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  1




  Sergeant Hanks of the Metropolitan Police and second in command of the Special Borrible Group sat on a chair outside the office of the District Assistant Commissioner and

  picked his nose in a state of unalloyed rapture. He had excavated very successfully for ten minutes in the left nostril and he was now delving in the right one. As the curved nail of his index

  finger dug into something soft and spongy his eyes closed with the joy of an exquisite physical pleasure, and when, at last, the moist and luxuriant bogey was pulled reluctantly away from its

  tenacious root and coaxed out into the light, Hanks just half opened a single eye and examined his trophy with a close and professional interest.




  ‘Hmm,’ he said, ‘first class that one, looks like a well-fed whelk.’ And he stuck it under his chair and crossed his fat ankles in utter contentment. This was the

  life.




  Inside the office, Sergeant Hanks’s superior, Inspector Sussworth, was not enjoying himself. Quite the contrary. He was standing to attention before a large leather-topped desk, his lips

  tightly clenched and his postage stamp of a moustache humming with indignation. Sussworth was in serious trouble and the District Assistant Commissioner was making sure that he knew it.




  ‘It’s not good enough,’ said the DAC, ‘just not good enough. Two months ago I was assured that you had these Borribles all cooped up in Wandsworth. No way out, eh?

  That’s what you said. And the horse, eh? Where are they now?’




  Inspector Sussworth opened his mouth to answer but shut it again immediately as the DAC held up his hand for silence.




  ‘Escaped, that’s what, escaped.’ The DAC’s voice was pointed and half-transparent, like shards of bone china. He was elegantly turned out in a well-cut suit of dark grey

  and a shirt that was as crisp as newly fallen snow. His tie indicated, discreetly, that he had once been connected with an exclusive regiment, and his shoes shone so brilliantly that it was

  impossible to tell what colour they were.




  He examined one of those shoes for a second, on the end of a stiffly straight leg, and, satisfied with the sheen, he got to his feet, rising easily from his swivel chair. ‘You see,

  Sussworth,’ he continued, ‘I gave you the command of the finest body of men to be found in any police force in the world, in the world mark you, and all you have managed to achieve is a

  spectacular failure.’ The DAC snorted and began to pace the olive-green carpet that covered the wide expanses of his office floor.




  Sussworth gazed out of the window and down on to the jumbled skyline of London. It was wet out there, and cold. It had stopped raining but only so that it could start again presently. Only

  midway through the afternoon and the office lights were already gleaming across the dark from a thousand windows in a hundred skyscrapers.




  Sussworth sighed. London was his patch, all of it. He sighed again. It was the Borribles’ patch too; the whole town was lousy with them. At that very moment Borribles were out on the

  streets stealing stuff like nobody’s business; and if they weren’t stealing they were idling and lounging about in empty houses; activities that Sussworth had sworn to stop.




  The DAC returned from his stroll and stood once again behind the desk, facing the inspector. He was tall and languid, the DAC, and his face was well bred and haughty and pink, like a

  judge’s in a wig. He sighed too, deeply, as if exhausted by being alive; the road of his life had been strewn with fools.




  ‘All you have done, Sussworth,’ he said, ‘is to smash up some Transit vans on Eel Brook Common, get some twenty of your men injured and invalided out of the force, and then

  allowed these Borrible ringleaders to escape.’ He raised his hand as Sussworth took a breath. ‘ “Safe and sound, sir,” you said. “Safe and sound in Wandsworth. They

  can’t get away.” Can’t get away, eh? Not only did they get away but they got away with a horse. Dash it all man, a horse! It escaped from your own police station. Why, you were

  the laughin’ stock of everyone.’




  Sussworth fidgeted on his feet but made no attempt to answer.




  ‘I admit,’ went on the DAC, setting off on another stroll, ‘that you’ve captured a few Borribles and clipped their ears, but you couldn’t call them important, they

  aren’t the chaps we want. Concentrate on the ringleaders.’




  Sussworth twitched his neck. He could not bear to stand still for so long. He needed to be on the go; stamping, turning, marching.




  ‘Don’t you realize, Sussworth, that the more you let these Borribles get away with things the more they undermine society? We can’t allow it. It is our responsibility to see

  that society stays where it is. We can’t have Borribles doin’ what they like, livin’ as they like, goin’ where they like. You must find this gang of Borribles and eliminate

  them. Above all you must find their horse, which seems to act as some kind of mascot, and you will turn it into catsmeat. If you fail, Sussworth, then I’m afraid I shall be obliged to hand

  your job over to Chief Superintendent Birdlime of C Division. He’s an up and comin’ chap, you know, and as keen as mustard.’




  Sussworth was allowed to speak at last: ‘I’ve tried everything sir, but London’s such a huge place. It is not plain sailing to apprehend these malcontents.’




  The DAC gave Sussworth a pitying smile from the fireplace, where he had propped himself at an angle against the wall. ‘My dear Sussworth,’ he said, ‘it is your duty to

  apprehend them, and once apprehended to make sure they have no chance to get away again. If the old methods are not successful you must try new methods; you must be crafty, sly and even evil if

  necessary. Do you think that Caesar and Alexander got to the top by playing the white man? Think, Sussworth, think. You must infiltrate Borrible culture; you need a fifth column, spies, traitors.

  Do anythin’ to achieve your end . . . but don’t tell me about it. Inform me of your success, but not how you do it.’




  Sussworth’s moustache began to twitch in anger but he restrained himself. He nodded vigorously. ‘Yes sir, infiltrate, bribe, corrupt. Yes sir.’




  The DAC ambled back to his seat and lowered his body into it. He placed his elbows on the desk and laced the fingers of his right hand with those of his left. ‘Don’t you realize,

  Sussworth, that life is a game of snakes and ladders? If we are successful, you and I, there is promotion in this. We would both be up the ladder. I could be Commissioner this time next year and

  you . . . Well, for a man of your energy and intelligence, the sky’s the limit, the sky.’




  The DAC smiled wisely and rotated his chair at a leisurely speed so that he could look out through the plate glass of his window. The storm clouds, heavy with rain, had lowered themselves down

  to a dim horizon, and the endless confusion of London roofs and buildings was fading into one dull tone of dark blue.




  The DAC stretched his arms. ‘Winter’s comin’,’ he said as if the statement were philosophy, ‘and that can only help. Not so many people on the streets; the

  Borribles will be easier to spot. It’s up to you, Sussworth, complete annihilation of this criminal band of Borribles, nothing else will satisfy me. Don’t let me hear anythin’ but

  good news, do you follow? Eh? Or it will be bad news for you. Birdlime is waitin’, Birdlime is waitin’.’




  ‘Yes sir,’ said Sussworth. ‘Of course, sir.’ He stood hesitant, not knowing if he had been dismissed or not. He waited for the DAC to swivel round from the window, but

  the DAC remained gazing into the darkening panorama spread out below him, watching the lights shine ever brighter.




  Sussworth decided to leave. His moustache twitched and twirled, and he saluted and turned in one nervous movement and marched quickly over the carpet towards the polished oak door of the office.

