrists. Although they’d left the hotel in time to make the beach before it got too crowded, they’d barely managed to find a speck big enough for their modest stakeout. Between blankets, sunbeds, inflatable mattresses and picnic tables, there was precious little of the fine, pure white sand visible as far as the eye could see.

“Just as well we weren’t planning to come back after lunch,” he said as he eased himself back down. “This spot won’t stay empty for too long once we leave, and it’s not even eleven o’clock yet. I can’t imagine how these…older people stick it out, lying in the sun all day. I bet half of them look like lobsters by the time they go home, even with max factor!”

“That’s a brand name, Dave, not a strength guide.”

He chuckled. “I know. I was just checking to see if you’re paying attention!”

“If I could be bothered, I’d throw something at you,” Brenda warned mock-seriously.

“I figured you’d find it too much effort.”

“Consider yourself thrown at, then.”

“You usually miss anyway.” Dave turned and took the last two drinks out of the cool box: Cain’s beer for himself and a cherry Coke for Brenda. The ice in the box had melted to mush. “These aren’t especially cold anymore, sweetheart. We should think about that early lunch once we’ve finished them. I’d better buy some ice when we refill the cool box.”

***

The timber-framed terrazzo was blindingly, spotlessly white, and the noon sun seemed to bounce off, making it possible to sit comfortably in the shade created by the straw thatch overhead. The weakest hint of a current of air tried to circulate from time to time, without success.

“When I think of how crowded that strip of beach was this morning… My grandfather always said Southport was known as ‘the seaside without the sea’ when he was growing up,” Brenda said, stirring a swizzle stick in her aperitif.

“Did he say why?” Dave was trying to resist the overwhelming temptation to empty his ice-cold Magners in a single swallow, and his resolve was weakening by the second.

“It’s to do with local tides and currents. At low tide, if you stood on the road, you could only just see the sea.”

“But it can still come all the way up to the road. Remember the damage the winter storms caused last year?”

“Yeah. That caught everyone on the hop, didn’t it? Of course, we’ve had so many mild winters on the trot, everyone’s assumed it was going to carry on the same way.”

“People will always tend to go with the flow when it’s a good news week.” Dave paused and shot Brenda a quick glance, but something warned him that it would be better not to improvise a bar of the old sixties hit at this point. He sipped his drink to cover the hitch and continued. “I mean, if they like the idea, they’ll use any excuse to believe it’s gospel. Which is only human nature, I suppose— Yes, please.”

He gave in to temptation and emptied his glass as the waiter approached with their tapas and a mixed-salad platter, ordering refills for both glasses. As a token gesture, they had both put an absolute minimum layer of clothing over their swimwear before settling at the nearest open-air restaurant that was reasonably busy.

“If a place is crowded, it’s usually because they serve decent food,” was Dave’s argument, and looking at what they were being served, Brenda thought he was probably right. The restaurant was across a footbridge spanning the miniature railway which had been one of Southport’s tourist attractions from time immemorial. Following the decision to pedestrianise the road which served the beaches, the railway had been developed and expanded to cater for elderly and infirm visitors or anyone who didn’t want to rent a bicycle or quad bike in the centre of town. Those were permitted on the road; separate cycle lanes had been marked out, wide enough for emergency services vehicles to use as and when needed.

“So you think these people who shout the odds about global warming are misguided doom-and-gloom merchants, then?” Brenda finished the last of her salad and nodded to Dave that he was welcome to polish off what was left.

“Hard to say, love. I don’t know enough about it to have an informed opinion, but if the science johnnies think there’s something to worry about…” He shrugged and speared the final king prawn from the platter, continuing thoughtfully, “Since there’s such a narrow strip of beach above the waterline now, it’s reasonable to assume the water level overall must be higher than it used to be. It’s a very flat beach, without much of a slope, which I’m guessing is the reason there used to be such a big difference between high- and low-tide marks.”

“Which also means the tide comes in and goes out very quickly,” Brenda added. She wasn’t sure if it was relevant or important in any way, but she’d opted for an education-and-languages route through sixth form and later university. Minor details of that nature were part of her make-up, even in her leisure time. She enjoyed the rough-and-tumble of a competitive pub trivia quiz as much as Dave did, and if they both managed to get themselves onto the same team, it quite often won the cash pot.

