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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The pale orange glow from the security lights out in the yard filtered through the bars and wire mesh into the cell. A dog snuffled under the window until its handler called. He called softly so it was early. It padded away and then the clock struck. Three times it reverberated like Joshua's trumpet but it didn't knock down the walls or even tell the time. Of all the clocks in the world the one above the gate in Durham gaol is the most aggravating. Months it had taken me to solve the code. It had just clanged three so the next time would be either one for quarter past three or the hour of something else.  
 
    Standing at the tiny, heavily barred window, naked and clammy, looking at the stars twinkling a million light years away and listening intently for the clock to strike again, the conversation I'd had with the Governor came to mind from yesterday. He'd said I wasn't good enough to go into the main prison but there wasn't anything he could do to prevent me being discharged, inferring he'd like to keep me in forever. He was a little, portly, arrogant feller, with snow-white hair and the dress sense of a mad budgie, and for all his bluff and bluster he was a rank coward at heart. He'd like to keep me as much as I'd like to stay; three years ago I'd told him one morning during his rounds that if we'd been on a desert island I'd be the Governor and he'd be getting me coconuts. And he would have to be lively about it.  
 
    'We're not on a desert island,' he'd smirked, squinting through the screws like a hooker in a rugby scrum.  
 
    'It's a good job for you we're not.'  
 
    A little officious prick like him wouldn't last a minute without the system; giving him backing and telling him what to do. Anyway I'd more to think about than the likes of him. I could think about Pauline for instance, my wife. The clanging of the clock in the middle of the night always brought on evil thoughts of her and I hadn't thought about her for a while now. Very soon I'd have to see her if I wanted to see my little lad. It would mean being nice when really I'd like to  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    sling her off the cliffs at Flamborough Head, but I had to see the lad. He'll be three in July and according to my sister he's a little beauty with enough energy to occupy a hundred nurses.  
 
    I'd married his mother a week before I'd been arrested after knowing each other about two months. She'd come on a day trip to Blackpool, met me, and didn't go back. It was the story of her life. She'd left home at 15, and had been living in a house in Cheadle Hulme, Manchester, shared with 5 other young kids and on the sick when we'd met. She was 20 and I was 27. She didn't give a fuck for anybody or anything but herself and me. She wore two-piece suits in bright pastel colours, lemon, pink, sky blue, and with her short white hair and flashing teeth she was the sexiest bird I'd ever seen. Stripped off she had the body of a middleweight fighter, all bunches of smooth muscle and was so strong she could prevent me from fucking her just by contracting certain muscles.  
 
    She had herself a job the first day on a T-shirts print stall; had half a dozen printed with her name on and packed the job in to start  
 
    another job next door. This time selling hotdogs and beefburgers and  
 
    earning four times more money. She turned my little flat into a home  
 
    and guarded it like a mother hen and didn't give me any pressure at  
 
    all, not until I'd been arrested, and that's all she's given me since,  
 
    pressure and pressure, and more pressure, until 6 months ago when  
 
    I'd called it a day.  
 
    She couldn't have been better off living with my parents while I'd been in I'd thought, but after two weeks she'd gone out one day and  
 
    didn't come back. Three weeks later she turned up in her town of  
 
    origin, Bolton. She came back to Wakefield, my home town, and then  
 
    turned up in Blackpool a month or two later. The only letters I  
 
    received were asking for money for her and the baby with no explanations at all. At the time we'd married she'd thought she was  
 
    pregnant, in fact she'd told the judge she was but I hadn't been sure.  
 
    She had the baby in Blackpool and I arranged to be transferred from  
 
    here to Liverpool gaol to make it easier to visit. She brought the baby,  
 
    a boy she called Paul, a couple of times, and then sent another 'Dear-John', about the eighth.  
 
    The prison padre in Liverpool was very understanding, said it was probably post-natal depression and arranged a visit. Pauline sailed into his office with Paul on one bulging arm and a huge shopping bag 
 
      
 
    on the other. At the end I'd asked her why she'd brought the bag and why she kept her arm in all the time. She'd pulled out a carving knife big enough to cut off an Elephant's leg and said, 'in case you started' and waved it under my nose.  
 
    The padre had almost collapsed.  
 
    A week later she moved back to Wakefield, and was given another council house.  
 
    The last of my money set up a home like one it took my mother 20 years to make, according to the letter Mother had sent. Not long afterwards my mate's wife sent in a report that Pauline was taking a different feller home from the local pub every dinner time so I stopped writing altogether then. She moved to Bolton, leaving a £286 rent bill, and then came back to Wakefield a year later; no doubt owing rent in Bolton, but was given yet another council house, and Mother sent me her address.  
 
    She answered my letter by return post, and I started having thoughts of settling down to life as a married man with a little lad. A steady job on some building site shouldn't be a problem now I had my City & Guilds in bricklaying, and I'd keep in trim with weightlifting. I'd forget about her sleeping about, 'Tha won't wear it out', my old mate Norm had said philosophically. 'I wish I 'ad a pair a booits med arten one'. The next letter she sent told me she was pregnant and regardless of what I had to say she was keeping it. That was the final straw. She was a slag, and the nights I'd laid awake solving the code of the gate house clock had been a waste of time. My feelings for her were dead and beyond recovery.  
 
    The clock struck one, two, and didn't stop until it reached six, six 0'clock, Thursday 3rd March, 1977. Six 0'clock and enough time left for a brew before the door opened. The kettle was ready, a Marvel powdered milk tin but now it contained water and was hanging from a length of mail-bag twine from my 3-cornered washstand, and underneath, in the lid of a shoe polish tin, was the wick. Two pats of prison margarine squashed into a scrap of prison vest. Normally I'd take great care to centre the wick under the tin precisely to prevent it smoking and decreasing the risk the screws might get a whiff of it, but it was too late now. I didn't give a toss if they smelt it or not.  
 
    Dawn had broken over the women's wing across the yard and the high mast security lights had been switched off by the time the water  
 
      
 
      
 
    boiled. With the tea made, the kettle cleaned and all the evidence removed I dressed, packed my kit, folded the bedding and settled down to wait. What would the little Governor say if he could see me now, I thought, settling on the bunk.  
 
    After the incident with the carving knife I realised my good behaviour had been in vain, and the screws were taking advantage. Pushing to see how far I would go. It cost me 8 months remission to rectify matters and I was transferred back here to Durham, which coincided with Pauline's latest move to Wakefield. Although I'd been thinking very seriously of getting a job I didn't really want one. Stuck on a building site wearing wellies and a donkey jacket wasn't for me but what else could I do, and I wasn't much of a weight-lifter either, I realised, after I'd seen the mighty Russian, Vasily Alexiheev, win the gold medal at last year's Olympics; on real good days I could manage around 300 lb whereas he could manage 572 lb. Going back to my cell after watching him, a screw had given me Pauline's letter telling me she was pregnant. The following day I'd seen Teofilio Stephenson win the gold medal in the heavyweight boxing and thought an amateur like him couldn't beat me while ever he had a hole in his arse and decided to have one more go for a licence. By now I was 30 but I was supremely fit, strong, and knew how to box, but I'd been refused a professional licence once already, four years ago. A week or two after I'd seen the Olympics I'd been brought down here; segregated under rule 43, for the good order and discipline of the prison, when I'd been looking through an old copy of 'The Boxing News', and seen exactly what I'd been looking for. Tommy Miller's address. It was like a sign from God.  
 
    Tommy Miller had told me four years ago I wouldn't be granted a licence unless I signed with him and he'd been right even though I already had a manager. Back then, when he'd more or less threatened me I hadn't given a toss if I'd been refused a licence or not because I'd been all signed up to go and fight in the States on a sponsorship so I'd told him to piss off and not without good reason too.  
 
    A few months before I'd finished a 5-year sentence which I'd served in Hull gaol, the prison Lord Mountbatten had recommended all the 'difficult' prisoners in the system should be detained. I'd been there about 9 months when somebody had found two pairs of battered old sparring gloves hidden away in the gym. In no time at all boxing  
 
      
 
    became one of the main sports in the nick. Right from being a little lad I'd been trained in the 'noble art' and I'd had heaps of amateur bouts, winning schoolboy and junior titles galore. A month later, one Saturday afternoon out of the blue a feller turns up with a big black American professional called Freddie Mack, with a one round KO victory over Jack Bodell, who was then the British heavyweight champion. He didn't have a cat-in-hell's chance and not long afterwards the feller, Mr Alex Steene, brought in Ray Patterson, Floyd's brother, and Frankie Taylor, the boxing correspondent of the 'People'. The following Sunday Frankie Taylor tipped me to be the next British champion after watching me flatten Ray. On my home leave Alex arranged for me to spar in the Thomas á Becket gym in the Old Kent Road before Frank Butler of the 'News of the World'. He agreed with Frankie Taylor, but the publicity did nothing to persuade the parole board to give me early release. The minute I had been released I'd entered the national amateur championships, the ABAs, and reached the national semi-finals. Before I'd started the organisers had told me 'my sort' wasn't welcome and the first person who went the distance would win on points. That's exactly what happened. Immediately Alex arranged with Yancey Durham, the manager of Bob Foster, the current World light-heavyweight champion, and Joe Frazier, who'd just lost the World heavyweight title to George Forman, for me to spar with Joe at the Empire Ballroom, Leicester Square, where he was training publicly to fight Joe Bugner. After two weeks of standing toe to toe, no quarter asked and none given I'd impressed Yancey so much he wanted to take me back to the States with him there and then. Alex said providing I wasn't given a licence to box over here, I'd be over.  
 
    When Tommy had come to the beach, where I'd been working as a life guard in an effort to convince people I was all straight and above board, I'd been waiting for the answer to my application for a licence. Tommy had been right but I wasn't bothered and arrangements went ahead for me to fly out to Philadelphia. Thirteen days before I was due to go the news came over Yancey had dropped dead of a heart attack. I packed the job in and went across the promenade to mind half a dozen mock auction shops for ten times more money. It was during this period that I had met Pauline. At the end of the season, with a pal of mine we'd robbed a bookmaker's accountant of the week's takings  
 
      
 
      
 
    from 32 betting shops and an hour later there had been a general alert for our arrests. That was three years and four months ago, and four months ago I'd written to Tommy and told him if he could get me a licence I'd earn us both a bucket full of money when I was released.  
 
    Less than a week after receiving my letter he came to visit me with his son, young Tommy, a skinny, bald, silent feller about my age. Tommy made all kinds of arrangements with the prison welfare and doctor to try and get me a licence so I could box on this show at Liverpool stadium on Saturday March 5th, where John Conteh was defending his world title.  
 
    He wanted me to fight Leon Spinks, last year's gold medallist in the light heavyweight division at the Montreal Olympics, but the most he had been able to manage was the promise of a licence in six months if I behaved myself and stayed out of trouble. He told me to turn up on Saturday because he'd got me a job as a security man in the dressing room area, but Alex had got me a ticket and asked me to sit with him. Tommy wouldn’t like it but I couldn't give a toss if he liked it or not. If Alex didn't tell the judge at Teesside Crown what rotten diabolical luck I'd had I wouldn't be out for at least another 3 years, and if Tommy and his pals hadn't refused me a licence I wouldn't have been in here in the first place. Saturday 1'd be sitting with Alex and Tommy could look after the dressing rooms himself.  
 
    It would be hard at first, it always was coming out of the nick after a few years, but this time it would be harder than ever. Going home to live for the first time since I was 18, with the old man retired and Mother and my baby sister; baby sister, that was a laugh; in her latest letter she'd bragged how easily she'd passed the driving test first time and she had gotten herself engaged to be married. She'd be 18 on my 31st birthday in two months but she'd only been four when I'd last lived at home. Now her and Mother were standing markets all over the show. Once I'd used up the adrenalin and I could eat, sleep, shit, stay in one place for more than 20 minutes and my temper came off a hair trigger maybe then I could settle into something with them. The thing I had to do was take my time and just get through this 6 months until I started boxing because if I didn't I'd be in the nick for the rest of my life and I couldn't bear the thought. Cons on the whole were the silliest bastards of them all and to think I was one of them made my blood boil. No wonder I preferred it behind my door out of the way.  
 
      
 
    There was an inch of tea remaining when a brand-new screw opened the door. The cell was totally bare but for the poster advertising the Conteh fight on Saturday stuck on the wall behind the door. The next feller in the cell could have a look at it but knowing this mob he'd probably roll it up and smoke it.  
 
    'Are you ready then?' the screw asked, smiling nervously and peering in disbelief at the steam rising from the pot.  
 
    'Yeah I'm ready,' I smiled reassuringly. 'In fact I've been ready well over three years.'  
 
    'What's in the pot?' he enquired.  
 
    'Tea boss, look.' I held it under his nose. It was strong and sweet and if he liked tea he'd love this.  
 
    'Where did you get it from?' He was totally baffled.  
 