  He opened it and passed through, closing it reverentially behind him, the muscles of his face rigid with hate.




  Inspector Sussworth seized his hands behind his back and strutted between the door and the window of his office like Admiral Nelson on his quarterdeck. Sergeant Hanks had

  hooked his large and wobbly buttocks on the desk, folded his arms over his egg-stained tunic and was cocking his fleshy ears to scoop up every word his superior was about to utter. Both men were in

  the SBG headquarters, Micklethwaite Road, Fulham.




  ‘That was a high-powered conference at Scotland Yard,’ Sussworth said, ‘very high-powered.’




  Hanks loosened his fat lips and smiled blankly. At the same time he pushed his hand into a coat pocket and drew out a bar of chocolate. ‘I’m glad to hear it, sir,’ he said.

  ‘Care for some fruit and nut?’




  Sussworth waved his hand impatiently and spun on his heel through a hundred and eighty degrees, about ninety degrees more than he had intended, and was somewhat surprised to find himself facing

  the window overlooking the street. ‘There is more to life than fruit and nut,’ he said, his voice sombre. ‘We have problems, Hanks, vast problems.’




  Hanks looked at the inspector’s back and shoved half the chocolate into his mouth, salivating so freely that the moisture dribbled down his chin. It was a brown colour flecked with chewed

  raisins.




  ‘The DAC and I,’ continued the inspector, ‘have decided that the situation, re the Borribles, is critical and chronic. A new initiative must be implemented. We are

  going to concentrate our efforts on the main criminal gang, the gang from Eel Brook Common. Those ragamuffins must be apprehended and their ears clipped without delay. Their hideouts must be

  demolished. They’ve got to be made to behave like everyone else, earn money like everyone else and grow up like everyone else. Society is our responsibility, Hanks.’




  ‘It is indeed, sir,’ agreed Hanks, masticating slowly, lips smacking.




  ‘There is a slackness in the ranks, Hanks. Both the DAC and I had a long discussion about this. The Borribles are undermining the pillars of society and when that happens those pillars

  topple. Freedom leads to anarchy. They must conform to law and order.’




  ‘They must conform indeed,’ said Hanks. He lifted his weight from the desk and waded to a food cabinet which stood just outside the door of the office. He opened this cupboard and,

  taking out a roll, he cut it in half, buttered it and then spread it with thick honey.




  ‘I likes this stuff,’ he announced, and squeezed the roll between his teeth so that the honey oozed over his chin and on to his tunic.




  Sussworth ignored the remark and performed a reverse turn quickstep across the room and around the desk. He sat down and then got up again immediately as if he had sat in something wet and

  nasty. His expression hardened and his moustache twitched from side to side, matching the movements of his feet.




  ‘The men will have to be reprimanded,’ he said, ‘and then retrained. We have to get those Borribles and above all that horse. This is a crisis. We must think of something new:

  bribery, corruption.’




  ‘That’s not new, sir.’




  ‘There’s promotion in the offing, Hanks. You will become an inspector; I shall rise to DAC and the DAC will get a knighthood. Imagine the glory, Hanks. Knighthoods. Sir Sergeant

  Hanks. Lord Sussworth of Fulham. The mind boggles.’




  ‘Boggles,’ said Hanks.




  Sussworth raised a hand to his forehead and fell into his chair. ‘This is our last chance. If we fail we will be demoted to the ranks and Birdlime will be in. We have to think of some

  means of penetrating the Borrible infrastructure.’




  ‘Super-narks!’




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘What we need is someone on the inside,’ said Hanks. ‘That’s what we need.’




  Sussworth got out of his chair again, stamped both feet at once and strode to the window. His hands, still behind his back, made a determined attempt to strangle one another.

  ‘Precisely,’ he said, and emotion steamed out of his ears like there were two kettles boiling in his head.




  Hanks stood in the middle of the room, lifted a finger to his nose and screwed it into a nostril just as far as it would go, about the second knuckle. ‘What we want,’ he said,

  ‘is a regiment of bloody dwarfs.’




  Silence slid down over the room like a tipper-truck load of wet cement. Sussworth suddenly crouched and turned from the window very slowly, inch by inch, pointing a rigid finger at his

  subordinate who continued to stand, all innocent, grappling with a bogey. Sussworth laughed the laugh of contentment.




  ‘Ha! Hanks, ha! I have just had the most brilliant idea.’ Sussworth advanced towards his sergeant, still crouching and still pointing. ‘Did you know I was top of my year at

  Hendon Police College? My brain is a computer that never stops computing, taking in information and storing it until the day when, compressed by the white heat of necessity . . . You Reeker! Out

  comes the desired answer. In other words, what we need is a regiment of dwarfs.’




  A look of puzzlement wandered over Hanks’s face and he removed the finger from his nose without even looking at it. ‘I just said that,’ he said. He took a teapot from the

  cupboard and ladled some tea into it. ‘I could have sworn I said that.’




  Sussworth straightened his back and dropped his pointing arm. He jigged around to the rear of the desk and sat down. ‘Don’t be foolish, Hanks,’ he said. ‘I do not want to

  see you change the habits of a lifetime, habits that have stood you in good stead. Your job is not inception but implementation.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Hanks, and he flicked on the switch that controlled the electric kettle.




  ‘That’s why I am in my position and you are in yours, Sergeant,’ said Sussworth as prim as a parson. ‘Now listen to me. We shall place advertisements, discreetly, in the

  newspapers, especially the trade papers – The Stage, The Circus and Sideshow, Fun-Fair Weekly – all of them, offering employment to young adult midgets and dwarfs. Got that,

  Hanks? We only want the young-looking ones.’




  Hanks unplugged the boiling kettle and poured its contents into the teapot.




  ‘We want midgets from all walks of life,’ said Sussworth. ‘We’ll train them and get them ready; we’ll tell them all about Borrible customs, everything.

  They’ll steal and live in broken houses like Borribles and they’ll know all the proverbs, just like Borribles. They will infiltrate, insinuate and penetrate.’




  Hanks sucked at his tea and made a noise like water going down a drain in the middle of a storm. ‘Dwarfs don’t have pointed ears,’ he observed. ‘Borribles do.’ The

  sergeant smiled like a quicksand smiling at the sound of approaching footsteps; there was no answer to that.




  Sussworth banged the desk and stamped the floor. ‘You can’t beat me,’ he said. ‘Honours at Hendon, that’s what I got. We’ll have special plastic ears

  fabricated, pointed, and we’ll clip them on.’




  Hanks’s vast stomach rolled under his stained tunic like water in a balloon. ‘I don’t think that will work, sir. If a Borrible gets suspicious of one of your spies and pulls at

  his ears, why, then the lugholes would come off and bye-bye dwarfs. The Borribles would have their guts for garters.’ He handed the inspector a mugful of tea, hot, black and strong.




  Sussworth sipped. ‘Difficulties,’ he said, ‘only exist to be overcome by minds like mine. If clips won’t achieve our purpose then we shall affix the ears with superglue;

  nothing gets that off, I can assure you, however a Borrible might pull at it.’