“Okay, I know it’s only pin money,” Dave always reasoned, “but it pays for the evening’s drinks—and I’ve no wish to go on Mastermind and make a prat of myself!”

Occasionally, Brenda wondered what it would be like to take part in one of the other, less academic TV quiz programmes and give her brain a break, but she was happy to see Dave enjoying the relaxed atmosphere and friendly banter of the pub quiz circuit, and equally glad to share the amateur scene with him.

“Anything you fancy doing this afternoon?”

Brenda glanced at her watch before replying. It was just turned one-thirty; the hottest part of the day was still ahead. “Nothing too strenuous, not in this weather,” she answered with a grin. “And we should be a bit careful not to burn while we’re out and about, but the thought of being indoors…” She shuddered.

“Well, at least the supermarket is air-conditioned, and we’ll need drinks whatever we’re doing.”

“And ice. You said you’d buy ice.”

“Your wish is my command, oh mistress mine! I hadn’t forgotten, but it’s where to go afterwards. D’you think it would be cooler if we go down to Marine Lake and either hire a boat, or see if there’s a couple of seats on one of the cruise ships? I fancy going on that big paddle steamer. I hear they have live jazz bands.”


Chapter Three

Errol Dwight popped a match with his thumbnail and touched it to his trademark black cheroot. He had fifteen minutes of freedom before he had to duck back inside and blow that horn for another two hours on the return trip, but these few minutes were his precious time alone, and he’d worked hard for it.

From Stetson to boots, he cut an imposing figure in white with discreet gold thread embroidered on strategically chosen seams. The colour was a deliberate choice in this weather. It reflected most of the heat, or so the experts assured him, but the laundry bills were ridiculous. Every single sweat mark showed, and there were plenty of them. Everything he touched or even brushed against unawares seemed to leave a permanent mark. He had four identical jackets and five pairs of pants, and spent over an hour each evening cleaning his boots just to maintain the image he had as one of the best jazz trumpeters in North West England—which, for all practical purposes, meant the best in the UK.

The drummer, Max, pushed through the saloon door carrying two tall, slender glasses covered in rime frost and decorated with an outrageous number of slices of fresh fruit. Anyone seeing it could be forgiven for assuming that these trad jazz players were hard-drinkin’ good ol’ boys; in fact, none of the band drank alcohol when they were being paid to play—though what they did in their spare time and during rehearsals was another matter altogether.

Was it an overworked imagination, or did Errol really hear a hiss of evaporation as the ice-cold lemonade hit the back of his throat? He almost convinced himself he’d seen the faintest suggestion of a cloud of steam issuing from his own lips, just at the very edge of his field of vision.

Max chugged at his glass as eagerly as Errol, who was still listening intently, trying to decide if the lemonade was evaporating against superheated tonsils or if it was a more mundane hiss caused by the simple act of decanting a fizzy drink.

“What you looking at?” Max asked, hugging his glass protectively to his chest as he noticed Errol’s interest.

Shamefacedly, Errol admitted his momentary indecisiveness between hiss and fizz.

“Mmmmm.” Max fished pieces of fruit from his glass with a cocktail skewer. “I doubt global warming’s that much of a problem, Errol. Not yet, anyway.”

Errol sent his cheroot butt spinning into the clear blue waters off the starboard bow. The ship’s engine note altered slightly as she prepared to make a long, smooth loop to steam back east to Southport’s marina. “Even out here on deck, there’s hardly a breath of air,” he muttered. “It’s going to be murder in the sweatbox on the way back.”

“Look on the bright side,” Max consoled, “at least we get to sit down for the next coupla hours. I think if I tried to dance the way some of the punters do, I’d dribble off the floor in a pool o’ sweat!”

“Best get down there, all the same. We’ve still got to play all the way home.”

***

“This was a brilliant idea, Brenda! We’ve got an air-conditioned bar, and it’s a damn sight cooler out here than it would have been back on land.”