    'The chief,' I answered airily, 'brings me a pot every morning. Old  
 
    pals you know me and the chief. '  
 
    The whole nick was still locked up, even the con who made the screws tea, as I walked along the wings to the reception. At the junction of D and B wings, where the centre box stood, the day shift were reading their work detail boards and hoping they'd been picked for a good job. They all studiously kept their backs to me as I skipped down the steps to B 1 landing and on to the reception. The whole nick was silent as if I was on my way to the topping shed instead of being discharged. Cons in every cell huddled under the bedding trying to keep another day at bay for as long as possible. Not me, I'd always made it a point to be up and ready, washed and shaved and full of life. It frightened the screws to death. They got their own back in their own crackpot fashion with silly aggravating little strokes like they'd done in the reception last September. The nick doctor said I had to go to Dryburn hospital for an X-ray and when I'd come to put my clothes on I'd found the trousers of my suit had been slashed to ribbons. It cost the nick £68 and all the screws in the reception had been severely reprimanded. Whoever did it thought I'd discover them this morning.  
 
    After a quick bath in lukewarm water, with a screw aching to tell me to get out, I dressed carefully debating all the time whether to demand breakfast or not. No, I decided, if I do the bastards will keep me hanging about ages and I didn't want anything to eat just yet anyway.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Come and sign for your cash,' the PO said, forcing a smile. 'We can let you out then before the others come. '  
 
    Passing the Admin' block I caught a glimpse of myself in the windows. I looked much better than I was feeling. My clothing seemed to be made of canvas, stiff and heavy. The little, brand-new screw who'd been with me all the way had a face like a bad ham, as if he wished he was being discharged.  
 
    Like the screws in the gate lodge he didn't speak, smile, or even look at me as I was let in one side and out of the other.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    The Judas gate slammed behind me. 'We don't want your sort in here,' it said as plain as day. They didn't like me in Durham and I didn't like them and the Judas gate could stay shut forever.  
 
    Go on you daft cunts, I thought, lock yourselves in. Their stupidity amazed me at times. Stepping forward and turning round I looked for the clock only to see to my astonishment there wasn't one, there wasn't a gatehouse clock. It must be hidden I decided, so people like me couldn't smash it on their way out.  
 
    Smack opposite the gates was a little park full of evergreen trees, shrubs, bushes, and floating in the tops of the trees were streamers. They looked to be made of cotton-wool. For a minute I stood and wondered what it could be and then remembered the river on three sides of the City. It was mist, and for it to be so white the river had to be clean and fresh and unpolluted. It was magical, and 1'd never seen anything remotely like it. Walking from the gate to the red and white pole on the border of prison property I inhaled deep breaths of the mild, damp air and was amazed at the powerful scent from the trees and shrubs.  
 
    My clothing didn't feel comfortable at all, it felt solid enough to stop bullets, and I had the beginning of a trickle of sweat at the bottom of my back. Ducking under the pole I couldn't help but notice two family groups waiting for sons and lovers all with their faces etched deep with malice looking with hostility in my direction, all but one feller who was studying the sky directly above his head as though he'd never seen it before and trying to whistle. He may have been a fisherman from South Shields looking to see how the weather would be for when 'the boat comes in', but I didn't really think so. They all  
 
    thought I was a governor because I wore a 3-piece pin-striped suit, or if not a governor then somebody to do with why their Billy was locked up. Half-wits like them couldn't solve the crossword in 'The Sun' and here they were assuming I was the enemy. The feller looking at the sky didn't want the blame for the expression on his wife's face.  
 
    My clothes began to feel better as I became used to them and I realised like me they only wanted breaking in. The fresh air was wonderful, the perfume from the trees, the silence; there wasn't any traffic for miles it seemed, and the bounce in my step was wonderful. Everything was wonderful, and spring was definitely in the air after a long hard winter. Should I do a right or keep straight on. If I did a right I'd have to walk past the police station and I didn't want to see a copper this morning, it would spoil everything seeing a copper. It would be worse than seeing a magpie.  
 
    The decision to keep straight on had just been made when a car engine suddenly roared into life shattering the peace and tranquillity and scaring a flock of sparrows from the guttering of the nearest building. The car came racing towards me as sparrows skimmed my head like tracer bullets. For an instant I thought the car was going to hit me but it swerved at the very last moment and screeched to a halt at my side.  
 
    The driver's window was open and a familiar black face with a huge grin on it said, 'Now then, brother.' Del nipped lively from the car, shook my hand, welcomed me back into the world of the living and then ordered me to get in the back and let's be off. Without a word I did as I'd been told and found I was sitting next to a girl with skin the colour of milky coffee and eyes that said she'd just woken up. In the front was Davy Dunford. He showed me 32 big white teeth in his characteristic grin and nodded, and then Del set off as though we'd just done a smash and grab.  
 
    Del had been my pal for two sentences and all the time in between. He's short, and looks nothing much in clothing, but when he strips off you can't believe your eyes. He's massive, with masses of thick, hard muscle. He's handsome too, a dead ringer for Ken Norton. He doesn't smoke, doesn't drink, and trains almost every day. A good clean living boy, with his only flaw being a terribly strong leaning towards smooth-skinned, fair-haired white boys, a tendency he doesn't deny. He's 27 and lives with a bird in Liverpool, a pretty, intelligent  
 
      
 
      
 
    white girl whose just seen him through a 4-year sentence with regular visits and three or four long interesting letters every week. I wasn't sure if she was aware of his sexual inclinations but I should think she was. Her name is Karen and she'd lived at my parents' with Pauline a few years ago while Del had been serving his sentence, jointly charged with Davy, and he finished about 6 months ago. Karen came to visit with Eunice, that's Davy's sister, just after Christmas, a nice pleasant visit with two attractive girls. It was a pleasant break from the cell.  
 
    I didn't know Davy all that well, I'd only met him in Durham last year. A short, fair-haired kid from Sheffield, who wasn't a bad footballer and not a bad weight-lifter either. At first I'd thought he was one of Del's boys but he wasn't. He has a girl, in fact he's had the same girl since she was 14 and she is 22 now. He'd been across the landing from me until a week before Christmas, and the day he'd been released he'd sent me in his radio. Mine had broken and with only having a few months left I'd not bothered about it. He sent me his without having to ask. A nice gesture I really appreciated.  
 
    Who was the girl in the corner then? She must be for me if she wasn't Del's or Davy's.  
 
    She was huddled inside a blue greatcoat with a brown ski cap pulled down to her ears. She was gorgeous, absolutely. Her skin looked so warm and smooth I wanted to kiss her and looked for a place to do so. Her lips were long and full, with a bottom lip promising a store of latent passion. Her nostrils were the same, two almond shapes that would flex in ecstasy, and her eyes, two velvet brown orbs in a sea of pearl that would close to prolong the pleasure. She smiled without any warmth, her eyes wary, showed milk white teeth and then looked out of the window.  
 
    Who was I kidding I thought, remembering I had to find a paper shop and noticing Del's driving for the first time. He was concentrating on finding the way out of the town to the Al without letting anybody overtake us': We zoomed down streets, round roundabouts, stopping with jerks and starting with more G force than a Big Dipper.  
 
    'Slow down Del,' I said, 'I've to find a paper shop. I've promised to send some magazines in to a kid. '  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'There isn't one,' Davy answered, twisting in the seat, 'I looked mesen when I came out.' He'd said before he'd been discharged he would send me some mags but he hadn't, he'd sent the radio instead.  
 
    'Well slow down a bit just in case one's opened.'  
 
    He grinned, in fact he was always grinning, it was his answer to everything. A huge grin that looked like the cliffs of Dover. It used to drive the screws barmy, and occasionally me too. He'd not seen a paper shop but I doubted he'd looked because there had to be one somewhere. The promise I'd made had taken precedence over the bird in the corner; going home, stabbing images of Pauline, all the conglomeration of random thoughts I'd been having were blotted out with finding a paper shop. I'd made a promise; I regretted it now but I'd made it and I'd stay in Durham until it had been fulfilled, besides I wanted to look round and arrive home this afternoon. At this rate I'd be home before anybody was out of bed.  
 
    'Do a right here Del,' I ordered, sticking my hand before his face and indicating with jerks, 'here, do a right Del.'  
 
    'If you don't shift your hand I'll crash,' he said, and then screeched. One of Del's mad laughs. He had dozens of them, every one unique. My hand had filled his vision like a brick wall. Pulling it back and feeling stupid I realised how much I liked him, had always liked him, and for him to be outside the gates at 6.30 this morning he had to like me. I was with friends and it would take 'some getting used to. He did a right and sure enough we found a paper shop.  
 
    'Who's the papers for?' Davy asked as we entered.  
 
    'Alan Forbes, a young kid from Ellesmere Port. I was twoed up with him last year.'  
 
    'Oh yeah, I know him. Been shanghaid from Lancaster.'  
 
    It had been over 6 months since I'd made the promise in the cell  
 
    one night. He didn't smoke or snore and his feet didn't smell. He trained on the weights and everything else, and for a young kid he was good company. I'd told him all about Pauline, and having one last shot at a boxing licence, all the hopes and fears that I normally wouldn't tell a soul.  
 
    He was a good listener and always came up with a sensible answer. His advice on my future love life was to get myself a 'schoolie', and he'd given me the copy of the 'Boxing News', just in case, a million to one shot, I'd find what I was looking for. I'd found  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tommy's address which had given me a profound feeling of gratitude that I wanted to repay. Besides sending him a few weight-lifting mags I'd promised to pick him up and take him home when he was discharged in 6 weeks time just as Del was doing with me.  
 
    The bird in the car wasn't a schoolie but not much older, maybe, I don't know, maybe 18. It was hard to tell the way she was wrapped up. She was still huddled in the corner as we set off again at a more leisurely speed. It was a type of car I'd not seen before, a model that had come out while I'd been in, and Del was dressed up like I'd not seen him before either. He could easily pass for the Nigerian Ambassador at the National Congress.  
 
    'Anita. Paul,' Del announced, without taking his eyes from the road. Not a chance of crashing with him driving but he'd need a new car every 6 months. He'd revved up and braked in a series of mad dashes and sudden stops in the town but now we were on the A 1 we were overtaking other vehicles as though they were parked at the side of the road. It was the first time I'd sampled his driving although we'd been in plenty of cars together but I'd always been the driver.  
 
    This car was on hire he told me and he'd passed the test since being released. He had a car on hire permanently, he needed one for his business; importing vegetation from his father's homeland of Nigeria. He drove exactly like he did anything, short intense bursts of maximum effort and sudden stops. He was the only feller I'd ever met who could equal my circuit times and he didn't have to train with anywhere near the intensity that I had to. He didn't need to because he was naturally so fucking strong. He is only 5'5" and weighed I3st. A 28" waist and 28" thighs, a chest like a golf-course and arms like knotted tow-rope and was far older than his years.  
 
    Sometimes his wisdom made him seem ancient. He was the quickest learner I'd ever come across but soon lost interest when he thought he'd learned sufficient to get him through without making a fool of himself. Occasionally he'd think he was an expert when he'd only scraped the top off a subject or he'd learned enough to discover the subject bored him, but on a subject like chess, the rules and the object of the game he was easily the quickest and best player I knew. He was the best chess player a week after he'd been shown the game. Del was bright, quick, and self-educated, and he'd just remembered  
 
      
 
    his manners. So her name is Anita, sleep sweeter with Anita and I'd like to very much.  
 
    She was tall, about 5' 10", and her calves were perfect. Her legs were bare and her shoes were flat, and as she walked towards the entrance of 'The Scots Corner Hotel', where Del was treating me to breakfast, I hoped he had brought her for me, she was beautiful.  
 
    Davy had on jeans and a nylon zip-up jacket, with shoes looking as though they'd been designed for snow. Welts like Dodgem cars, presumably the latest fashion. Del wore the grey striped trousers, black jacket and waistcoat of a morning suit. Obviously the years he'd spent pouring over the 'William Hickey' column had taken effect. How he'd love a mention one of these days, the hunt ball or a point-to-point, Squire Darkie from Liverpool 8. He would be treasured by his staff and tenants, loved and cherished for his wisdom and fair play. The times he'd told me in the nick, he thought the system that had preventing me from boxing was crooked and arrogant and nobody was more satisfied than he that I was being given a chance at last.  
 
    'It's not right you should have to wait six months though.' He chewed on a slice of rubbery toast, 'I mean anything could happen in six months.'  
 
    We were seated in the breakfast room around a small table festooned with little jugs and toast racks, there wasn't room for another salt pot, and bringing each other up to date with our fortunes and intentions, and Del had threatened the management with a lawsuit if they didn't bring him porridge. 'Damn it all,' he'd snapped at the waiter, 'Porridge is the traditional breakfast of the Englishman, part of his constitution.' His shoulders hunched under his jacket, rippling like an earth tremor and a thick vein throbbed in his neck. He was warming up for a fight. He was so incredibly strong he didn't have to know how to fight, he just walked in and screwed them up like paper bags. Throwing the table and the waiter through the wall wouldn't be any problem. 'Bring me porridge,' he'd continued to the terrified waiter, 'or you'll be hearing from my counsel and a lawsuit will be the result. '  
 
    Not his solicitor but his counsel. Who that could be I'd no idea  
 
    but it sounded ominous, a bit like his stare and bulging neck. He'd  
 
    eaten the porridge and declared it delicious in a loud voice across  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    the room to where the waiter was standing recovering from the shock.  
 