  ‘Superglue,’ said Hanks. ‘But them dwarfs’d never get the ears unstuck again. I can’t see them standing for that . . . I wouldn’t.’




  ‘You are not an impoverished midget,’ said Sussworth looking closely at his fingernails, ‘except in a metaphorical and figurative way, of course. Given enough cash, the human

  species can be induced to indulge in almost any activity. Everything has been and will be done for money.’




  ‘Not Borribles,’ said Hanks. He pursed his lips, peeved.




  ‘That has always been a problem,’ agreed Sussworth, ‘but the dwarfs we are intending to bribe are not Borribles. I shall train them to a peak of accomplishment, and furthermore

  I will have one in every market and when those Borribles move I shall know it before they do. We’ll have their ears clipped and they’ll have to grow up and old like the rest of us . . .

  and work too. As for that moth-eaten horse of theirs, it will end up as tinned chunks of steak for cats to eat. This time it’s curtains, Hanks, curtains.’ And the two police officers

  smirked and raised their tea mugs and clinked them together.




  ‘We’ll call it Operation Catsmeat,’ went on Sussworth, ‘that’s what we’ll call it,’ and he was so pleased with himself that he burst into an impromptu

  song on the spot. A jaunty little jig it was and the melody of it made the inspector strut and hop in the most energetic fashion.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  ‘It’s a catsmeat operation




                  With a limited objective –




                  Oh I’d like to tin the nation




                  But for now we’ll be selective.




                  ‘Just the horse’ll do for starters,




                  And I’ll show you what my wit is




                  When I have the guts for garters




                  While its meat is feeding kitties.




                  ‘It’s a catsmeat operation,




                  Starting small then growing bigger.




                  First the horse – and then my mission




                  I shall prosecute with vigour.




                  ‘All the anti-social sinners




                  Who are ruining Great Britain




                  I’ll have processed into dinners,




                  Shiny tins for cats and kittens.




                  ‘I’ll make catsmeat of the shirkers




                  And malingering midday drinkers,




                  Of the disobedient workers




                  And the independent thinkers.




                  ‘I’ll make catsmeat of the steppers




                  Out of line, the by-law breakers,




                  And of all the social lepers




                  Who are punks and trouble-makers.




                  ‘Every dissident defaulter,




                  Be he Borrible or not,




                  I shall apprehend and alter –




                  I’ll make catsmeat of the lot!’


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  At the end of this song Hanks grinned and wagged his head in astonishment. ‘Wonderful, sir,’ he said, ‘absolutely wonderful.’ He grinned again and poured tea into his

  mouth.




  As he did so a squall of rain rattled against the walls of the house and Sussworth scuttled to the window. He attempted to peer out into the night but it was as dark as dark in the street and

  the light from a nearby lamp post hardly fell as far as the pavement.




  Sussworth danced with glee. ‘Look at that cold rain,’ he crowed. ‘I wouldn’t want to be a Borrible in a broken-down old house right now, Hanks, not right now or

  ever.’




  Hanks laughed. ‘Winter’s coming,’ he said, ‘a long hard winter.’




  ‘It will be for the Borribles,’ said Sussworth, his moustache moving from side to side like a windscreen wiper. ‘A long hard winter for Borribles. I’ll drink another cup

  of tea to that.’




  ‘Certainly, sir,’ said the sergeant, and he propelled his huge body across the room in the direction of the kettle.




  Bingo Borrible pulled his woollen hat down over his ears, turned up the collar of his combat jacket and heaved himself up to the top of the railway embankment. The wind was

  vicious; the rain stung his face like nails from a catapult. He twisted his head to look behind him. ‘Come on, Stonks,’ he said. ‘There’s a couple of trucks in the

  siding.’




  There was a scrabbling noise from below and out of the stormy swirling of the dark rain the head of Stonks appeared. Stonks was big for a Borrible and with a face that was slow to let you know

  what it was thinking. For all that he was well liked by those who knew him; trusted to the death and as strong as a man. Behind Stonks came Twilight, the Bangladeshi from Whitechapel.




  ‘Well damn me,’ he said. ‘After that summer, this winter; I need a new raincoat.’




  ‘First thing to do,’ interrupted Bingo, ‘is to find some food for Sam. He only had a couple of carrots this morning.’




  ‘You think there’s anything in those trucks?’ asked Stonks. He looked behind and below towards the sparse lighting of Battersea High Street. ‘It’s a bit exposed up

  here.’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ answered Bingo. ‘Someone told me there was a load of cattle cake knocking about. I’ll go over to the trucks while you keep watch.’




  Bingo eased himself over the edge of the embankment and, keeping low, crossed the tracks and went towards the goods siding. Soon Stonks and Twilight had lost sight of their companion, but after

  a minute or two they heard his call and went to join him.




  ‘What’s in there?’ asked Stonks. He stood by one of the huge wagon wheels, Twilight beside him.




  ‘Not sure, exactly,’ said Bingo. His voice came from inside the truck and his words were ripped apart by the wind. ‘There’s some stuff in plastic sacks. I had a quick

  glim with me torch and it seems to be some sort of animal grub.’




  ‘Throw one down,’ said Stonks. ‘I’ll carry it back to the factory.’




  ‘And another,’ added Twilight. ‘That’ll keep Sam going for a few days.’




  As the second sack hit the ground there was a loud cry from below them on the far side of the railway line. ‘Stay where you are,’ roared a man’s voice, ‘you’re

  under arrest.’




  ‘Railway police,’ said Twilight. ‘Come on, Bingo, out of that truck.’ The Bangladeshi pulled a catapult from his belt, loaded it and fired a shot in the general direction

  of the shouts. He fired another shot and the voice was raised again. Others joined it.




  ‘You can’t get away, we’ve got men on both sides of the track.’




  Bingo jumped to the ground. ‘They’re lying,’ he said, ‘otherwise they wouldn’t have told us. Come on, into the High Street.’




  ‘What about this cattle cake?’ asked Stonks, steadfast as ever. ‘The horse is hungry.’




  ‘We can’t take it now,’ said Twilight, ‘it’ll slow us down.’




  Stonks stooped and picked up a sack and threw it over his shoulder. ‘I’ll give it a try,’ he said.




  That was the end of that discussion. The three Borribles turned and ran, stumbling in the dark down their side of the embankment. At the bottom they were brought up against the back wall of the

  yards that ran behind the shops of Battersea High Street. Bingo had been right; there were no police lying in ambush there. They stood still for a moment listening. The voices were above them now,

  up by the trucks.




  ‘Over we go,’ said Bingo. He joined his hands to make a step and, placing a foot on it, Twilight levered himself to the top of the wall. As soon as he was there Stonks and Bingo

  slung the sack up to him and Twilight guided it over to the far side where it landed with a gentle thud. Stonks then climbed the wall in his turn, stretched out an arm and pulled Bingo up next to

  him.