“And aah do dee-clare I’ve got the best mint julep aah eva tas-ted!” Brenda drawled, twirling her glass as she caught Dave’s mood. As soon as they’d seen the vessel, they’d decided to enter the spirit of the day and hired 1930s costumes from a fancy-dress shop not far from the ferry terminal. On boarding, they’d been pleased to discover they were far from the only passengers to do so; long chains of imitation pearls and Charleston dresses swirled around the floor, escorted by gentlemen with Brylcreemed hair, false mutton-chop whiskers and straw boaters.

They’d danced most of the way on the ‘out’ leg, and Dave had made a tactical raid on the bar just before the band took a well-earned breather. As a result, they had fresh cocktails to enjoy on the shaded afterdeck without having to suffer in the scrum which developed immediately the band announced the break.

“Sounds like the band’s tuning up,” Dave said, tossing back the last drops from his highball glass—memories of a Manhattan which, by now, contained only tiny splinters of what had once been ice cubes. “I’m still thirsty. I need a long drink. That’s the only problem with cocktails, I can’t afford to buy them in pint glasses.”

They wandered back inside, appreciating the air conditioning despite only being on deck for a few minutes. A slow blues number was being played.

“Want to dance?” Without waiting for an answer, Dave led Brenda onto the floor, straight into a relaxed, sinuous rumba. A sprinkling of other couples were already dancing, but there was plenty of room for everyone, and Dave was a good, easy lead to follow.

After a few more slow numbers, the band went up-tempo, and one or two of the couples on the floor began an energetic jive, but Dave shook his head and took Brenda’s arm, heading for the bar.

“That sort of jazz is too hot for me. I haven’t got the energy to jive.”

“That goes for me, too,” Brenda agreed. “Even with the air conditioning in here, anything more strenuous than a rumba’s out of the question. I can’t imagine where they get the energy from!”

Dave hesitated for a second before opting for the fresh, clean taste of ice-cold cider. Brenda nodded her approval and asked for the same.

“This is for you, Eddie—wherever you are,” murmured Dave, holding his glass at eye level before tasting it.

Brenda lifted her glass and added her silent toast to absent friends. “Is he going to drop in, once he gets home?”

Dave nodded. “I told him to phone us when he gets here, maybe we can go out for a meal. I think he’d like to meet Doctor Hart, you know. He’s always been keen on environmental issues.”

“Are you planning to follow up on this, then?”

Brenda’s tone carried neither approval nor the opposite as she asked the question, but Dave saw from her eyes that she needed a proper answer, rather than the facetious, flippant nonsense that had been on the tip of his tongue. He took a sip at his glass to buy a few seconds while he rapidly rearranged his thoughts.

“If our national leaders won’t tackle the problem, I think it’s time we try something different. Doc Hart seems to know what he’s talking about.”

“It’s going to need some organising, though.”

“If enough people want to get involved, there’s bound to be someone with the experience. I mean, look how many wanted to buttonhole him after that talk he gave. And if Ed’s keen on doing something practical about global warming and protecting the environment…”

“I’ll bet he can drag in a few more,” Brenda said. “He could talk the hind legs off a donkey!”

“Pardon me, ma’am. I just love the word pictures you Brits paint in everyday speech. It’s hard to believe y’all speak the same language we do.”

Dave raised his gaze beyond Brenda’s shoulder. The cultured, slow drawl of the Southern States came from an apparition in white waiting to be served. With a leisurely gesture, he tipped his hat gravely to Brenda before offering Dave his hand.

“Errol Dwight, honoured guest in your country these past five years. Like a permanent vacation.”

“Dave Whelan, and this is my wife, Brenda. You play a mean horn, Mr. Dwight,” Dave said approvingly. “I’ve often wished I’d learnt to play as a kid.”

“Why, thank you, sir,” Errol said with a grin. “But as for playing, I always said it’s something in the blood. You’re born with it. Yeah, lessons are important, but they’re mostly for the classical gas pro boys. You wanna talk jazz, blues, soul, it’s gotta come from inside. But don’t let me get started or I’ll be talkin’ the hind leg off somethin’ or other.”

“Still, playing brass must need some real effort. Every jazz band I’ve ever seen, the trumpet player always seems to be the first one to become wet through—even at an outdoor venue,” said Dave, with just a hint of an upward query inflection on the last two words of the sentence.