    'Bloody delicious old chap. Just the stuff,' he'd called, and added in a whisper it was fucking lousy, watery and had lumps. It was instant crap. I didn't doubt it, it was all 'instant'; little pats of margarine individually wrapped and plastic containers of milk, all bits and pieces of instant service.  
 
    'What do you think Davy, do you think it's a liberty the Board of Control making me wait six months before I can earn a living?'  
 
    'Oh you'll get a living I should think.' He gave me one of his stupid grins as if to say making a living was a trivial matter.  
 
    'I know I shall make a living but that's not the point. The point is who do they think they are passing a sentence when I've done nothing, the fucking slag bastards. '  
 
    Here I was a free man and a self-elected body of whom Tommy was part said I had to behave myself before I could box. Where was the sense in that?' Surely if I was boxing and earning a living I'd far less chance of being in trouble than scratching my arse and waiting. What was the purpose of it unless Tommy wanted to see if my friendship with Alex was still evident? It was the only explanation I could think of and I'd spent hours thinking about it. There had been nobody on solitary to discuss it with and now at the first opportunity I'd exploded as if I was a Neanderthal man sighting a mammoth. Suddenly I became aware of my surroundings and Anita's startled expression.  
 
    'Sorry love.' I smiled ruefully, 'I was forgetting where I was.' She showed lovely white teeth and two dimples appeared in her cheeks. Del had finished the toast and was eating another slice, this one with marmalade.  
 
    'I'll show you this flat on Saturday.' He wiped crumbs fastidiously from his lips before he continued. 'I'm sure you'll like it. Your own bedroom but you'll have to share the rest. You'll be all right, they're two friends of mine. '  
 
    Until that moment I'd forgotten I'd asked him weeks ago to find me somewhere to live until I'd become used to being free. He knew all about Pauline and the fact she'd had another baby. He didn't like her much before but he detested her now and thought she was the reason I'd asked. He wasn't aware I'd asked my parents about living at home. The news of a flat was good news indeed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'Friends of yours Del,' I said sceptically. Davy laughed at Del's outraged expression and Anita looked from one to the other in puzzlement. It seemed everybody but her knew of Del's sexual inclinations. Could it be there was something between them after all?  
 
    We came down the Al through Leeds to Wakefield, where we parked behind the stalls of the market on a purpose-built car-park. It was brand-new and very handy if you were a stall-holder like Mother and Kay. They were both swathed in bonnets and scarves and much too busy to pay much attention to me. To kill time the four of us had a walk around the new shopping precincts. the ones that had always been hidden behind high wooden fences when I'd been before. It wasn't at all like I remembered. The streets had been widened, the cobbles removed, old dilapidated buildings demolished and new ones built. It was neat, clean and very modem. There wasn't a sign of dark Satanic mills or the fact we were in the middle of the West Yorkshire coalfield. It was marvellous. Where Mother and Kay were standing the market there used to be 1-up, 1-down terraced houses each side of narrow cobbled streets, and the Market Hall had been a derelict bam. Now it looked just like the new technical college. Spring was more than evident in the flower beds of the Bull ring and daffodils were all over the Cathedral lawns. Everywhere was alive with colour and space and lovely clean white concrete, no grime and muck at all. It seemed friendlier too.  
 
    'There's some great shops,' Del said in amazement.  
 
    Davy wanted a night out and Anita was busy looking at the dress displays in the shop windows and showing all Wakefield her dimples and I had a strange feeling. It wasn't a Sheffield or Liverpool, but it had more class. In 14 years the place had come from the last century and was almost into the next. I was proud this was my town. If what I'd been thinking came true I'd put the place on the map.  
 
    It was only 10.30 when Del pulled up outside the house and we'd been walking round town for an hour. Davy had asked if he could borrow a few quid, only for a few days he said until something comes up. It was a pleasure to give him it because it helped pay the debt I owed for the radio although I'd given it back to him. I'd no fears he wouldn't pay me back and I wasn't bothered if he did.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The old feller, officially retired two months ago, was bent over the coffee table studying the form for today's racing as I entered the living room.  
 
    'Chuffin' 'ell Paul', he cried, leaping to his feet. 'I thought it was the coppers bursting in. '  
 
    He shook hands with Del, nodded at Davy; (he'd not met him before), and peered short-sightedly at Anita.  
 
    'How's Karen, Delroy?' he asked immediately.  
 
    'OK Walter. She sends her best.'  
 
    'When you see your dad Delroy, tell him to back a horse called Little Rascal every time it runs. Have you heard me? Little Rascal, Delroy, Little Rascal. What's it called?'  
 
    'Little Rascal, Waiter.'  
 
    'That's it, Little Rascal. Now don't forget to tell your Dad will you?' He began to tell him its family tree, owners, trainers, but Del shut him up.  
 
    'Right Waiter, Little Rascal, I won't forget.'  
 
    It was good to see the old feller was still as pedantic as ever.  
 
    Del had to take Davy back to Sheffield and be back in Liverpool for dinner-time.  
 
    On the pavement I asked him why he'd brought Anita.  
 
    'You like her then?'  
 
    'Like her, she's fucking gorgeous. Fix it for Saturday Del.' He burst with a maniacal shriek, a lunatic witch doctor who's just  
 
    found the formula.  
 
    'Wait and see,' he said rolling his eyes and then slipping into the car. 'See you Saturday, brother,' he called driving away.  
 
      
 
    * *** 
 
      
 
    It was Saturday morning when I saw him again on his own manor, Liverpool 8. We were going to some theatre for the midday weigh-in for the Conteh fight and his brother Michael and a few of his pals were coming. We were sitting in the front room of a little terrace house just off Granby Street and discussing Conteh's chances, passing time until the weigh-in. It was good to see Michael after so long, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    a tall, very dignified feller, who'd been across the landing from me in Hull. He was a natural athlete, didn't smoke or drink, loved classical music, Mozart and Beethoven were his favourites, and was a chess player of county standard. He'd been a friend before I'd met Del. Seeing them together nobody would ever think they were brothers, they were as different to look at as me. Michael had a ginger tint to his hair, much lighter skin and freckles, and very strong opinions about the rights and wrongs of everything. We'd had some belting arguments. It was from Michael I'd learned how it was to be black, and not just black but the son of a chief. Their father, Mr Sampson Asawa, was a chief of the Zulu nation. He'd been a chef aboard some ship all his life but he was still a chief. Every time a seaman from the Zulu nation docked in Liverpool he had to pay his respects and both Michael and Del were very aware of their father's status in the community. This particular part of Liverpool was African, and all the lads in the room had African fathers and their's had the greater status. You could tell that from just looking and hearing them talk. Both of them had no wish to see Conteh and didn't care if he won or not but they were coming to the weigh-in. The trouble with the Contehs went back years and had nothing to do with boxing. Something going back to Africa I thought in the car speeding through the City.  
 
    It was over by the time we arrived because we couldn't find anywhere to park and then had to walk a mile through narrow, cobbled, back-alleys and side streets, things Wakefield didn't have now and it was just over, but there was heaps of activity on the stage where the scales were. In the stalls journalists were writing notes, officials striding about and Jerry Quarry speaking into a microphone for an American TV network; Quarry had fought twice for the World title and was the best white heavy for decades. Casually I wandered over to see how I compared up. He was a dangerous looking feller, thick shoulders and chest but not all that broad. He fitted into my theory spot on. All the way through the history of the heavyweight division the champion has become bigger with each passing decade and he was a heavy of the late 60s, early 70s, and just that bit smaller all round than me. Size made all the difference in punching power and I wanted all the punching power possible if I was going to get anywhere at my age. I was on the ebb, not getting any worse, not getting any better, and the quicker I could knock them over the longer  
 
      
 
      
 
    I would last. Jerry Quarry was retired at the age I would start and to have a chance of getting anywhere then I had to have as many fights in as short a time as possible. At my age recovery isn't what it was; if we had the same recovery rate that we have when we're 10 we'd live to be 700 years old. I could still do it with a bit of luck I thought, leaving the place, and if I earned half of what Jerry Quarry had I'd be more than happy.  
 
    Alex was standing in the foyer as we'd arranged, wearing a white mac and his usual sinister black specs. Without them his eyes turned the colour of brake lights. He was a dead ringer for Kirk Douglas, playing a gangster. He looked mean and menacing. He was with his usual entourage, a group of fellers who loved boxing. Mikey Conners saw me first, a feller with a flower pitch outside Holborn tube station and one of Alex' s regular pals. He'd been in Hull to see me with Alex a few times. He nodded, touched Alex on the arm, who turned to me. 'Hello lad,' he said, his face solemn. 'Here's your ticket and this is .. . ' he introduced me to his pals. When we came to a huge elderly black feller he said, 'and this is Joe Gans. You've heard of him. Right, you'll be sitting next to Joe.'  
 
    Three nights ago I'd been undressing for my final night in the choky block and now I was going to be sitting right next to arguably the best heavyweight of his day. My sister couldn't be more pleased sitting next to Woody out of the Bay City Rollers. Alex never failed to amaze me with the people he knew but fighters were his favourites. He loved and respected fighters and thought they all needed protecting. In his opinion promoters exploited fighters until they were finished and then left them high and dry. The Board of Control had just refused him a promoter's licence again and Tommy said it was because they reckoned he was a bad influence. He'd already had one promotion without official backing which had been a huge success and was considering another. Tommy had advised me to terminate our friendship. Alex said it was wise to pretend we had until I was under way and then it didn't matter.  
 
    Before we could present our tickets Tommy came through the door from the arena smack into our intended path. He was wearing a powder blue evening suit and smoking a short, very thick cigar. He noticed Alex, then me, and almost swallowed it. He recovered instantly and smiled self-consciously.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'This is Alex, Tommy,' I said, with a disarming smile, 'I've told you all about him. A good friend of mine. And Alex this is Tommy, my future manager.'  
 
    'You've a good lad here Tommy,' Alex said, 'looked after properly he'll go all the way.' He shook Tommy's hand.  
 
    'Oh, he'll get his chance,' Tommy said quickly, 'providing he looks after himself. And stays out of trouble.' He appeared embarrassed, out of his depth.  
 
    'This is where I'll be sitting if you want me Tom.' He peered at the number on the ticket, glad of the distraction.  
 
    'Right, right.' He nodded at the assembly, scars and side-bums evident everywhere like Bluebeard's crew.  
 
    He swallowed, 'Right then, see you later,' and disappeared the way he'd come.  
 
    Any independent observers watching this little drama would have been under the illusion Tommy had been frightened, terrified out of his skin, but they'd have been wrong. Alex gave the likes of Tommy a guilt complex, and it was this that caused him to act the way he had. All his managerial career he'd been over-matching his lads, slipping them in to fill up the bills too early in their careers against opponents that were too good. He was the biggest matchmaker in the north, and as a manager he had the biggest stable of boxers, so it only made sense he'd use his own lads to get the 25% manager's fee. Some of the lads he'd managed had the potential to be champions but they'd been rushed into bouts against fighters far superior too early in their careers and finished up skint, beaten, and terribly disillusioned. Lots of the lads I'd trained with as a kid had turned pro under Tommy and they all said the same thing, but yet he had the effrontry to say Alex was a bad influence. I knew differently.  
 
    Alex had been in Hull gaol, through the gates, along the wings and into the gym. For him to have been allowed he'd been checked meticulously by the police. Any shadow on his character, any whisper about his integrity, no matter how minor would have left the Governor no alternative but to have him stopped. Alex was spotless, which was more than I could say for Tommy. Now though, in the Autumn of my physical powers he was probably the best manager I could have. He couldn't over-match me and I was sure to get plenty of fights.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The stadium had been transformed from a seedy back-street emporium into a 5-star arena. The layout wasn't any different; the sides gently sloping to the ring in the centre; but the decor was, it sparkled with affluence and class. When I'd boxed here 3 times in a 4-week period back in '73 in my bid to win the ABAs, the place had been a health hazard. The walls had been covered in flaking, faded, tobacco stained emulsion. The seating had been ripped and had nails on the alert for trousers. The floor had been that of terraces after a football match. Above the ring black-out curtains had dangled from the windows. Now the walls were gleaming white and all the aisles were covered in thick red carpet and the blackout curtains had been removed. It was the perfect setting for a World title fight.  
 
    The capacity crowd weren't at all interested in the boxing for watching the celebrities sitting in their seats and others parading down the aisles to theirs. There were odd shouts of encouragement and occasional bursts of clapping but no real interest, not until Spinks and Peter Freeman, the Central Area heavyweight champion, entered the ring for the main supporting bout, and then pandemonium broke loose and didn't stop until the fight was over.  
 
    Tommy had pulled out all the stops for me to fight Spinks. This was his first pro' fight as it would have been mine, and when he hadn't succeeded he'd got the Central Area champion to substitute. The country was divided into 3 areas and Peter was the champion from Birmingham to the Scottish border. It meant one of three things. One, Tommy was up to his old tricks of over-matching, two, he fancied I was better then Peter, or three, he'd rather have me beaten up than him.  
 