  For a while all three of them sat on the wall and held their breath; listening as the shouts and whistles of the police diminished in the distance; listening to make sure that no one lay in wait

  for them below. They sat with patience, not moving, not speaking. They were used to it; in that kind of darkness you never knew who was near, ready to get you. And while they waited the smell of

  the back yard rose in their nostrils: cats’ pee and concrete, mildew and dead dog.




  When ten minutes had passed and the whole area was quiet again the three Borribles slipped off the wall and Stonks hoisted the sack of cattle feed on to his shoulder. ‘It’s all

  right,’ he said. ‘We can get back to the factory now.’




  The factory was at the end of Battersea High Street near the junction with Vicarage Crescent, and by keeping to the shadows and climbing over back walls the Borribles arrived without further

  trouble. To the side of the factory, lying between it and the railway embankment, was a piece of wasteland littered with rubbish and debris. The Borribles crossed this and came to a large door made

  from wide and heavy planks.




  Bingo halted here and gave the Borrible knock: one long, two short, one long, scraping his knuckles. After a moment the door eased open on freshly oiled hinges and a white smudge appeared in the

  dark. It was the face of Sydney. ‘Well,’ she said.




  ‘Bingo, Twilight and Stonks,’ said Bingo.




  Sydney grunted and opened the door just enough for the three Borribles to enter. As soon as they had done so she closed it again. It was darker in than out.




  She asked, ‘Did you get anything?’




  Stonks patted the sack on his shoulder. ‘Half hundredweight of cattle cake,’ he said. ‘That should do it.’




  ‘Good,’ said Sydney. ‘Go and feed him then.’ And they heard her step to the nearest window to resume her watch.




  The three Borribles moved away in the blackness, their feet quite accustomed to the uneven floor and its covering of rubble. When they reached the end of the building they went through a hatch

  in a wall, round a corner and then down a wide ramp which led to a deep cellar.




  This cellar was their home. The factory had lain empty for years now and was really too large and draughty for Borribles. Borribles normally prefer small rooms because they are easier to keep

  warm, easier to furnish. This time the Adventurers had not had a great deal of choice. On their return from Wandsworth some two months before, escaping from Inspector Sussworth and the SBG, they

  had been obliged to take cover forthwith and also to find a place big enough to hide Sam the horse in. The factory had fitted their bill exactly.




  At the bottom of the ramp the Borribles doubled back on themselves and walked to the far end of the cellar, where a solitary electric bulb dangled from a frayed length of flex and gave a weak

  light. There, in a large space hollowed out under the highest part of the ramp, Stonks threw down the sack and, kneeling beside it, drew his knife and slit the plastic open.




  ‘Looks all right,’ he said. ‘Come on, Sam, try this.’




  A small undistinguished horse, half brown half black as if it didn’t really know what colour it wanted to be, stirred in a corner of the cellar and miserably shook its head. This was

  Sam.




  He came forward and dropped his nose into the open sack and chewed upon what lay there. He did not like the taste of it and after only the smallest of samples he blew through his nostrils and

  backed away.




  ‘Oh, Sam,’ said Twilight, anxiety making one of his eyebrows twitch up his forehead, ‘you’ve got to eat; you’re not looking well at all.’




  Bingo lifted a bucket of clean water. He swirled it round so that it made a sloshing noise. ‘Perhaps he’s thirsty,’ he said.




  As Bingo spoke another light was switched on and showed two or three bunks to one side of the cellar and three or four mattresses on the floor as well. Under the archway of the ramp the

  Borribles had made a kind of rough sitting room with two or three wrecked armchairs, their stuffings and springs visible. There was also a long table made from scaffolding planks supported on

  saw-horses. Stools had been improvised from orange boxes and barrels. Dirty blankets and torn cushions gave what little comfort there was.




  Bingo looked up as the light came on. Faces appeared from the shadows. Knocker threw his blanket back and rose, fully dressed, from his bed on the floor. He came to stand with the others, close

  to Sam.




  ‘He doesn’t look well, does he?’ he said.




  Chalotte propped herself up on her elbow and looked out from her bunk. ‘He’s not getting any fresh air,’ she said. ‘That’s what he needs, and exercise.’ There

  was an orange under her pillow. She pulled it out and began to peel it.




  There was a loud yawn next and then a burst of swearing and Vulge emerged from under a pile of blankets and sacks. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘as long as the lights are on and

  you’re going to start chatting I might as well make us all a pot of tea.’ He filled a kettle from a tap in the wall and plugged it in to boil. ‘What time is it, anyway?’




  Chalotte looked at her watch. ‘It’s three o’clock,’ she said. ‘In the morning.’




  Napoleon Boot was next awake. ‘Strewth,’ he said. ‘What the old Mother ’ubbard’s going on here?’




  ‘We got some cattle cake for Sam,’ said Bingo. ‘Do horses like cattle cake?’




  There was silence for a while. Everyone watched Vulge make the tea and when it was ready Knocker took a mugful and sat at the table. ‘Who’s on guard?’ he said.




  ‘Sid and Torrey,’ answered Vulge. ‘I’ll take ’em a drink.’ He scooped up two mugs and walked off into the darkness, limping slightly.




  ‘I’m worried about that horse,’ said Knocker between sips, ‘very worried. He looks unhealthy. Look at his coat, half brown and half black; he looks like a

  carpet.’




  ‘It’s the dye that Knibbsie put on him,’ said Chalotte. ‘The black’s wearing out.’




  ‘He eats the carrots we get,’ said Bingo, ‘and the apples and the cabbages.’




  ‘Course he does,’ said Twilight, ‘but he’s not a bleedin’ goat, is he? He needs hay and that.’




  ‘It’s the lack of fresh air.’ That was Sydney’s voice and everyone turned to look at her. She had just come into the light from the bottom of the ramp. Her face was lined

  with worry. All the Adventurers were fond of the horse but Sydney loved him. For her Sam was something special.




  Orococco dropped from a top bunk without a sound, took a cup of tea and went to sit by Knocker. ‘How long we been hiding now,’ he asked, ‘about two or three months?’




  ‘Long enough,’ said Napoleon with more than his usual bitterness. ‘Long enough for a long summer to turn into a long winter.’




  There was another silence as each Adventurer thought his or her own thoughts. Only a few weeks had brought them to this feeling of imprisonment; it was like being under siege. They had returned

  from Wandsworth in such high spirits too, with Ben the tramp and Knibbsie the stableman. They had only taken refuge in the factory as a temporary measure, hiding until the hue and cry had died

  down, waiting until it was safe to take Sam to Neasden.




  But things had gone wrong, seriously wrong. The search by the SBG had not slackened as the Borribles had hoped and they found their movements terribly restricted. They were hemmed in on every

  side. There were policemen on every bridge across the River Thames. There were policemen disguised as costermongers. There were policemen guarding every crossroads with their SBG vans circling

  round and round, like carrion crows. On York Road and at Prince’s Head groups of Woollies stopped children at random and inspected their ears. Any stray Borrible who was discovered had his

  ears clipped as soon as he or she had been questioned. It was even difficult to steal things in the market, the only source of food, and feeding Sam was the biggest problem of all. The Borribles

  were forced to move about almost entirely at night when there was less food to be had. The danger of capture was always with them and seemed to be increasing every day. They felt they were being

  strangled. They had become downhearted and homesick for the old Borrible life of independence and freedom; they were too dispirited even to quarrel.