Errol nodded. “Said as much to our drummer out on deck a few minutes ago. ’Least this room’s air-conditioned. You don’t need to persuade me the weather’s going crazy. Far as global warming’s concerned, we’re in the deep-brown stuff—my cleaning bill’s proof enough of that.”

He glanced around as if to make sure nobody else was watching before unbuttoning his jacket to reveal large telltale sweat patches darkening his shirt from both shoulder yokes, creeping insidiously towards the centre of his chest. He quickly buttoned up again and leaned closer.

“I wasn’t purposely eavesdropping, but I couldn’t help overhearing. Now, I bet you’re thinking, Damn Yankee, can’t keep his nose outta other people’s business!”

Errol’s order arrived, which appeared to consist of a half-gallon jug of ice cubes topped with a minimum amount of water. He signalled for four clean glasses and turned away from the bar.

“Talk to y’all later? Got a few questions I’d like to ask.”

Dave nodded. “We’ll wait for you to pack away after we dock. Perhaps we could grab a bite somewhere?”


Chapter Four

“Got a sorry-looking card from Eddie in this morning’s post, Dave.”

“Sorry? That’s not like him. Is he still depressed about the weather on the Costa Fortune?”

“No, I mean literally sorry-looking—the card itself, not what he’s written. It looks as if it’s been through a couple of car washes instead of sorting offices.”

“I thought he’d already left, heading for the subtropical North?”

“He has. At least, the card has a French stamp on it, but a lot of what he’s written is runny, blurred—here, see for yourself.”

Brenda passed the card over. Sure enough, Eddie’s scrawl was more difficult to read than normal, and the original postmark was completely illegible.

“Weather seems to be…fall…no, following me. Fill…feel like the CB cartoon, always…something…raincl—smudge.” He turned the card back and forth. “Let’s try again.

“Weather seems to be following me. Like the Charlie Brown cartoon, always under raincloud. Sleep in car, no hotel rooms, campsites total losses. Wine harvest destroyed according to press, other crops equally bad prospects. Expect price rises on basic foods. Home when I get there. Eddie.”

“Definitely not a happy bunny, then.”

“You’re right, Brenda. And typical for him to close with a comment about the effect on food prices.”

“He’s a banker, Dave, and single. Some would say he barely qualifies as a human being.”

“He might not be the easiest person to get along with, but he’s all right if you get to know him, love.”

“Sorry, darling, there’s just something about him which makes me uneasy. Still, I really think you’d find something positive to say about the devil himself if he came knocking on the door.”

***

At that moment, Eddie was at least as wet as he had been at any time during the twelve days of non-stop rain which had been the one constant feature of his vacation to date. He’d stopped for something to eat and discovered far too late that he’d apparently chosen the one bistro in the whole of France totally incapable of providing any food at all that could be described as edible. Further, it seemed they also had a policy of employing the rudest possible staff, determined to make a virtue out of ignoring customers.

He’d picked at his déjeuner and left almost the whole of it on the plate. Then he stepped in a puddle up over his ankles on the way back to the car. It shouldn’t really have surprised him at that point to discover he had a flat tyre to change. Sometimes Murphy’s Law kicked in with a spiteful glee, and when he had to turn the ignition key three times before the engine caught, he was very close to losing control altogether.

A day such as this could only end one way, and of course, he missed the 18:00 Calais departure by less than ten minutes. It gave him no pleasure to watch it leave from his position at the front of the queue for the next crossing. He’d already been warned that without a reservation he wasn’t guaranteed passage on his open-return ticket.

“That is one reason the open tickets are inexpensive,” the clerk at the ticket desk had explained in laboured and heavily accented English. Eddie could curse as fluently as any Parisian garçon or street urchin, but by this time, he was in no mood to cooperate or feel in any way kindly disposed towards la belle France or her citizens.

There was no way he was going to be refused on the following departure two hours later, but he was still forced to wait to one side until every vehicle with advance reservation had been called forward and parked. He was then assigned a dark, narrow and inconvenient space as far as possible from a stairwell leading to the main deck. Once there, a swift glance at the outrageous price tariffs in all the restaurants was enough for him to refuse to contribute more than the price of a cup of indifferent coffee towards the early repayment of the country’s national debt. Futile, perhaps, but Eddie felt it was his only opportunity to make any sort of protest against that unmistakeably French raison d’être, xenophobia.