    It was over in the first minute after Leon tore from his corner and  
 
    set about Peter as if he was a punch bag and for all the resistance he  
 
    showed he may have been one. He slowly sank to his knees and then  
 
    toppled over although in my book he hadn't been hit hard enough to  
 
    put him on the deck. He collapsed from shock and fright and hadn't  
 
    really been prepared to fight for keeps. It was a devastating performance from Leon but he wouldn't beat me. I could feel it in my  
 
    bones. He could win all the gold medals he wanted and I hadn't had  
 
    the gloves on in 4 years but I'd back myself any day to beat him.  
 
    The television people broadcasting live to America sent word to  
 
    hold up the main event until they were back on schedule. Leon' s  
 
      
 
    destructive performance had thrown it out by half an hour. All the stadium lights came on as the MC, Nat Basso, began introducing stars and celebrities from the ring. One after the other, all Liverpool football players past and present it seemed to me received rousing cheers. Any minute I expected Joe to be called but as the stars became more and more obscure and the cheers grew less and less I realised it wasn't to be. It crossed my mind it could be because he was sitting with Alex and then realised it was people who were in the news now and most of this mob wouldn't know Joe Gans from Mahatma Gandhi. Everybody in the place was a star it appeared but the people sitting on our row, judging from the stars Nat was finding, and I strongly suspected he'd have liked to brain Peter for not lasting the distance but then word came the television people were ready. How word came I'd no idea; the television cameras were high on the wall above the main entrance on a specially constructed platform about 30 yards from the ring but suddenly everybody knew as if by telepathy. Instantly the atmosphere changed from a day at the seaside to waiting for the eighth draw on the football coupon. The lights slowly dimmed until it was pitch black and then a spotlight stabbed from the TV platform to illuminate where the fighters would emerge. As it came on the entire crowd gasped a breath of air and then sat rigid in their seats. The seconds dragged as the tension increased. It was as if we were all watching the fuse bum on a giant stick of dynamite. It was electric, palpable enough to fry eggs.  
 
    The silence was only broken by the cameramen high on the platform whispering furtively when suddenly a ripple of applause grew in a second into the roar of a jumbo jet. The stick of dynamite had exploded into cheering that was so loud I had to bend my head and put fingers in my ears to prevent them from hurting. The spotlight showed a group of fellers wearing white pullovers coming down the aisle with a black hood bobbing in the middle.  
 
    Stan Hutchins, from Kalamazoo, Michigan, USA, challenging for the World light-heavyweight title danced from his corner to cheers louder and more prolonged then any I'd ever heard and then the lights dimmed and went out.  
 
    A minute crawled by, then another, the tension even greater than before, building by the instant until it felt as if the very air was alive and living on the silence. This wasn't anything as common as a stick  
 
      
 
      
 
    of dynamite, this was extra-terrestrial. The spotlight trained on the tunnel never wavered. There wasn't anything I could see, not a thing when suddenly, in unison, the entire crowd of 5,000 erupted with a noise that lifted the top off my skull as though it were an egg. Once again I had to put fingers in my ears to stop the hurt and felt like shouting; I was used to silence and hadn't adjusted yet, especially when the noise lasted until Conteh had been in the ring about a week.  
 
    As they were being gloved and the referee gave his instructions I glanced about to see how the women were taking it. There were hundreds, all dressed as if they were at a film premiere. Without exception, and for all their make-up and jewellery, their excitement radiated through to such a degree they could be drooling with saliva dripping from their chins. This was a contest between two grown men who'd honed their basic instinct to perfection. This was to see who would survive: the rules that govern boxing, no hitting below the belt, no hitting behind the ears, kid people that boxing is civilised and a game like chess. The only places a boxer is allowed to hit are the only places worth hitting, and like chess one makes a move, the other makes a move but instead of winning or losing bishops and rooks it's teeth and senses that are lost. Survivors lived to fight another day and women loved survivors and winners and men prepared to fight.  
 
    It was over in the 3rd round and Conteh had successfully defended his crown with a move of infinite perfection. He'd been fractionally faster but his strength had appeared brittle compared to Hutchins, and the longer it lasted the more I thought strength would tell. Hutchins threw a full blooded right cross and as his weight transferred from the back foot to his fist Conteh slipped his head fractionally to one side and waited with it positioned ready. Hutchins followed through unable to avoid crashing his face onto the top of Conteh's forehead; right where a horn would grow if he was a unicorn. Hutchins stepped back bewildered, unable to comprehend how he'd been hit, with the right side of his face a crimson mask. Conteh knew immediately it was over. He didn't leap in and take advantage before the ref could intervene and stop the fight and I thought regardless of the feelings of Michael and Del, John Conteh wasn't a bad feller at all. He was only in there to win and not inflict unnecessary injury. The sheer class of his winning move and how he held back made him more than a World champion in my book. John Conteh was a sportsman and a  
 
      
 
    humanist and there are very few of them about. If I practised forever I doubted I'd be able to execute such a move; it was something you had to be born with, and there was no way I could have held back like he had.  
 
    The crowd were disappointed it hadn't lasted longer although they cheered enough for my ears to begin hurting again. There was just the undercurrent in the roar, as though it were a lion that had killed a gazelle when it could eat a buffalo, the blood lust sated but not satisfied. The papers would say tomorrow Conteh had won after a clash of heads inferring he'd either butted or fluked his victory, too blind to see the skill and daring of his move like the people sitting in front. One feller got a huge laugh with the comment, 'If only Roger Hunt could have used his head like Conteh we'd have won the league every year.' Their blindness needled me.  
 
    Alex and his pals had to rush to catch the last train and couldn't stay for the closing bout.  
 
    'Let me know if anything develops,' he instructed, shaking my hand in the foyer. 'Take care of yourself and if you get any problems just give me a ring.'  
 
    Joe wished me all the best like old Micky Conners, and then they all disappeared through the doors and into the night. With time to kill before Del showed up I thought it wise to show my face in the dressing room area to keep Tommy sweet and see if that too had been given a coat of restoration.  
 
    The stadium was almost empty when I returned, the closing bout having no interest for anybody but the family and friends of the two fighters and the atmosphere was that of an amateur show. The electricity was used up and the battery flat.  
 
    The dressing room area hadn't been titivated or decorated, or not since the black-out curtains had been installed. It was silent and sad, as if the short concrete floor with doors either side was the morgue for dead dreams. The stadium was known as the graveyard of champions and even Conteh's victory couldn't resurrect the dreams that had died here.  
 
    Four years ago I'd come along this corridor to the end dressing room completely confident my future was assured but now I wasn't sure at all. All the training in the world couldn't stop the clock and I'd this rotten 6 months to get through first. Maybe old Tom would  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    find me a job to keep me out of trouble, a nice steady job training the  
 
    lads he managed. It would suit me down to the ground.  
 
    The door of a dressing room opened and Peter appeared carrying  
 
    his holdall.  
 
    'Hello Peter, how're you feeling?'  
 
    'Oh, I'm not so bad you know.' He smiled self-consciously, embarrassed at his performance: Floyd Patterson, after his first defeat  
 
    against Sonny Liston had hidden in the dressing rooms and left the  
 
    arena hidden under a beard so Peter's feelings were natural but very  
 
    unpleasant. I was glad it wasn't me. His face had a red patch high on  
 
    the cheekbone but it was the only mark on him.  
 
    'I wasn't fit you know. I mean if I hadn't been skint I wouldn't  
 
    have taken it,' Peter explained. 'I couldn't turn down £600 could I?'  
 
    'No Peter, you couldn't turn down money like that.'  
 
    He pushed himself from the wall and called 'see you then' over his  
 
    shoulder and disappeared round the corner into the arena. It was a lot  
 
    of money, far more than I'd realised. If I'd fought instead of him it  
 
    would be in my pocket now and in the next 6 months I'd have  
 
    another 6 fights and be earning fortunes. It sickened me that somebody with Peter's attitude had been given the opportunity while I had  
 
    to wait.  
 
    There was somebody coming, footsteps sounded and then tonight's  
 
    promoter, Mr Manny Goodall, appeared in the corridor. I recognised  
 
    him instantly from his photo in the papers and I'd heard him speak on  
 
    the radio. 'If you play for pennies that's all you'll win,' he'd said in  
 
    answer to a question about fears the show would flop holding it in the  
 
    stadium.  
 
    'Hello Paul.' He drew deeply on a tipped cigarette as if it was  
 
    giving him life and then blew the smoke through his nose. It twitched  
 
    sideways like a rabbit's.  
 
    'Hello Mr Goodall.' I smiled. 'It looks like you had a success  
 
    tonight, a full house. '  
 
    'The headaches. You wouldn't believe the headaches.'  
 
    He weighed me up like I was a secondhand car he was thinking of  
 
    buying.  
 
    'Tommy tells me you'll be boxing yourself soon, start of next  
 
    season.'  
 
    'All being well I will be.' I grinned hopefully.  
 
    'Hope so Paul. The game's almost dead. It's crying out for some new blood.'  
 
    He swivelled on his heel in a cloud of smoke and returned the way he'd come without a backward glance or another word.  
 
    How did he know me? I hadn't been in the national papers or on the radio. How the fucking hell did he know me? After a minute's deep thinking I had the answer, or I'd bet my life I had. When Tommy had come to the beach back in '73 he'd invited me to watch his heavyweight sensation in action that night in some hall up the north shore, The Blackpool Sportsman's Guild or a name similar. Peter had been in with Guinea Rodger at the top of the bill and he'd fought then as if he'd been frightened of being hit. He should have walked in and battered Guinea Rodger like Spinks had done with him tonight. I'd shouted for him to steam in; he was two stones heavier and Rodger couldn't hit anyway. I'd sparred with him a week or two earlier in some North London gym -the sweat, the smell, the memory came flooding back as though it was yesterday.  
 
    It had been some enormous barn of a place with donkeymen, ice-cream, rock, candy floss, Tee shirt print, tea stall owners, all sitting 4 to a table wearing ancient evening suits, clapping politely between rounds and telling me to be quiet as though it was the National Sporting Club and they were only there to appreciate the aesthetics of the game. Mind you I did say I'd batter the pair of 'em and told them all to bollocks off before I'd left the place in disgust. Manny had been one of those I'd told to bollocks off. No, no, had he hell, he'd been the promoter. Yes, that's right, he'd been the promoter and Tommy had been his matchmaker, just like tonight.  
 
    It all came back with startling clarity, Tommy holding his hair in place on the beach, the phoney crowd, the phoney boxing, the phoney clapping, the whole charade. It had been a typical Blackpool sideshow and nothing to do with fighting at all. Yes, and not just that, they were the ones who had stopped me from boxing and were making me wait now. They were both on the Board of Control and they'd inferred, well Tommy had, 'box on our shows or you won't box at all'. Now the penny had dropped I remembered Leon Spinks had exactly the same cornermen Hutchins had, two little black fellers and another much younger one.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were in the swindle too. The whole lot was one big swindle. No it wasn't, Conteh and Hutchins had been trying and so had many of the others on the bill but Peter hadn't and he was their star man. It was a knocking bet I'd fight him once I started and when I did there would have to be some changes made. I wasn't any side-show. The whole business made me itch as though a spider was crawling up my back. Manny Goodall, big time promoter, smoking tipped cigarettes and wearing a rumpled brown suit on the night of his biggest success, and on about headaches like a donkeyman on a rainy bank holiday Monday. It was enough to make anybody itch. What made it worse these were the people who said Alex was a bad influence. I'd need all his help with this mob when I did start.  
 
    On my way from the stadium with Nat announcing the winner of the last bout and requesting those remaining to stand for the National Anthem I remembered Peter had been on £600 that night too. It had to be his going rate I thought and decided I wanted more than him. I was worth it.  
 
    It wasn't until I walked into Del in some back street blues did I stop thinking about the discovery I'd made tonight. Manny, Tommy, Nat Basso, the Americans, the referee, the seconds, every man jack of them were in on the conspiracy but the boxers. No, even Peter was in the conspiracy. Alex was of the same opinion and said they weren't paid enough to try. That's why he hadn't been allowed a promoter's licence. They were frightened he would capture the market and boxers would only box on his promotions and they would have to pay better purses if they wanted to compete.  
 
    The only kids who'd given their all were the young lads coming through and the old plodders who really enjoyed a fight, the lads who made up the bill on every show. They'd never be champions although one would occasionally drop lucky like Richard Dunne, which would renew the hopes of them all. It was the likes of him who kept them all living in hope.  
 
    Richard Dunne had won the British heavyweight title from Bunny 10hnson one miserable Tuesday night in some club in Manchester, which rated 6 lines in 'The Daily Mirror', the standard of boxing had dropped so low. 10hnson, the British heavyweight champion, was l3st wet through and less than 6ft tall, a Jamaican who'd come over to live in Handsworth, Birmingham, and get a living boxing: after I'd  
 
      
 
    sparred with Guinea Rodger I'd sparred with Johnson. He wasn't big enough to make an impression but what he'd lacked in size he'd made up for with determination.  
 