  Chalotte swung her legs out of bed and threw her orange-skin into a corner of the cellar; she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.




  ‘It’s been two months too long,’ she said. ‘We’ve got to get out of this place and find somewhere quiet to spend the winter. Sussworth knows we’re here or

  hereabouts and the longer we stay the more chance we have of being caught. We won’t do Sam any good if we’ve all had our ears clipped and are growing up like nice little boys and girls

  in some foster home. After a few months we wouldn’t even remember Sam. The memory goes, they say, when you’ve had your ears done.’




  ‘What if we left Sam just for a while,’ suggested Napoleon, ‘got out for the winter and then captured him back later?’




  No one answered. Knocker looked at Chalotte and then both of them looked at Sydney. It was she who spoke for the horse.




  Sydney sat hunched on a barrel; she did not raise her head when she spoke and her voice was low and sad.




  ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I know you’ve done more than enough for Sam . . . all that trouble with Spiff and the fighting in the sewers and the digging in the mine. I thought it

  was all over when we got back here. I thought I would simply take Sam back to Neasden and that would be that. Perhaps Napoleon’s right; there is no point in us all getting caught. Perhaps you

  should all go home until next spring and I’ll stay with Sam, keep feeding him and hope I don’t get caught.’




  ‘It’s not that, Sid,’ said Chalotte, ‘it’s Sam. He’s been cooped up in this cellar for two months; it ain’t healthy. He’ll die if we don’t

  get him out.’




  Sydney lowered her head into her hands. ‘And so will we, one way or the other. Sussworth’s got us on the run.’




  Knocker got to his feet and moved from the dark into the light. ‘We can’t carry on like this,’ he said, then he quoted from the Borrible Book of Proverbs: ‘

  “A Borrible who does not live like a Borrible is not a Borrible.” We’ve got to go somewhere else.’




  Orococco poured himself another mug of tea. ‘We’ve got to think positive,’ he said. ‘First, Sussworth doesn’t know where we are, not for sure he don’t.

  Second, it’s coming on winter. It’ll be dark at three o’clock in the afternoon in another month or so, and it rains most of the time; people keeps their heads down. They

  won’t notice us once we’re out of the danger zone.’




  ‘And I suppose,’ said Napoleon with the old sneer in his voice, ‘they won’t notice a thumping great horse walking along behind yer. What you going to tell ’em, eh?

  It’s just a Great Dane with a big head?’




  ‘We owe him our lives,’ cried Sydney, ‘and don’t you forget it, Napoleon Boot Wendle.’




  ‘It won’t make sense,’ said Twilight, ‘if we have to give up our freedom and there’s no guarantee of Sam getting his. That would be daft.’




  ‘It would be,’ agreed Chalotte. ‘That is why we have to be crafty, we have to win this one. That horse is important. We have to get it to Neasden so that Sydney can look after

  it and so that we can go home and lead normal lives.’




  ‘Neasden,’ said Napoleon. ‘You realize where that is? It’s the other side of the bloody moon, that is. And every inch of the way there’ll be Woollies, Rumbles,

  Borrible-snatchers and Inspector Sussworth and Sergeant Hanks and the boys in blue from the SBG. Why Neasden?’




  Sydney stood, put her hands on her hips and faced up to the Wendle. ‘I tell you why Neasden,’ she said, ‘because I live there and I can look after Sam, and because

  there’s an old bloke who lives in these acres and acres of waste ground by the railway line. Adults hardly go there; they think this bloke’s daft in the head. They calls him Mad Mick,

  but he ain’t mad, not by a long chalk. He saves horses and donkeys from the knacker’s yard, won’t let them be slaughtered. There’s some people up there who give him grub and

  hay and straw and stuff. They throw things out the train windows on their way to work. If Sam was there with all the other horses, Sussworth would never find him and I could see him whenever I

  wanted . . . That’s why Neasden, that’s why.’




  Knocker raised a hand. ‘The way I see it is this – the worst thing will be getting out of Battersea because this is the place that Sussworth is watching the hardest. If we could get

  a few miles away, take it in slow stages, well . . . we might do it. As long as we travelled in the dark we’d only have to hide during the daylight hours and there’s only about six or

  seven of them in the winter.’




  ‘We could head away from the river,’ suggested Stonks, ‘just at first, because we know old Sussworth has got the bridges guarded; he always does that.’




  Twilight jumped to his feet and looked at the circle of faces. ‘It’s a challenge,’ he said. ‘It’ll be a trek right across London. A second name. I shall call myself

  Twilight Trekker when I get back from Neasden.’




  Knocker wagged a finger at the Bangladeshi. ‘We’ve all had enough adventure and glory to last a Borrible lifetime,’ he said. ‘You take it easy.’




  Chalotte lowered her face so that Knocker should not see her smile. How Knocker had changed since she had first met him. Then he had been nothing more than a brash, self-centred Borrible,

  wanting to win more names than anyone else in creation. Now he was changed out of all recognition; experience had altered him.




  ‘We’ll have to get organized,’ said Orococco, ‘quick too.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Vulge, ‘we’ll need lots of things for a long trek like this, especially in the cold of winter. Warm clothes, raincoats, boots.




  ‘Torches,’ said Twilight.




  ‘New catapults,’ added Napoleon, ‘and bandoliers; two each, carrying forty stones, times ten, that makes a firepower of four hundred rounds. Ace!’




  ‘And some food for Sam,’ said Sydney, looking worried. And with that everyone laughed, stopped, and then laughed again because the laughter was so good to hear.




  Knocker tilted his head to attract Napoleon’s attention. After the long months they had spent digging together in Flinthead’s mine a great friendship had grown up between these two,

  replacing the ancient hatred and rivalry they had once felt for each other. ‘I have an idea,’ he said, ‘a little scouting expedition to find a safe road out of here, for us and

  the horse. Will you come with me?’




  The Wendle nodded. ‘I’ll come,’ he said.




  ‘I will come too,’ said Stonks. ‘You might need a hand.’




  ‘That’s settled then,’ said Vulge. ‘While you’re doing that we’ll get what we need from the shops.’




  ‘You know,’ said Orococco, ‘it won’t be easy, getting to Neasden. I’ve got a feeling that it will make those other adventures of ours look about as dangerous as a

  game of tiddlywinks.’
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  After three days and nights Knocker, Napoleon and Stonks returned from their scouting trip feeling dirty and tired but full of optimism.




  ‘We found a way,’ explained Knocker, ‘dangerous, but at least it’s in the opposite direction to where Sussworth will be waiting.’