***

“Eddie’s written again, Brenda. You should come and hear what he says.”

There was something in Dave’s tone of voice, something Brenda had never heard before, and it caused her to choke back the vague, unsolidified but negative feelings Eddie’s name always inspired in her. She nodded and sat with Dave at the kitchen table.

“Not a postcard this time, and not an email, either!” Dave waved the evidence in the air, a quality pale-blue envelope with a discreet but distinctive watermark and carrying a first-class UK stamp. He already had the contents of the envelope in his hand.

Dear Dave, Brenda,

I’m guessing that you won’t have expected a second mailing from me while I’m making a relatively short trip back from mid-France.

I value my friends, particularly because I’m not easy to get along with. I know this for a fact. With neither family nor siblings to confide in, I need to tell someone this, so nobody starts an unnecessary manhunt.

I’m doing this by snail mail for two reasons.

First, I’m old-fashioned enough to enjoy sending and receiving what I consider proper letters once in a while. Emails might be faster and more efficient, but like the song says, they ‘don’t got no soul’.

Second, the extra day or so before you receive this will give me more time to think about what I’m doing…

Which, you’ll be relieved to hear, is neither illegal nor dangerous!

Recent lurid headlines about extravagant, unjustified bonuses paid to certain (senior) bankers have told one side of a story that needed to be told. Unfortunately, the situation for someone such as myself in a relatively junior position is nowhere even remotely close to being a bed of fragrant roses, caviar and champagne.

I got the bullet a couple of days before I was due to go on holiday. With no family to talk with, I kept my mouth shut. It was too late to cancel anyway, so I thought I’d give myself time to think. I’m convinced I’m being hung out to dry along with other juniors. I managed to check higher up the food chain, and there’re no casualties amongst the senior partners. Make of that what you will. I know how it feels to me!

At least the redundancy pay’s generous enough to cover me for a few months. I just want you to know that I’ll be travelling most of the time, and as I’ve no job to come home to, I might not bother coming back to Liverpool immediately if I get prompted to turn aside and go wherever my wanderlust takes me. Mortgage and utilities are all on the drip feed at the bank, but can I ask you to check the house for mail occasionally? There’s a spare key to the back door in a tobacco tin on the workbench in my garage (I think I always knew I’d bottle it and end up asking this favour by post!)

Don’t worry if you don’t hear from me for some time. I’m not feeling suicidal. I won’t do anything stupid, and considering my lack of any family to keep in touch with, there really isn’t anyone else I can turn to.

As ever,

Eddie

Dave surprised himself by managing to read the full letter aloud to Brenda without welling up in floods of tears or losing his voice entirely for other emotional reasons. He generally succeeded in presenting a cheerful, practical façade to the world, but he didn’t fool Brenda as often as he fondly imagined in this respect. She cut him some slack in this tiniest of attempts at deception. She had to. Her opinion of ‘Loner Eddie’ had altered, positively and permanently, with every phrase of his letter.

“That must have been really, really difficult for him to write,” she said, after a few moments of thoughtful silence.

“Amazing. I really thought I knew whatever there was to know about Eddie,” Dave said. “Just goes to show, people always have the capacity to surprise and amaze you!”

“I have to agree.” Brenda felt a little embarrassed that she’d quite possibly misjudged someone she’d never understood properly until now. “What was that he said about wanderlust and going off the radar?”

Dave took the letter out again. “He says not to worry if we don’t hear from him for a while. If he thinks he’s got enough in his suitcase to cover his immediate needs, there’s no compelling reason for him to come back. It’s the height of the holiday season, and we’ve already agreed the weather’s better in the UK than it is anywhere else in Europe at the moment.”

***

Eddie would definitely have argued about that statement. He’d been on deck as the ferry approached Dover, and he’d been appalled to see the irreversible damage done to the famous White Cliffs by violent, unpredictable winter storms gouging deep ravines, carved by a greedy giant in his favourite local cheese. The cliffs were being undercut and one day would just collapse into the sea.