    Along comes Dunne, 6' 3", 15st plus and pokes out a points win and the next thing he's fighting for the European title against a 7' beanpole who farmed reindeer in Lapland. Dunne grits his teeth for a round and a half and flattens the feller and then the press start screaming he could beat Ali. The big Yorkshireman is suddenly a paratrooper, a high rise scaffolder, a feller who's been about a bit. Ali is fat and old and ready to be taken. Dunne finds himself fighting Ali in Munich and it isn't a dream, he really has hit the jackpot. He tries his best for a while really believing he can win then slowly realises Ali on crutches with an arm in a sling is too good and loses heart. Reality sinks home with a half a dozen punches in the blink of an eye and he's out, but it doesn't end there. He fights Bugner on the strength of the World title fight and is in the big money once again.  
 
    All the young lads on the under-cards of every show live in the hope it will happen to them but unless they were signed up with the right people it never would. How many of them were aware of this nasty little fact of boxing politics and if they were, how many cared? Peter certainly didn't, the fraud. Well I wasn't, I'd do it on merit or I wouldn't do it at all.  
 
    At the moment I could beat the current crop of heavyweights in this country without having to train and probably the Europeans too providing I could stay fit and wasn't injured. No way did I want to be on a Blackpool side-show poncing about like Big Daddy or Giant Haystacks and the only way to make sure was to flatten everybody and get in the big league. I had everything; good wind, able to fight or box, as much bottle as it takes, but I was growing old and all the old injuries were catching up. I had no alternative but to go along with them if I wanted to turn all the years of training I'd done into money, but there was this 6 months to get through first. Once it was over and people saw I was genuine the following I'd have would be tremendous and it would grow. The likes of Manny Goodall and Tommy Miller wouldn't be able to hold me back.  
 
    The stadium flashed into mind.  
 
    The World Boxing Council had ordered it to be cleaned up or the  
 
    fight would be cancelled. Manny Goodall had been going to put the  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    fight on in the muck and squalor, the penny pinching snide. No wonder he. wears brown suits and smokes tipped cigarettes. Six months to get through and when I have, the reward will be to join his act. Behave and prove you're honest enough to join the swindle. It wouldn't be for long I thought, groping my way in the dark behind Del in some club ten minutes after leaving the stadium.  
 
    It was like walking into a stone wall about chest height and waking up. For what use my senses were I may as well have been asleep. The noise coming from two enormous loud-speakers was deafening, my ears overloaded once more in the space of an hour, and my eyes were blinded by a kaleidoscope of colours coming from a million tiny spot-lights dancing everywhere. The smell of humanity in all its glory clogged my nose, sweat and smoke, scent and sex, when-instantly everything was knocked into focus. Del had stopped before a table where Anita was sitting; I could see her over the top of his head. All my senses became alert and stood to attention. In the few seconds we looked at each other both knowing what the outcome of this meeting would be I took in her perfectly round Afro, her flawless skin texture, her dazzling teeth, her milk white eyes and thought of Pauline.  
 
    'I'll leave you two for a minute,' Del said, 'There's somebody I want to see. Wont be long.'  
 
    We were alone in a small cave of silence about a yard from the dance floor with the place heaving with people. Everybody it seemed was black or had a good portion of Negro blood from jet to Anita's coffee colour but they were mere shadows to the startling brightness of Pauline's memory. It was Pauline who was sitting before me and the deep probing scar she'd left wasn't healed and the memory still hurt. It was the pain of a relapse. Compared to Anita she was an old banger, a used and battered old motor. I even recalled making her wear a wig and false nails to smarten her up before we'd married, like polishing the car before it's sold. What a full bouncing cunt I'd been to fall in love and leave myself open to all the agony that followed. It wouldn't happen again although to fall in love with Anita wouldn't be difficult, she was breathtaking.  
 
    Pauline had said in one of her 'Dear Johns', another excuse for  
 
    being unfaithful, it wouldn't have worked anyway because I was too  
 
    old. If she could see me now I thought, recovering rapidly from the memory and realising it was the music making the row and not the  
 
      
 
    clock above the prison gate, she would be gutted, sick as a parrot. Never again would I be blinded by dazzling teeth and milk white eyes. Anyway Pauline had rotten cruel eyes the colour of fish. I should have known, all the signs were there but 1'd been blind. Del came back after a while very businesslike and full of importance, his manner when he didn't want interrupting. Bristling with contained power to make people wary, on this occasion Anita.  
 
    'Right, it's all arranged,' he said. 'You can move in whenever. It's handy, very central, but you'll have to share. Your own bedroom, and all that, and there's bags of room and they're two nice lads. Just muck in.'  
 
    Anita came with me to Blackpool that night, where we stayed in a boarding-house posing as a hotel on Central Drive. We went into the '001', a night club where 1'd often taken Pauline, just to dispel any thoughts the regulars may have we were still together and moved into the flat the following day. Anita, 5ft 10 and 19 years old with the looks and figure of a Playboy centre page was followed by Patsy, another Liverpool girl equally gorgeous and only 18 years old. Lily, Patsy's mate was the next and then Ann, an old friend and a divorcee. The two lads whose flat it was, a van driver and a typesetter, didn't mind whom I brought providing they made no snide comments about their relationship. They were desperately in love and couldn't help kissing and stroking each other's crutch every time they passed, which amounted to at least 20 times a day. It didn't bother me and I wished they wouldn't do it in the kitchen, but I didn't say anything.  
 
    Life zipped by like the needle skidding across a record in a tumble of events and incidents too numerous to mention. Every day seemed a month long until after two weeks I was thinking 1'd been out of gaol years so much had happened when I realised it was time I went home and settled into a routine. After years of the same dull colours, the same monotonous noises, the same hours for everything; brushing teeth, using the toilet, sleeping, waking, it takes a while and I found the best indicator was my bowel movement. Like everything the food was exactly the same week in, week out. Every Tuesday tea the same, every Saturday dinner, every meal of every week tallied down to the last slice of bread. The sudden influx of food solid enough to chew; nothing is served in prison that makes the use of a knife and fork necessary and 1'd often thought having teeth was superfluous to the 
 
      
 
      
 
    needs in gaol but now having to chew not only made my jaws ache but bunged up my system. My first discharge from prison had caused me to feel worse than I'd ever done. I'd gone a full week without using the toilet and when I had, in a girl's flat, I'd blocked up the plumbing and almost faded away from embarrassment. Now my bowels were in order and when they were in order then the rest of me was. It was time to find a routine and where better than with my family at home.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Four weeks later I was in the filthy fortress of Leeds gaol, remanded in custody and charged with GBH on my old school pal, Mick Sellers, and feeling as if justice and fair play must only exist on the playing fields of Eton.  
 
    Leeds gaol with its four wings built of huge lumps of Yorkstone blackened with the soot and grime of the West Riding coalfields reeked of misery and despair and the screws revelled in it like pigs in mud. They were fat and happy, content in the knowledge there was always somebody worse off and if they weren't they wanted to know why, but it was better than Durham had been and I didn't really mind being in at all. It was giving me time to analyse and adjust to the speed of life and redirect my plans along the straight and narrow. It was a breathing space that couldn't have come at a more appropriate time.  
 
    Everything had happened too quickly, too much happening before I had time to think, speed and rush and people and events; it had been like playing chess, doing a crossword, running a marathon, juggling Indian clubs and making love all at the same time and Leeds gaol was a welcome respite. The charge didn't worry me although the police were making a meal of it and on about another long sentence. I had faith in the truth and thought I'd be given bail in a week or two. I was getting a visit every day from a married woman who thought I was Al Capone. If I was released she said I could move in with her. In fact she insisted I did, and was divorcing her husband in preparation.  
 
    We'd met the Saturday night Ronnie had come over; my first Saturday night at home, after we'd toured all the city centre pubs, or most of them, and then gone to Heppy's Nite Spot. Ronnie was the mate who'd been with me when I'd robbed the bookie's accountant and he'd been a friend even longer then Del or Michael. He'd served his sentence in Lancaster gaol while I'd been stuck in Durham and Liverpool, and he'd had the gym red-bands job. Ron was like that,  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    nothing and nobody could upset him and he always got a decent job in gaol. The gym job suited old Ron down to the ground. He'd been a pro footballer with Blackpool, played in the same team as Sir Stanley Mathews at one time and was still a dab hand at the game. He is 3 years older, 6" shorter, stocky, deft and very fast, a typical inside-left. He was a Cockney originally from Camden Town and had moved to Blackpool as a lad of 14 but he still retained his dialect even though he regarded Blackpool as home. He was fitting petrol tanks into new garages now and living with Josie, a tall, very attractive girl who was the mother to his only son, Jason, aged 7. They were at home witching the telly with the old feller and mother while we were out having a night on the town just like old times.  
 
    We'd gone from one pub to another and at 11 o'clock we'd strolled up the cobbled alley off the beaten track to Heppy's. On the neon sign on the gable end it read, 'Heppy' s Nite Spot. Fish 'N strips', but for all that it was still the best club in town. We were sitting at the back watching the antics of the band, 'The Kalahari Bushmen' , on the small stage and sharing a bottle of Barsac. We'd been in the place about 10 minutes when a tall woman dressed completely in black with a frizzy bush of black hair parading before the table drew my attention. She smiled crookedly and sort of minced past, walking in such a way I couldn't help but notice her. Over the following hour I realised the women in the place were already spoken for and she'd paraded before the table another six times in exactly the same fashion. She was elected on pure effort.  
 
    On her way past for the seventh time I smiled invitingly and asked if she'd like to sit down and rest her feet. She flew round the table to the chair next to me, hitched it nearer and then grimaced. It was supposed to be a smile but she could have been sitting on a nail. Her lipstick had been applied with a toothbrush and her eyebrows were different colours. After I'd poured her a glass of wine she told me her brother was serving 8 years in Parkhurst. Prison was the only link between us and it crept into the atmosphere like a gas leak. I changed the subject quickly to discover she was married with a 3-year-old daughter and her husband didn't mind her having a night out with her mate on Saturdays. We talked of this and that; I was surprised she had such a working knowledge of the local villains and villainy in general. It bored me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Listen', I leaned closer. 'You know I've just been released?'  
 
    She nodded knowingly, peering into my eyes.  
 
    'Well, my knackers are like two tins of Fussels milk. Straight, it's coming out of my ears. If you'll let me give you one you're quite welcome to stay, but if not I'd like you to step away and leave the seat vacant. I'm wanting a bird a bit desperate like.'  
 
    The band had retired by this time and a DJ was playing records for a swarm of dancers on the poky little dance floor. She didn't answer but swivelled her head like a submarine periscope across the dance floor. Her neck was long and white, the epitome of femininity, and suddenly I realised I would like to fuck her and I'd not just asked the question to liven her up.  
 
    'If you can get your mate to go with my mate we can use her house and she only lives round the corner,' she said, looking hopefully in Ron's direction. He was studiously observing some argument against the top bar and taking no notice of the immediate proceedings. He was madly in love with Josie and it would take somebody special for him to be unfaithful.  
 
    'Who's your mate?' I asked, thinking, I hope she's better than you.  
 
    'Her in the red dress in the far corner.' She indicated vaguely towards the dance floor with a wave of a long slim hand. There were four girls wearing red dresses but the one in the far corner was a film star, and that's what Ron would say.  
 
    'Ron, me old pal,' I said leaning forward so I wouldn't have to shout over the music, 'I've got a bird here who'll let me give her one providing you go with her mate.' He turned and gave the lady in black a quick once-over, his face not envious at all.  
 
    'Oh yes, who's her mate then?' he asked guardedly.  
 
    'Her in the red dress in the far corner,' I answered, feeling pleased. He surveyed the dance floor for a second or two.  
 
    'Which one?' Turning to the lady in black I instructed her to call her friend over.  
 
    We looked on as she waved and called 'Marion.' The film star didn't move but the music was loud and insistent and she may not have heard. 'Marion,' she called again, 'Marion.'  
 
    From behind the film star emerged a little plump woman.  
 
    'Yahoo,' she called, waving as though we were in a supermarket.  
 
    'Is that your mate?' I panicked.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded happily, waving Marion to the table.  
 
    'Bollocks,' Ron said quietly, turning away.  
 
    In retrospect I took advantage of Ron' s good nature by insisting he go with Marion. Obviously Marion was in need of a good-looking lad like him and showed her appreciation by leaving long red scratches all down his back causing him to wear a T-shirt so Josie wouldn’t 't notice. Elaine, as the lady in black was called, gave me her telephone number before we parted but I didn't ring, not until after we'd met half-way through the following week.  
 
    She'd come into 'The Wine Lodge' with a pack of girls all built like the Australian tourists and left them the second she'd clapped eyes on me sitting alone next to the ladies' toilet. We'd spent the night in Caesar's hotel and in the morning she'd asked if I'd like to live with her. Her marriage was on its last legs and she was thinking very seriously of putting in for a divorce. What could I say, I didn't really fancy her all that much but she did live in a lovely big house in one of the better parts of town. A quiet backwash behind the Queen Elizabeth Grammar School and very handy for something I'd had in mind for ages. I rang her regularly after that but I didn't see much of her for diving about getting a few bob but she 'd been with me the night the GBH had happened and was of the opinion I shouldn't have been locked up. She was confident I'd be given bail, if not this week, the week after, and when I was, her husband would be gone and I could move in. It would suit me fine because living at home made me feel I was imposing, living there under protest and not really welcome at all.  
 