  The others had been busy too. Disguised in stolen Sinjen School uniforms they had managed to avoid the SBG patrols in Falcon Road, and over the same three-day period had brought back to the

  factory most of the things they needed for the Great Neasden Expedition. There was even a coloured blanket for Sam and Sydney had made a point of stealing some boot polish to rub into the

  horse’s coat to make the brown patches disappear. Once more he was stained a deep glossy black all over.




  Orococco banged his thigh with a hand when he saw this. ‘I dunno, man,’ he said. ‘That’s the first time I ever saw shoes being polished before they was made.’ But

  he laughed out loud when he’d said it and patted Sam on the neck saying that he couldn’t resist a joke, however bad it might be.




  It was just as well for the Borribles that they had decided to undertake these preparations quite so soon and it was also fortunate that they were almost ready to leave, because before long

  events were taken out of their hands.




  Just before dawn, about a week after Knocker’s sortie to find an escape route, Chalotte and Vulge – they had both been on guard – came rushing down the ramp

  and ran from bed to bed to awaken their sleeping comrades.




  ‘Quick,’ said Chalotte, shaking Knocker on to the floor. ‘On your feet. There’s some workmen coming, they’ve pushed the fence over, there’s a bulldozer,

  they’re going to knock the place down.’




  In a few minutes everyone was dressed in their expedition gear, rucksacks of provisions on their backs and bandoliers of stones across their chests. They switched out the lights and gathered

  together with Sam under the archways of the ramp, waiting, hardly daring to breathe.




  From upstairs there came a great deal of noise: the rumble of the bulldozer, the smashing of glass, the banging of sledgehammers and the shouts of men. Two of the workers came stamping down the

  cellar ramp in hobnail boots, talking loudly. Halfway down they stopped; it was too dark.




  ‘It’s as black as a Paki’s earhole,’ said a voice. ‘Wonder if there’s anything worthwhile down here?’




  ‘Nah,’ came an answer, ‘it’s just the basement; we’ll be filling it up with ’ardcore and then cementing it over a foot thick to make the footings. Won’t

  take us long. They said demolish everything and we’re going to.’




  The footsteps began to retreat upstairs. The second voice continued issuing instructions. ‘But that can wait,’ it said. ‘Cup of tea first. Get those tiles off and rattle

  ’em into the back of the lorry, then we’ll bash the walls to bits.’




  All day the Borribles stood crowded together with Sam beside them and the noise of destruction went on around and above their heads. Huge lumps of concrete and brick toppled to the cellar floor.

  The beds were smashed into the ground by huge rafters and steel girders. Window frames and door lintels fell thick and fast. Only the sturdiness of the brick ramp saved the Borribles from being

  crushed to death like the victims of an earthquake. Dust rose and clotted their nostrils and lungs; they coughed and spat; they felt sick in their stomachs with the dirt and some of them vomited on

  the earthen floor. And all through the day the tide of rubble rose higher and they began to fear that if the work continued much longer they would be buried alive, unable to shift the weight of the

  debris above them, perishing of thirst and hunger before the expedition had begun.




  It was not until the light filtering in from outside grew less that their spirits even dared to lift, and they allowed themselves to hope that the navvies would stop work at dusk and not pursue

  their activities into the night with the aid of floodlights. Their luck held. Towards the end of the day there was one enormous crash, like a bomb falling, and the cellar and its rubbish shook and

  the dust swirled up like a tornado. The whole length of the west wall of the factory had been demolished with one blow from a huge iron weight swinging on the arm of a crane. But that destruction

  was the last of the day; silence settled over the ruins and brought the choking dust down to rest with it.




  The Borribles waited for a good hour, until it was fully dark and they were sure that everyone had left the site. Then they moved. It was not easy to free themselves. Under the ramp they had

  only the little space that had saved their lives. Around them was rubble higher than their shoulders, lumps of it as heavy as a hundredweight or more. Their first task would be to pull bricks and

  mortar away with their bare hands, making a slope for Sam, enabling the horse to climb to the top of the debris and then on to what was left of the original ramp and so up to ground level.




  Stonks whistled through his teeth and rolled up his sleeves. ‘Well come on then,’ he said. ‘There’s only one way out of here, and if we don’t go tonight we’ll

  be foundations tomorrow.’




  It took three hours of hard labour before the Adventurers managed to clear a path for Sam. Once they had pulled and shoved him as far as the ground floor they collected their belongings and then

  gathered together in the factory yard, a yard which was now full of lorries and mechanical diggers. Light spilled in from Vicarage Crescent and down from the railway embankment. It showed them all

  that was left of the factory that had been their refuge.




  The roof had gone and the first and second floors had been smashed and thrown down to fill the cellar and litter the ground; tiles were scattered everywhere and cracked underfoot like ice on

  puddles. There was metal piping and electric wire, shattered glass gleaming like precious stones and ragged piles of broken bricks. Of the structure itself nothing remained but three gaunt walls,

  all punched through with shapeless gaps for windows and doors; a murdered face where mouth and eyes had been.




  ‘Oh what a shame,’ said Chalotte. ‘Just look at what they’ve done.’




  The Borribles were indeed sad. The factory had only been their home for a couple of months but they had made the cellar comfortable and they had felt reasonably safe there. Now once again they

  were vagabonds. Who knew where they would sleep that night; who knew where they would sleep for the next hundred nights?




  Knocker broke the spell. ‘It’s no good standing like this,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to cover a lot of ground before morning.’




  ‘Which way then?’ asked Torreycanyon. ‘You haven’t told us yet.’




  Knocker raised an arm above his head. ‘Up there,’ he said, ‘along the railway. It’s the branch line that does Olympia to Clapham Junction. I don’t think the SBG are

  watching it.’




  ‘What about trains, though?’ asked Orococco. ‘I don’t want to be squashed into redcurrant jam.’ He threw two tied-together sacks of cow cake across Sam’s

  back.




  ‘There’s only four trains a day,’ said Napoleon, ‘we checked the timetable in the station.’ He also threw two bags on to the horse’s back.




  ‘Hey,’ said Sydney, ‘why has he got to carry that? Is it something for him to eat?’




  Napoleon smiled in a way that meant he wasn’t going to change his mind. ‘Sydney,’ he said, ‘we are about to leave on the greatest trek ever undertaken by Borribles. With

  or without the horse the odds are nasty. I’m a Wendle, I don’t like nasty odds. In those bags are a few hundred more stones for the catapults, I’m sure Sam won’t

  mind.’




  There was no more discussion. The Adventurers picked their way across the debris of the factory yard, passed through a gap in a fence and faced the steep slope of the railway embankment. It was

  not an easy climb and the trip began badly. The sides of the embankment were covered in sharp, slippery shale; stones that cut into the hands and knees of the Borribles as they struggled under

  their burdens to gain the summit. For Sam it was even worse. He did his best to reach the top with his friends but it was too difficult for his hard shiny hooves and he fell several times and

  scraped his legs badly as the Borribles tried to push and pull him upwards with their injured hands.




  ‘If we make much more noise,’ said Torreycanyon, ‘we’ll have Sussworth here to help us on our way.’