He then had to endure the further inconvenience resulting from the treatment he had been subjected to by the French authorities, which meant he was one of the last to disembark. Inevitably, he was in the longest and slowest queue to be inspected at Customs, and when the driver of the vehicle immediately in front of him appeared to have mislaid some—or possibly all—of his documents, it didn’t surprise Eddie in the least.

It was well into the afternoon before he left the port and pulled into the first filling station he came to. He hadn’t yet decided where he was going, but he wasn’t paying motorway prices for fuel, and he wasn’t heading north, either. Nothing personal. He hadn’t suddenly developed a hatred for his birthplace, but Liverpool seemed far too boo-ooring for words just now. Mentally, he flipped a coin.

Heads. West.

At the cash desk, he glanced to his left, and on impulse added a road map of Devon and Cornwall to his fuel bill. He knew nothing of the region, but he had a vague memory of something to do with…was it Arthur, the whole Camelot thing? Fact or fiction, myth or reality, it lifted his spirits a fraction, and he drove onwards in a much better mood, despite the weather.


Chapter Five

“What’s the Sci-Bar topic tonight, Joey?”

Dave and Brenda generally made an effort to arrive early on Philosophy in Pubs evenings. Dave insisted on using the bus so he could drink in his favourite CAMRA pub with a clear conscience.

Joey was setting up a couple of visual aids. “Believe it or not, I’ve got some evidence from our very own facilities at Bidston Hill showing earth tremors which have been recorded this week at no less than four different places here on the UK mainland!”

“You’re joking! Earthquakes? Surely not!”

Joey grinned. “We aren’t exactly sitting over a major fault, like the tectonic plates grinding at each other in the Pacific or the San Andreas Fault in the States, but the bedrock beneath the UK is, in geological terms, relatively young, and there can be half a dozen in any given week. Almost all of them are too small to notice—we only know about them from the extremely sensitive seismic recorders we have available. Still, the graphs don’t lie. They’re all here, from all over the country.”

“There’s one here in Cumbria—that’s not too far away!” Dave said.

“Yes. It happened while I was watching the dials yesterday afternoon, but it was so small I might not have noticed it at all if I hadn’t been online at the time.”

The week’s selection of amateur philosophers began to fill up the Higher Room. Brenda secured a table and Dave trotted back downstairs to refill their glasses.

“Guess who walked in while I was getting served!”

Brenda had no difficulty guessing the answer to her husband’s conundrum. Measured to the apex of his Stetson, a seven-foot apparition of white leather had followed Dave up the stairs.

“We played a set at a pub in Liverpool last night, and some guy said this place sells the best beer in town, soooooo…”

“Well, that’s true enough, Errol. And it gives me the chance to return the very generous Southern hospitality you showed us last Sunday evening.”

“So, what’s this all about? Some sort of club? A meeting? It’s not AA or something o’ that nature, is it?” The twinkle in Errol’s eyes showed he didn’t think that for a second.

“Well, it’s a sort of a club, I suppose,” Dave said. “Think of it as an informal way of making science interesting for Joe Public. And the speaker’s brought some actual footage, evidence of earthquakes, believe it or not, one of them quite close by during the past week.”

“Hey, the place ain’t gonna fall down ’round our ears, is it?”

Hearing this, Joey strolled over to welcome Errol personally. “Relax, friend! Earth tremors they may be in name, but they’re nowhere near the strength and severity of world disaster scenes. You’re more than welcome tonight—we don’t very often have guests from over the pond at the Ship!”

“Errol Dwight—came to England about five years back on vacation and forgot to go home, I guess. Don’t get beer like this back in Arkansas, I can tell ya!”

“Although he’s too modest to tell you how well he plays trumpet,” Dave added. “He fronts the Magnolia Jazz Orchestra—we met up last week in Southport.”

Joey nodded. “Heard you on the radio once or twice. I don’t get out to concerts much, I’m afraid, but jazz is easy listening when I work late at night. Anyway, I think we can make a start.” He turned and walked back to the end of the room. “Good evening, all, and thanks for coming! For those who don’t know, I’m Doctor Joey Hart…”
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