    The bed I had was the one I'd had since I'd grown out of a cot, piss stains and all. It was in the corner of the bedroom Mother and Kay used to keep most of their market stock. It was no different to sleeping in a warehouse and it was musty too because the old feller wouldn't let me open the windows or even the curtains in case a passing burglar happened to look through the window. It made sense if a passing burglar would creep the length of the garden and negotiate his way round a heap of old car tyres, knackered batteries, boxes of rubbish, and rolls of old linoleum.  
 
    The old feller was the most security-conscious feller in the world. The front door was locked and bolted and a pile of heavy boxes stacked behind it. It was permanently closed and even the letter box  
 
      
 
      
 
    was blocked. He said he'd made it like this to stop draughts but he couldn't kid me. Every night he'd check the back door was locked and bolted every time it was used and if a window had to be opened he'd stand guard until it was closed again. It was his new job now he'd retired, security man for Mother's and Kay's market gear. All the house was full of it not just my bedroom. The toilet, the bathroom, every cupboard and drawer, even the outside shed was bursting at the seams with stuff for the market. It used not to be like this but as Mother expanded, they stood more markets with different stock so the house had filled gradually. Her, Dad, and Kay had managed to keep their own little sanctuaries where they could sit comfortably and watch the telly, video, or read. Not me, I had to balance on piles of gear, and if I moved anything to make a bit of room the old feller would leap to his feet and order me to leave it alone, while Mother would smile ruefully and explain she needed it in the morning. The first week I'd set to with a scrubbing brush, wax and polish, ignoring the cries of anguish and threats to stop or else, and made the living room more acceptable to my orderly standard of living. It wasn't that I was institutionalised as they both said, excusing my behaviour, but the natural reaction of any sane thinking feller. The market had taken over their way of life but it wasn't taking over mine. The house wasn't anything more than a 3-bedroomed warehouse with carpets.  
 
    Everything imaginable was in the house, every modem convenience, and out in the road, carefully parked was a Transit and Escort van, a Cortina estate car and Kay's Sunbeam Rapier. In the fridge I'd found a leg of lamb covered in mould, lumps of rancid cheese, mouldy stumps of salami, and in the cupboards there were vegetables rotting away. They had too much money to my way of thinking and the old feller agreed. He hadn't a say in things now though, now he wasn't the breadwinner. I refused to pay any board in protest. Naturally I didn't give my reason or Mother would think me totally crackers so what I said was, 'I'm not paying board to sleep in a warehouse like a nightwatchman' s dog.' She accepted my offer to pay a third of the telephone and electric bill, and I'd buy the meat. She didn't mind in the least providing I was happy.  
 
    Happy! I wasn't really happy at all, although under the circumstances I should have been, just coming out of the nick and all that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mother, I still called her Mam, while my cheeky young sister called her Betty, was always preoccupied with the market, either buying, selling or thinking about one or the other. She had no interest in the home at all. She used not to be like this, not before I'd started getting myself locked up. Everything she'd done then had been for the home, to make it somewhere to be proud of. She was a dab hand at home improvements, wiring, joinery, painting, and she'd always been a worker and a good worker too. She'd made dresses to order on her treadle sewing machine for the neighbours. She'd made beautiful flowers from coloured crepe paper which she'd sold by the thousand. She'd been the local hairdresser and at one time, before it was legal, the local bookmaker. When Kay was born we'd moved to this house from a prefab so Kay would have her own bedroom and she'd done her level best to make this into a home too. All across the back garden were high young cedars and elms that she'd planted when we'd first arrived. They'd been tender young saplings then but Mother had said they would grow into beautiful trees which would give the house character and the air of permanence. Her prediction had come true but all the rest had fallen by the wayside. The market had taken over at the expense of being a mother. When I asked Mother why she let my cheeky young sister call her Betty, Kay answered. 'I can't keep calling you Mam, love, can I? It wouldn't sound right behind the stalls would it love?' If I'd used the same patronising tone Mother would have crowned me with a milk bottle.  
 
    All the house and way of life was geared towards the market and when I asked Mother why she didn't care about the house she'd given me a lecture. She had been sitting in her chair by the fire about a quarter of an hour after she'd come back from the bingo and I was in Kay's place on the settee. Kay was out and Dad was in bed but he'd be up the minute she returned to make sure the locks and bolts were on properly. 'But the house is filthy Mam, full of junk and rubbish and you're not bothered.'  
 
    She glared at me for a moment, then lifted her glasses to rub her eyes. She made this gesture often these days as if she was cleaning the blackboard of her brain ready for another lesson.  
 
    'There's no joy in this house for me, not with him in there.' She paused to light a cigarette and take a mouthful of tea, marshalling her thoughts. 'When you went away I turned to him for comfort. It broke  
 
      
 
      
 
    my heart that first time.' Her eyes blazed for an instant. 'Where was he, the big tough man who'd fight anybody. He was in bed crying himself to sleep. He wasn't worth talking to so I centered my life round our Kay. He wanted nothing to do with her, and even if he had I wouldn't have let him. I told him if he ever touched her, never mind hit her like he hit you I'd go to the police. He had his chance with you and look what a job he made.' She had another drink before she continued, 'I've brought her up and now she has a car, goes abroad twice a year, plenty of clothes, plenty of friends and she's worth her weight in gold on the market. '  
 
    It didn't matter what subject we started with it always came back to the market. I could understand her motives but I didn't agree with her sentiments. Our Kay had a horse Dad had bought for her 14th birthday. How many girls in council houses owned horses? None that I knew of. Every morning in all weathers he'd go on Kay's bike, about a mile and a half, to feed, groom, and take it from the stable to the field. The poor sod would have been locked up all day without the old feller. Kay didn't seem to appreciate it either. He wasn't above using a bit of violence and had a volatile temper but he was generous, scrupulously honest and had all his priorities right. We'd never had a lot but we'd had everything, mind you Mother was mainly responsible for the little luxuries but only because the old feller thought luxuries unnecessary. Me going in the nick had broken his heart and because of me they'd more or less parted company. He'd retired to bed to lick his wounds and Mother had transferred the love she'd had for me to Kay, but she hadn't quite made it and tried to make up the difference with material things, money and what money could buy. I'd been away that long she'd forgotten how it used to be and all of them had gradually settled into a way of life without me. Naturally it gave me a terrible feeling of guilt and the only way I could ever hope to make amends was to make them happy now. If I was a success at boxing it would please the old feller no end and then I'd have to find some way to please Mother. She would be pleased if I just managed to stay out of the nick. Elaine went on the market to see her and let her know I was all right and to relate the latest details of the case, put her mind at rest, but Mother knew the circumstances behind the charge and felt I'd be OK at the end of the day.  
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    It started the day I'd been with the old feller on one of his South Yorkshire rounds selling towels. It was the only job I could ever remember the old feller having; door to door selling, or in this case shop to shop selling. Although he was retired when the horses he'd backed came nowhere he'd get himself out and earn a bob or two. He'd asked Mother if I could borrow the car to drive him and at 4 o'clock that afternoon he'd replaced the petrol, given me a tenner and earned himself £40, and then taken me to 'The Clothiers', a pub at the bottom of Dewsbury Road, at about 8.30, to celebrate. On going through the door the first feller I'd seen was my old school pal, fat Mick Sellers.  
 
    He'd been one of my best mates at school and after we'd left we'd still been mates right up to me first being sent away. He was enormous, almost as wide as he was tall with a girth like a carthorse. Naturally we were overjoyed to bump into each other and his wife, Janet, said she was pleased to meet me at long last after hearing so much about me all her married life. Mick had a mini supermarket at the other end of the estate, about a mile from home, which Janet looked after while he titivated and sold bread-and-butter motor cars. When I had nothing to do he invited me to come down to the shop, it was the live-in type, and meet the kids, two lads 13 and 11, and twin daughters aged 6. It was exactly what I'd been looking for, a local pal and somewhere to go out of the house.  
 
    At this time I'd been out of Durham about 3 weeks and was just beginning to find my feet. For a couple of weeks it was ideal, just like old times with Mick messing about with old motors like he'd messed about with fishing rods and cig' lighters when we'd been at school, and me getting in his way and passing him the wrong tools. We nipped to warehouses to re-stock the shelves to keep Janet happy and generally messed about all day long. One afternoon Mick left me to go look at a van he might buy and I was doing a little job in the kitchen when Janet sidled up and said something I didn't quite catch.  
 
    'What did you say Janet?'  
 
    'I said, I wished you hadn't come to the shop.'  
 
    'Why, is there something missing?'  
 
    'No, it's nothing like that, you daft sod.' She hesitated, as if trying to make a decision. 'I've fallen in love with you.'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hurried on with, 'Come to the shop tonight at 8 o'clock. I've got to see you alone and explain.'  
 
    The shop doorbell jingled before I'd gathered my wits but over tea that night I decided I would go and tell her to fall in love with somebody else. I didn't want to embarrass her if I could help it and I didn't want Mick to find out. It wouldn't be pleasant to discover his wife was a slag. At that moment women in general were the most devious, treacherous, despicable people on earth who thought all the world revolved between their legs and no man could resist. All she was after was a bit of romance and intrigue after the boredom of the shop all day and maybe a seeing to because Mick had been neglecting his duty. With his great belly holding 15 pints every night it was understandable. To prevent any temptation I invited a pal of mine from Sheffield to come with me but when I knocked on the door Mick answered with a loaded crossbow pointing at my chest.  
 
    'Go on, fuck off,' he growled, 'and don't let me see you down here again.' There wasn't anything I could say although I did say it wasn't what it appeared but I was wasting my breath. It sickened me but all I could do was try and scrub the incident from my mind.  
 
    Three nights later, on the Saturday, Elaine and myself had toured all the pubs in the city centre as though we were in a race when I said in no uncertain terms I'd had enough of running about and suggested we go to 'The Clothiers' and put our feet up or I was going home. All this rushing wasn't what I was used to and she had to keep being reminded. On entering the first person I saw was Mick, and standing by his side, looking as if butter wouldn't melt in her mouth was Janet. He was staring at me with the face of a basset-hound, an expression I'd not seen before, sort of baleful and menacing at the same time.  
 
    'Hello Mick, how are you mate.' I grinned and nodded to Janet.  
 
    They didn't speak but years of friendship caused Mick to nod. After I'd pushed my way back from the bar I was surprised to see he was in a heated discussion with Elaine about the method the Ripper was using to kill his victims. The ice was thoroughly broken after la minutes and we were all sitting round a table as if the incident with the crossbow hadn't happened. We went to Heppy's from there, where Mick and Janet astounded everybody with a display of rock 'n roll the likes of which hadn't been seen since the days of Bill Haley and Little Richard. The entire place erupted with loud and prolonged  
 
      
 
    applause when they'd finished, both knackered and gasping for breath. A short while later Mick invited us back to the shop for a nice bit of steak and chips and Janet chipped in with, 'I've still got some of that spicey German sausage you like so much Paul.'  
 
    If I hadn't been so happy we were all on an even keel I'd have paid more attention to the look Mick shot at her. His eyes flared like two Very lights.  
 
    Elaine was giving Janet a hand in the kitchen and Mick and I were in the living room, him sitting in his usual place next to the big chest freezer and me standing on the rug a few feet away. The kid's clothing was scattered on the settee and the room was much like my bedroom with gear from the shop. He was tapping a boning needle as though it was a drum stick on the freezer and looking at me like he had in 'The Clothiers' earlier.  
 
    'They don't get up with one of these in 'em,' he said quietly.  
 
    Maybe then I should have called in Janet and ordered her to explain but the animosity it would cause would be worse than being stabbed. Anyway I could handle his 23st. with or without a weapon.  
 
    'No, they don't get up with one of these in 'em,' he repeated, inspecting the point.  
 
    My left hand was in a sling on account of a rip in my little finger that had turned gangrenous. That very morning I'd had the rotten flesh cut away and been instructed to wear the sling. If he attempted to stick the needle in me I'd hit him with my right fist and knock him sparko.  
 
    It wouldn't be difficult with fat Mick. He was still knackered from the dancing exhibition and I'd all the time in the world. He couldn't leap to his feet quicker than I could hit him. Just when he reached shoulder height I'd step in and clip him on the chin and knock him out, grab his shoulders as he slumped back and steer him into the chair so he didn't waken the kids or break anything as he fell. When he came round I'd have persuaded Janet to tell him.  
 
    Fucking tell him Janet, I'd say, or I'll tell everybody why I'm not talking to Mick. I'll tell everybody you're a slag, and then I'd leave. Mick would understand but we wouldn't be friends.  
 