  ‘Wait,’ said Chalotte and she took a thick coil of nylon rope from her shoulder. ‘I’ll tie one end of this round Sam’s chest; the rest of you get on the other end,

  go to the top and walk down the other side, pull like the dickens, and Sam will walk up this side.’




  There was no argument; they tried it and it worked. Five minutes later Sam was standing on the railway line and Chalotte was coiling her rope with hand and elbow, listening as Knocker explained

  in whispered tones how the first leg of the journey should go.




  His plan was simple. The march to Clapham Junction would not take long but once there they would have to wait and hide until the middle of the night. Clapham Junction was a vast railway station

  where the main lines from both Victoria and Waterloo came together and ran side by side. Hundreds of trains passed through it in a single hour and it would be certain death to cross before the live

  rails had been switched off and all traffic had ceased; it was the only way to get the horse over without it being killed or injured.




  On the far side of the junction they would follow the track that went to Wandsworth Common station. There they would leave the railway line and take cover during the daylight hours. Knocker,

  Napoleon and Stonks had found just the place while on their three-day reconnaissance run. The next night they would move on, heading eastwards, hoping that they could find a hideout at the dawn of

  each day; hoping too that they would always find a helpful Borrible tribe to shelter them and one that could, eventually, tell them which, if any, of the bridges across the Thames was not guarded

  by the SBG.




  When Knocker had explained all this the order of march was established. Stonks and Napoleon took the lead, scouting ahead for trouble because they knew the way. Knocker and Bingo brought up the

  rearguard. Sydney, as always, led the horse, and the other Adventurers were grouped around her for protection should there be an attack. So, with heartfelt wishes of ‘Don’t get

  caught,’ they took up their positions and set off, catapults at the ready. The Great Neasden Expedition was under way.




  The railway line curved off into the blustery darkness. The steel lines gleamed only every now and then as a few weak stars shone between low clouds, chivvied along by a

  hooligan wind. It was a silent march. Few words were spoken for there was no need for them. Everyone knew that the journey they were undertaking was the most dangerous thing they had ever done. It

  was probably the most dangerous thing any Borrible had ever done in the whole long history of Borribles.




  But whatever the dangers they were not going to allow themselves to be disheartened. Lightly they tiptoed over the high-sided iron bridge that crossed Battersea Park Road; below them buses and

  cars swished along the tarmac. The branch line led them on, sweeping first away from Clapham Junction but then bending back towards it.




  The high embankment on which the Borribles marched had now climbed above the topmost level of the rows and rows of terraced houses, soaring over the coal-black slate of the roofs. In the back

  kitchens of a thousand homes the curtains were not drawn and in the thin electric light the Borribles could see whole families sitting to eat at plastic-covered tables or lounging back in

  armchairs. But soon the embankment flattened out and the line joined another line and there was a signal box behind some tall hoardings at the entrance to Clapham Junction itself. It was here they

  must wait until the rattling trains grew silent.




  The signal box was a lofty building with a wide wooden staircase climbing one of its walls and, because no traffic used the Olympia line after midday, it was dark and deserted. Its windows were

  all on the top floor and covered with a plaster of dirt; a nameplate said, ‘Clapham Junction, North’.




  Sydney led Sam straight into the shelter offered by the staircase. She threw the coloured blanket over his back and she and the rest of the Adventurers crowded round the horse for warmth,

  keeping themselves out of the wind. While they waited for the long hours to pass they ate and drank from their provisions, squatting against the wall, resting and swapping stories.




  Little by little the number of trains passing through the great station diminished and the noise of lorries in the streets grew less and less. The rain came on, gentle and persistent. The

  Borribles huddled closer together and pulled their waterproofs over their heads. They grew silent and dozed; their heads dropped on to their knees; they slept.




  When his luminous watch showed that it was three in the morning, Torreycanyon, whose turn it was to be sentry, shook his sleeping companions awake and once more they got ready to march. This

  time Knocker took the lead, and in single file, never too close but always in sight of one another, the Adventurers began to cross the dangerous tangle of railway lines that formed the labyrinth of

  Clapham Junction.




  At last, after a passage of painstaking slowness, they arrived on the southern side. They had crossed a stretch of twenty or thirty railway lines without accident and now found themselves on the

  edge of a steep embankment which gave them a view down on to the crossroads where Falcon Road meets Lavender Hill.




  It was eerie to see the place empty like that; not a cat or a dog moved there. Only the light from the towering clock on top of the Arding and Hobbs department store gave life to the scene. It

  picked out the wrought iron of the public lavatories on the traffic island and shone in the black tarmac of the rainswept road surfaces.




  Knocker marched on. He felt the ground rise beneath his feet, smooth and hard. He had reached the sloping concrete of the southernmost platform, platform seventeen. He gestured to the person

  behind him, then crouched and ran quickly forward, not stopping until he was hidden well away from the slightest scrap of light, under the stairs that took passengers up and over to the other

  platforms. There he waited for his friends to come up with him and when they did he urged them onward again; for although the station was meant to be deserted at night-time, who could guess at how

  many policemen or security guards might lurk in the shadows?




  The route out of Clapham Junction, by way of the railway, lies at the bottom of a deep canyon, the track being carved through a high hill on top of which stands the Granada

  cinema and bingo hall. Both sides of that canyon are as high as castle walls and held in place with a million bricks which, over the years, have been covered in a grime so thick that even the

  beating of the harshest rain could not penetrate it nor wash those million bricks clean. There are no roads on the topside of the canyon and no high buildings save the cinema; not one glimmer of

  light drops down into the chasm of that cutting.




  As the Borribles left the western end of platform seventeen they entered this dense blackness. They could not see where to place their feet even. They stumbled and fell, aware only of a curtain

  of rain an inch from their eyes. They might have been tramping to the centre of the earth but they did not grumble; after all the darkness was their friend, their protector. The longer it lasted

  the safer they would be.




  Because of this darkness the Borribles were forced to keep closer together than was normally considered prudent. None of them wished to go astray and be found, alone and vulnerable, on the main

  line in the morning with slate-faced commuters staring down at them from halted trains. So each Borrible blindly followed the person in front, and it was only as the sky lightened a little that

  they noticed the great walls of the embankment were sinking and that the more they advanced the lower became the precipice on either side, until at last, passing below a metal footbridge, they

  could look to their right and left through wire fences and see the length and breadth of Wandsworth Common.




  ‘Not much further.’ Knocker’s voice came back through the wind. ‘But watch out for the trains, they’ll be starting soon.’




  Knocker was right. Not long after he had spoken the ground beneath the Borribles’ feet began to shake and tremble. The stones lying between the sleepers began to rattle.




  ‘Man,’ said Orococco, ‘it’s an earthquake.’




  ‘Keep well back,’ yelled Stonks. ‘Hold the horse.’




  The Adventurers threw themselves against the slope at the side of the track and pressed themselves into the grass. Sydney held Sam’s head and talked to him quickly with soothing words.

  Stonks stayed close also and stroked the animal’s flanks.




  The Borribles’ actions had not been a moment too soon. There came a terrifying blast on a train hooter; it echoed down the line and all the Adventurers jumped out of their skins, alarmed

  by the noise. A strong and solid wall of warm air came rushing along the track in front of the train, like an extra carriage, vigorous and invisible. It tore and plucked at the Borribles, tried to

  seize their bodies and drag them under the wheels, but the Borribles dug their hands into the wet earth and held on.




  Then the train itself rose out of nowhere, perilously near, light from the windows pouring all over the fugitives. The ground rocked and the Borribles saw a long line of adult faces pass by in

  the sky above them, staring like statues into the dark. A regular rhythm beat quick and hard and insistent; and then suddenly the train was gone, wailing, its last carriage wagging helplessly and

  pathetic, dragging a vacuum behind it that tugged once at the Borribles and then whooshed away, snapping at trees and bushes as it went.




  Knocker leant where he was, listening to the disappearing noise with relief. ‘This won’t do,’ he said after a moment. He pushed himself upright and waved an arm at his

  companions. ‘There’ll be hundreds of trains along here soon, hundreds, and they’ll see us, sure as beans is baked.’




  Knocker was right again. The first trains of the morning rush hour began to pass with increasing frequency as the sky grew lighter. Between the passage of each train the Borribles ran forward

  and the lights of Wandsworth Common station were getting nearer now; so was the outline of the road bridge and when he got there Knocker halted the column.




  ‘Who’s got the wire cutters?’ he asked.




  Napoleon reached into his back pocket. ‘I have,’ he said. ‘I always have wire cutters,’ and without waiting for instructions he climbed the embankment and began to cut a

  hole in the fence large enough for Sam to get through.




  One by one the Borribles scrambled upwards and went on to the common. They spread out and took cover behind bushes and trees, sniffing for danger. Once sure that they were unobserved they gave

  the whistle and Sydney and Stonks appeared with the horse behind them. The Wandsworth fields were silent and empty, silver-green under the falling rain. The streets too were quiet and there were

  few cars passing. The Borribles and Sam left the common together, running in one tight group across the main road and into a dead end that gave access to the back of the railway station. A tiny but

  modern trading estate was established here and had been the cause of some older buildings, mainly brick cottages, being abandoned. Stonks and Napoleon halted in front of one of these and Stonks

  said, ‘This was the place, wasn’t it?’




  The building was long and low with rubbish dumped on three sides of it, rubbish that had been there so long that it had become solid and hard, just one substance. Its windows were all broken

  though some of them had been boarded up to keep out the weather. In better days the bricks had been painted a cream colour and above the door a sign, hanging from only one nail, bore the words,

  ‘The Wideawake Car Hire Service, “Pouncer” Bedsted, Prop.’




  At the rear of the broken cottage was a door large enough to admit Sam. Though locked it was loose on its hinges and Stonks lifted it free with ease. In less than a minute the horse and all the

  Adventurers were under cover and the door was replaced from inside. Sydney immediately opened a bag of cattle cake for Sam and wiped the rain from his back as he ate.




  ‘There you are,’ she said. ‘You’ll be all right now. I bet that fresh air gave you an appetite, didn’t it?’ And, as if in answer to the question, the horse

  neighed quietly, nuzzled the girl in the shoulder and chewed its food with a new-found relish. Meanwhile Sydney’s companions removed their haversacks and most of them began to clear a space

  among the litter and rubble that covered the floor, making just enough room to sit and rest. For his part Stonks pulled some laths from the plaster wall and broke them into small pieces of

  kindling.




  ‘I’ll start a fire,’ he said, ‘and we’ll make some soup. We need it after a night like that.’




  ‘Then we’ll need to nick lots of soup as we go,’ said Chalotte mournfully, ‘because there’ll be lots of nights like that one before we’re done.’




  This remark left the Borribles deeply depressed and it was only later, when they had eaten and rested, that their spirits rose again. Sometime during the middle of the day they awoke and made a

  saucepan of tea, the leaves bubbling on the boiling water. Then, as they sat there, warming their hands on the steaming enamel mugs, they looked at one another and slowly, one by one, they smiled.

  They felt proud of what they had achieved that day and what they were setting out to do. They felt strong; felt they could do anything under the sun if only they were true to themselves and what

  they believed in. Their hearts swelled. It was only a tiny moment of time but, although they knew it would fade, there, in that miserable stinking hut with the rain dripping down its inside walls,

  they knew the moment was undeniably and irresistibly present; for them it was eternal.




  And so, lying in their sleeping bags, eating, drinking, talking and snoozing, the Borribles passed the day away. Nor did they continue their journey as soon as it became dark, for the streets

  were still busy. They decided instead not to press on until eight or nine o’clock at night. By that time people would have returned from work and settled themselves into their armchairs. It

  was November now and once home commuters tended to stay home. As for the following morning it would still be dark at seven and the Borribles ought to be able to find a new hideout by then; nine

  hours’ marching every night would be enough for anyone.




  But the time for their departure soon came round. The Adventurers rolled up their sleeping bags and packed away their provisions and struggled into their waterproofs. Just before they left

  Knocker switched on his torch and had one more look at the huge street map of London that he had brought with him.




  ‘This is tonight’s march,’ he explained, ‘just in case we get separated. Through these side streets towards Clapham Common; once on the other side of it we’ll go

  back into the streets and try to get to Brixton.’




  ‘There’s a market there,’ said Bingo, ‘a good one; bound to be Borribles in Brixton.’




  ‘It’s not on the way to Neasden,’ Sydney objected, looking over Knocker’s shoulder.




  ‘I know that,’ said Knocker, and he began to fold the map. ‘We’ll head towards the river after Brixton, up near the City, where Sussworth won’t be expecting us to

  cross. Then we’ll cut across the north of London. It’s a lot longer but I reckon it’s a lot safer too.’




  ‘ “The Borrible who keeps his head down keeps his ears on,” ’ said Stonks, quoting from the Borrible Book of Proverbs, and, ending that conversation, he lifted

  the back door off its hinges and went out into the dark to make sure that the way was clear.




  No unnecessary word was spoken as the band of Borribles crossed a corner of Wandsworth Common and slunk into the gloomy streets. A cold mist of winter lay along the pavements

  holding the rain at bay, and only the cracks of light showing from behind thick curtains told the Adventurers that anyone at all was still alive in London.




  The Borribles went in pairs now, well separated with at least twenty yards between each pair. Sydney walked with Sam and Stonks somewhere in the middle of the order of march. The leaders and the

  rearguard were out to spot trouble before it happened. At the slightest hint of danger a whistle was given or a stone thrown, and the Adventurers, and the horse, would disappear into the darkness

  of a householder’s front garden, lowering themselves behind a privet hedge or concealing themselves at the side of a garage.

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
THE
BORRIBLES:
ACROSS
THE DARK
METROPOLIS

MICHAEL DE LARRABEITI





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
LiEa

Aokivabeif|

B TKKB‘}: S

mning, e
Fm L2
Ver” Y e bo yk :
th »\' évile 3
oh the frilogy





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