    'Listen Mick, I know what you're thinking and you've got it all wrong but you've as much chance of stabbing me with that as flying.'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'You fucking bastard.' He grunted from the effort of rising and I took half a step towards him and let go. As the punch left my shoulder my balance was all to cock caused by the sling on the other arm. As I adjusted my feet they became entangled in the carpet-rug and Mick was up with the skewer in his hand and I was falling face down onto the freezer. The first thing to hit would be the hole in my hand. I could see myself prostrate across the freezer with the 15" skewer between my shoulder blades. If that didn't kill me the pain from my hand would.  
 
    Twisting to avoid landing on my hand I snapped at him with my teeth and caught something soft. It was lapel I thought as it came away between my teeth and fell to the floor. I hit the freezer with my shoulder and straightened immediately to meet the attack. He was standing rigid and holding the side of his head. He'd gone the colour of milk and I realised it wasn't lapel but ear. I'd bitten his ear off as easily as I'd tear paper. Of all the rotten diabolical fucking luck it had to happen to me. Why couldn't he have had a proper ear, one that was fastened on properly. He wouldn't listen to reason at all and nearly fainted when Janet bustled in and picked it up from beneath his feet. I begged him to let me take him to the hospital but he wouldn't let me and threatened he'd get the crossbow if I didn't leave. 'Janet was sending for the ambulance,' Elaine said, walking to the car.  
 
    How I wished with all my heart it was Janet's ear I'd bitten.  
 
    The Monday morning, before I could get to a solicitor, I'd been ar-rested, charged, and remanded in custody for 7 days. The police objected to bail on the grounds the plaintiff, his wife and children were living in constant terror of me, and, of course my record. After 7 days they used exactly the same excuse and this time the old feller was in court. He went straight to the police complaints department and made a complaint. The copper who'd objected to bail had committed perjury, he'd told deliberate lies under oath and to prove it Mick came to visit the following week.  
 
    He had a thick crepe bandage over the injury but even that was hardly noticeable under his thick mat of black hair. His ear would be completely covered. Anyway he had ears like an elephant and I knew I hadn't ripped it all off, just sort of trimmed it a bit. Smartened it up. Might do the other one if he doesn't get me out I thought, watching him enter the visiting room looking sheepish and embarrassed, and  
 
      
 
      
 
    telling me he was sorry. Old Mick would do his level best to get me out but I was up against the coppers and they wanted me away, even Mick knew that now. He wouldn't listen when I'd told him what would happen if he didn't let me take him to the hospital.  
 
    'They'll send for the police Mick, once they see what's wrong with you and I'll get five years.' 'No you won't,' he'd promised, 'cos I'll tell 'em the fuckin' dog did it.' He added, 'Now fuck off afore I get the crossbow.' The police were involved up to their necks in the case, doing everything in their power to get Mick to alter his story, and the power they had had frightened him to death. Full-time police protection and all his visitors screened. They'd even stopped his dad from seeing him while he'd been in the hospital but they hadn't hustled him into a little room to see if they could dig something up about me like they'd done with the others.  
 
    They'd even been having a go at me through Paul while I'd been serving the last sentence, the old feller had told me. Until then he'd been pro-police. Little Paul, who'd been 21 months old, had been taken into the intensive care unit at Pinderfields after somebody had battered him. That was the diagnosis. Pauline, his mother, blamed her younger brother who'd been baby-sitting but the old feller strongly suspected Pauline. He'd gone up to Wood Street to report it and when the sergeant behind the desk realised I was his father he'd laughed in the old feller's face and asked when I was due to be released. If Mick knew about that little episode he'd realise the powers of the police were unlimited and they could do exactly what they wanted.  
 
    Mick gave me plenty to think about before I came up for bail for the third and final time. If it wasn't granted this time I was bang in trouble and the police would be objecting in the strongest possible terms. They'd been objecting since the second week I'd been out of Durham, when one accused me of knocking his elbow in Heppy's. He'd come to the table where I'd been sitting with Patsy and Lily, the two Liverpool girls, and asked if I was looking for a fight because I'd spilt beer all down his sleeve.  
 
    Both sleeves were dry and I'd not been near him. Leaning against the bar were five of his oppos supposed to be looking for the Ripper. Without a doubt I could have battered the lot of the useless bastards but that's what they were after. A week later the same copper came to the house with a sergeant and an inspector to ask why I'd been to the  
 
      
 
      
 
    Empire stores last week. This week they'd laid on an armed ambush. They thought I'd been going to rob the wages.  
 
    I'd explained I'd been driving past at dinner time just as all the girls were going back in, my pal thought they all looked like American majorettes and wanted to see them again. It was Michael, Del's brother, so I told the manager he was the Nigerian Postmaster-General and we wanted a look round because maybe the company could expand into Africa. We'd been given a conducted tour wearing security badges and seen a dozen girls I knew. They knew we weren't who we said we were and told the gaffer, who in turn told the coppers. They came to the house the day after the ambush wanting to know what my game was and to lay down the law, an inspector, a sergeant, and the copper who'd pulled me in Heppy's. In no uncertain manner I'd been told if I didn't get off their patch I'd spend 6 months out of every 12 on remand if I did anything or not. The inspector had told Mick while he'd been in hospital and added I shouldn't really be in prison, an animal like me should have my arms off at the elbow and my legs off at the knees and then be released.  
 
    The coppers in charge of this case were the sergeant and the one who'd pulled me in Heppy's. Mick said his name was Dawson, and he'd been about Wakefield years. Mick also told me Tommy had been to see him and promised free tickets to my first fight and said this bit of bother wouldn't alter anything, I'd still be on the first bill in the new season.  
 
    Tommy was very confident I'd be given bail and even arranged to have the ex-mayor of Castleford stand surety for me. My finger was almost better and I'd regained all the fitness I'd lost with late nights and whizzing about, with regular sleep and a session in the gym every day. Tommy had seen me perform in the ring with Phil Martin, his light-heavy who'd fought weeks earlier for the British title, and Peter. Tommy knew a good thing when he saw it and he had the pull to swing it for me.  
 
    Leeds produced me at the Magistrates court for the third time and it all went the prosecution's way until Mick breezed down the aisle and took the oath. When he'd finished the coppers didn't have a case but the old feller did with his complaint. Bail was granted providing I had two sureties of £200 each. The old feller and Burt Corris, Tommy's mate, the ex-Mayor, stood for me and I was released with  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    the only condition being I hadn't to associate with Mick, and to keep away from his shop.  
 
    The condition didn't say Mick couldn't associate with me though but apart from buying a car I saw nothing of him, because I was living at the other side of town with Elaine, in her lovely big 3-storey house overlooking the Grammar School playing-field. We spent the first night in the old feller's bed while he'd slept in mine, which had been a real surprise; I'd never thought they'd let me sleep at home with a married woman, and then I'd moved in with Elaine the following day.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    It was a peculiar house for a peculiar lady. From the front door to the back garden, you had to go through a funny little door under the stairs and down a steep flight of stone steps, along a narrow passage with a room either side, and out of the back door. The house was split level, about 12ft, and the very bottom floor wasn't used. The two rooms were acting as cellars and perfect for what I had in mind. The long, narrow back garden had fallen into neglect but it wasn't overgrown on account of the stately beech tree taking all the goodness from the soil. The kitchen and bathroom had been added after the house had been built and from its layout they hadn't existed before. It was a staircase with a room either side from the basement to the top bedrooms with the rooms progressively becoming smaller which gave the impression two more floors would end in a point. It was far too big for a single-child family so Elaine had taken in a lodger, a tiny half-caste girl with proportionately the biggest tits you could imagine. They came into view minutes before she did. She was 19, on the dole, but supplemented her income with part-time prostitution and a bit of shop-lifting. Her name was Wilma, and Elaine was her manager. When Wilma was in the house she acted the nurse to Elaine's daughter, but it was a job she didn't like. Before I could put my idea into operation the daughter would have to go.  
 
    The idea was to have an after-hours drinker, somewhere for people to go when the pubs and clubs had closed, providing I could find suitable premises and the rent wasn't too high. This was perfect, two soundproof rooms, no rent, and there was plenty of parking without attracting attention. The neighbours were all in flats in the adjoining  
 
      
 
    houses. Nobody would notice: Elaine would notice though and it was her house. She surprised me at home, she was a different woman altogether. Around the town of a night she acted and postulated as if she was a big wheel in the Mafia. Her hair style a huge frizzy Afro, and all her clothes were black, plain black, like the Phantom of the Opera, and she had a terrible habit of talking from the side of her mouth. She didn't care if her lipstick smudged and smeared talking the way she did and it was at these times 1 fancied she would accept the idea no problem. At home she hung the black mac and her gangster guise in the wardrobe and became a different woman altogether. She became an ordinary housewife with a small daughter. The house was spotless from top to bottom and she could knock up a decent meal without fuss or bother. She wore normal clothes, skirts, blouses, dresses, in pleasant colours but just occasionally she'd lapse into criminal jargon that would shatter the image completely. It would have to be at home when 1 asked, when she was normal, otherwise she might change her mind, but before 1 could 1 had to get rid of the daughter.  
 
    She was a pretty little girl at first glance but the more 1 saw of her the more 1 thought she was as peculiar as her mother. She would stand for ages looking at me without expression but a wary glint in her eye, and trying to weigh the job up. One minute she had a dad, the next minute she had me. She wasn't frightened or timid, just puzzled. She would stand about a yard from the side of the double bed and the instant she saw my eyes open she'd twirl away and disappear. She would go into the garden to throw bricks and stones at the cat from next door, or find somewhere different to hide. She had a remarkable ability to get herself in places she couldn't be found. Sometimes 1 supervised her nightly bath like her Daddy had and she didn't mind, not even when 1 'accidentally' managed to get soap in her eyes and pointed out her Daddy wouldn't be so careless.  
 
    The next time she stood at the side of the bed 1 kept my eyes closed and said quietly so Elaine wouldn't hear, 'I've killed your Daddy and buried him in the back garden.' She didn't answer but twirled away as she'd done before. The idea was to set up a chain where she would want, demand, to see him. 'I want my Daddy,' she'd begin to cry but she didn't. Three mornings later 1 said it again and this time she reacted. 'Daddy kill you,' her little girl's voice lowered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'He run you over with a motor car.' She strutted from the bedroom like a judge leaving the courtroom after pronouncing sentence. What she said or what she did I didn't know but she'd gone when I came back from Great Yarmouth a few days later. She was living with her Daddy in Horbury, and I had enough money to get started. The trip to Yarmouth had been well worthwhile.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Knowing I'd 6 months to get through before I could earn a living boxing I'd spent hours thinking of how I could survive without breaking the law. There wasn't any chance of signing on the dole for me, not because I wasn't eligible but I didn't want to feel I had to ponce to get by. Signing on the dole was no different to begging and admitting defeat. It wasn't in my nature to work for somebody else either even if I could find a suitable job. There was no way I needed or wanted a boss, I was quite capable of bossing myself. Self-reliance was a lesson the old feller and Mother had taught me from being a nipper and almost 13 years in the nick had done the rest. I'd had £76 when I'd been released from Durham, of which I'd given Davy £25 the first morning. He'd given me it back ages ago and at the same time brought a few bits and pieces for me to sell which had given my finances a much needed boost. It wasn't the only bit of wheeling and dealing I'd done, always with lads from out of town, and I'd always managed to have a few quid in my pocket, but the point was I didn't like or want to break the law.  
 
    The least sniff and Dawson would be on me like a ton of bricks. I'd had enough of the nick; almost 13 years was a good lump of life for a feller my age. There was so much to do, so much to make up for, so many places to see, but it all took money and I hadn't any.  
 
    Apart from the after-hours drinker I'd fancied I could earn a living, a good living, selling snide jewellery, bracelets, rings, watches, all ramped and stamped as the real thing but I hadn't been able to find any for sale, not until after I'd been in Leeds for Mick's ear. The library red-band, a little fresh-faced kid from Accrington, with a gold tooth, had introduced himself and told me he was a pal of Norman's, and advised me I should go look him up when I was given bail.  
 
    'You'll get bail, can't keep you in,' he'd said. 'Get yersel across and see Norman. He's allus on about you and he'll put you straight in touch with somebody. Go and see him.'  
 
    The following weekend, in a car Mick was trying to sell me, I'd gone across to Norm's village to look him up. He'd been standing in the front garden as if he'd been primed I was coming. After I'd had words with him I bought the car and Norm not only introduced me to a feller who had exactly what I was looking for but came with me to Great Yarmouth to see if I could sell it.  
 
    It had been exactly 10 years since I'd first met baldy old Norm, in Nottingham prison. He'd been serving 4 years at the time and when he'd gone on the hostel to serve his last 6 months working outside he'd brought me in a little parcel every week of eggs and meat. It had been a lifesaver. At 21 I'd always been hungry and Norm was 37 and we hadn't really been friendly. It was a terrible risk for him to take for a young lad he hardly knew and I'd always been grateful and appreciated his nerve.  
 
    During my latest sentence he'd shouted to me from the fours on G wing in Liverpool the minute I'd come from the punishment landing and two minutes later we'd been in the same cell. We were in the same cell all through the summer of '75, baldy old Norm and me. It was the most enjoyable period I'd ever spent anywhere. He was shrewd, calculating, knew everything about everything; It had been Norm who showed me how to make the kettle and he was the most reliable, straightest, wisest feller you could ever wish to meet. He'd been discharged and I'd gone back to Durham.  
 
    The village where he lived was out in the country on the border of Wakefield and Barnsley, in a council house the likes of which was unique. It looked no different to the others from outside, a neat lawn and flower beds and double gates but when I went inside I couldn't believe my eyes. Walls had been demolished and new ones erected with all the back wall being French windows overlooking a huge pond with lilypads and surrounded with a lovely stone crazy-paving path. Beautiful rosewood wall units and well-worn chesterfield settees seemed to be everywhere and the atmosphere was that of a home, a real home, not like the warehouse, and I loved old Norm all the more. His wife, Kathlene, was responsible for the home and all that was in it and it was Norm's job to provide the money. It seemed ample too judging from the house and the size of his kids, three powerful boys and a girl. His eldest lad was a paratrooper, one a trainee miner, one waiting to be a paratrooper, and the girl worked in a supermarket.  
 
      
 
    He took me across to Doncaster to meet his mate Sam, the feller who would and did sell me some jewellery. We did a straight swop for a bit of something I had for 15 rings with either a ducat or a full or half sovereign mounted, ten 40z gents' ID bracelets and 2 ladies', all ramped and stamped 18ct and a couple of days later we set off for Yarmouth.  
 
    The reason why I'd picked Yarmouth to start was I knew some people who were renting shops for the season who would either buy the stuff or mark my card on possible punters. After I'd explained all this to Norm he said, 'But tha'll need some money afore you set off an', ave got none. '  
 
    Neither had I but I had a bag full of 18ct jewellery.  
 
    'Nobody will buy it,' he argued, 'Nobody is that daft.'  
 
    'Leave it to me Norm, and remember what we both said in G4-1. I've never been in that part of the world.' We'd agreed if we ever got chance we would visit all the places we'd only read about and go to places we'd never been.  
 
    On the 4-hour drive we stopped for some ' snap', as he called food, at a village pub, when out of the blue he asked about Pauline and the little lad. He knew all about her; the visit with the carving knife, the 57 'Dear 10hns', and Kath had been the one who'd sent the report in that stopped me writing for 18 months. With Norm rubbing his belly, he called it a ropp, and saying how full he was I told him of Pauline and the boy on the second leg of the journey.  
 
      
 
    * ** * 
 
      
 
    It had been about a fortnight before I'd gone in Leeds, one miserable rainy Tuesday morning when I'd gone looking for Pauline, in the Cortina Mother lent me. She lived on Portobello estate at the other side of the city, a place I'd not been before. It wasn't a big estate and I'd thought if I cruised around for a while I'd be bound to see a clue to her whereabouts. Failing that I felt sure somebody would know her and I'd only to ask. After touring the narrow maze of council houses for an hour, all the roads exactly alike, I went to the probation office to make enquiries.  
 
    The estate was a desert of misery where a man could tramp its narrow streets without meeting a soul, lost and alone, and never find his  
 
      
 
      
 
    way out. The whole place had an air of rejection, as if the council had forgotten about it. It was good enough for her.  
 
    The probation officer had been to see me twice while I'd been in Durham, both times after she'd had the baby, to judge from my reac-tions whether I'd any intention of harming her. Nine months earlier she'd been put on probation for working and drawing social security and I'd bet her excuse had been she was only trying to get some money so she could leave town before I was discharged and then played on my reputation even more once she was pregnant. I'd told Norm I'd forgive her when I was released and when I'd gained her confidence we'd go on a day trip to Bridlington and throw her off the cliffs at Flamborough. He didn't try to dissuade me but told me something a pal of his had done in similar circumstances which made far more sense. The moral appealed to me.  
 
    The probation officer, a tall, skinny feller with a Fair Isle pullover and a wispy beard was surprised to see me and, after he'd listened, had Pauline and my boy in his office in less than a hour. After a coffee in town I arranged to take her out the following Sunday evening.  
 
    She came from the house dressed like the cover of a lames Hadley Chase novel, all blonde hair and a two-piece suit, a cheap one from the secondhand market. She had no guilt or shame and was currently living with a young kid who was working for slaves' wages at Rawsons mill. He wasn't the father of her latest kid either. After two hours in a Barnsley pub with her on guard and me at my most charming, she asked if I'd take her to Heppy's but I wouldn't and offered to take her home instead.  
 
    'You can't,' she protested, 'I'm living with somebody.'  
 
    'Oh yes I can,' I pointed out. 'I'm you're husband.'  
 
    She had me wait in the street while she kicked him out. It was  
 
    11.30 Sunday night so what chance did I have in the nick?  
 
    He went over the back fence where I was waiting and wailing fit to wake the neighbours about how much he loved her. Big wet sloppy tears rolling down his cheeks.  
 
    'I love her, I do, I love her. It's been the 'appiest nine months of me life. I love her, I do.'  
 
    He was skint, didn't have a carrot but was confident he'd be able to thumb a lift back to Bolton.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After I'd pointed out she was a bastard and given him a fiver to make Pauline appear worse I returned to claim my wife. Completely naked I adjusted the curtains with her watching wide-eyed from the bed to let her see I hadn't altered, still had the same old body that used to turn her on. After I'd fucked her she told me she loved me, had always loved me and she wished she'd waited. Being very careful to hide my true feelings I tried to give the impression I still loved her and if we worked at it maybe we could get back together. Breakfast, a plateful of eggs, sausages, tomatoes and beans which she'd bought deliberately with the hope I'd be stopping, I told her to pack her bags and leave town or I'd break her legs. She yelled about me being a cruel bastard and how I hadn't looked once at the baby in the cot but all I said was, 'You've been told,' as I went through the door.  
 
    Paul was a grand little lad, lively, quick, just like Kay had said, and he had the looks of a little angel. Ripe blond hair and skin so flawless it glowed. If she didn't move I'd never be away from him. I'd become involved and I didn't trust myself not to carry out the threat. He was only a baby yet and little lads want mothers not dads at his age. There was plenty of time to get to know him.  
 
    She might have gone or she might still be there, I didn't know when I pulled up in a back street just off the front in Great Yarrmouth, and I wasn't interested either, selling the jewellery was far more important. If it was something I could do then waiting for the new season wouldn't be a problem at all.  
 
    The fellers I'd come to see had been the same fellers whose interests I'd minded 4 years earlier in Blackpool after the lifeguard job. Although the mock auction act had been introduced back in '74 (now it carried 6 months and a £2,000 fine) the police in Gt Yarmouth didn't know a mock-auction shop from a rock stall. The lads had moved lock, stock and barrel across country and carried on where they'd left off. There were new faces and old who greeted me that night in a disco on the sea front and I had no trouble at all in selling rings and bracelets. Vinnie, the first feller who'd employed me told me to get myself across to Rhyl as quick as I could and see Christmas Tree, Pete Shepherd's nickname, and I was certain to earn a nice few quid. He wouldn't tell me lies or give me shit, we'd been friends donkey's years so I promised I'd go and then told him about the boxing licence I'd been promised.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'Listen, when you have your first fight I'll be there, but if you're anything like the fuckin' lumps I've been watching I won't come again. I don't want boring to death. If you give me something to cheer I'll be there every time, OK.'  
 
    Vinnie never beat about the bush, a smart-looking Jewish feller from Leeds, ten years older then me. He had to earn £500 a week just to pay his drinks bill. He was entitled to value for money a feller who could earn money like him.  
 
    The hotel where Norm and I were staying, a big one on the promenade, with a marvellous view of a oil -rig out in the bay, had ac-cepted a gent's ID in lieu of cash when we'd first arrived.  
 
    The story I'd given was we'd brought a consignment of jewellery but had a breakdown on the way and by the time we arrived the shops we had to deliver to had closed. Repairing the car had taken all our spare cash. They accepted a bracelet as a deposit for two rooms and full board until the shops opened and I could settle up. While I'd been telling the owner, a youngish Greek-Cypriot feller, Norm had been on the front step dying of embarrassment. When I came downstairs the morning we were leaving and hoping to sneak away leaving him with the bracelet he was waiting with a huge smile on his dark features at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    'Good morning.' He greeted me, and instantly I had visions of hoards of police waiting to arrest me for deception or fraud or both. It didn't matter, I could easily settle the bill. He wanted a quiet word in private at the back of the dining room. I couldn't believe my ears. The bill was no problem, he said, and asked if we could come to some arrangement about buying the bracelet and another for his chef. Obviously to keep my story plausible I had to hum and har, and go on about stock checks and putting my job in jeopardy, but I managed to accommodate him and take the risk.  
 
    'Tha's got more front than Blackpool,' Norm said in the car going home.  
 
    'Nowt wrong wi' that Norm. Yer can't get locked up for havin' front,' I pointed out lapsing into his broad dialect.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Elaine was alone in the house when I arrived back, the little girl was with her Dad and Wilma had gone too. Elaine had booted her out  
 
      
 
    in a fit of jealousy although she didn't say so directly. She blamed Wilma for holding out on her dole money. Elaine was obsessed with jealousy and I'd watched it grow since I'd moved in. With all my formative years spent boxing and in the nick I'd be a real dummy if I couldn't read people without them having to open their mouth; I'd been doing it all my life, but anybody could have read the signs Elaine left.  
 
    She'd been flippant about my comings and goings the first week or so and then she began asking questions about where I'd been and whom I'd seen. She began coming in to watch me bath and offering to wash my hair and back and sitting opposite while I had breakfast, and touching me all the time. It had been the idea to get her jealous but not like this. She wouldn't leave me alone. Many would call it love, 'She's falling in love,' they'd say, but I'd say she was crackers with jealousy.  
 
    At first I'd been really happy and thought she was a great girl after visiting Leeds nick every day and selling most of her jewellery to buy health foods for me. Half a dozen silver rings she'd worn like knuckle-dusters and she hadn't done anything to make me feel any differently until she'd started asking her questions. She wasn't pretty and she didn't have a figure but she satisfied my needs perfectly. Anita, Patsy, and Co. had made up for all the girls I'd missed and Elaine didn't take the edge off my fitness. The house had plenty of room, there were miles of leafy lanes to keep the edge on my fitness and Elaine let me alone. To show how much I appreciated her I'd paid five months of the mortgage and bought all the food. I kissed her now and then and took her out, bought her little presents and she'd battered Wilma with a shoe heel and thrown her out for holding back with her dole. Elaine was jealous I'd fuck somebody else and Wilma had carried the can. She'd got it bad because I'd never looked at Wilma apart from getting her two good paying customers. Elaine had been very pleased when Wilma had given her half.  
 
    Maybe something had been said in cross-examination; Elaine interrogated Wilma regularly and she had said I was nice or something.  
 
    I don't know but I knew Elaine was jealous. It was what I'd wanted,  
 
    to have a lever to turn the house into a she been and the next part of  
 
    the plan would be the final step. I wanted her so jealous she'd let me  
 
    do what I wanted and give me her full backing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For weeks she had been going on about seeing her brother in Parkhurst on the Isle of Wight and I had to get over to Rhyl. I had a few quid, plenty of jewellery and the trip to Norfolk had given me the idea that I could combine the lot, throw in Norman and Kath and have a nice holiday seeing all the places I had never been. If Elaine wouldn't let me do what I'd wanted I'd pack my bag and go home when we got back. It was all arranged for next week because I couldn't go straight away and miss a superstars contest Tommy had entered me for to be held in a Halifax park in aid of handicapped kids. He'd asked me weeks ago, gave me the list of events and I'd trained every day like Daley Thompson. I wouldn't miss it for anything.  
 
    There were far more people than I'd expected, hundreds and hundreds following each event around the park. I'd wasted my time training for specific events because on the day they were all changed through lack of equipment and shortage of time. It gave me the needle on account of it being luck more than fitness and skill and luck shouldn't decide the winner. Tennis was the first to reach 4 points and swop the serve each time which didn't give me the chance to pick up the game as I went along. Never in my life had I played tennis and I lost in minutes to an actor/weight-lifter who'd played plenty of tennis. Basketball, where I'd rattled 100 out of 100 plenty of times in prison gyms, was swopped for a netball post and no backboard. Three times I hit the hoop. Putting the shot was throwing the welly and parallel-bar dips were press-ups on the grass. The 800-metre steeplechase was reduced to a 400-metre sprint, likewise the 800-metre cycle race was reduced to 100 metres and if you had a mate it was acceptable to have a push start.  
 
    In every event I tried my best and lost my temper a couple of times at the pompous officials who didn't know a press-up from a dip and gave the impression they were doing me a favour by letting me enter. All I won was the squat-thrusts; I was the only one still going at the end and got 2nd and 3rds in the others, well most of them. How I wanted to show what all round fitness was all about but I didn't have the chance. It didn't matter though, I made my point with Tommy even if the whole event was reduced to a farce, another Blackpool side-show. The crowd had been behind me all the way even if they didn't know me from Adam. They knew 100% effort when they saw  
 
      
 
    it and would remember me longer than cricketers from the heavy woollen league, rugby players and golfers. And the actor/weight-lifter who won. Tommy would get me a licence. I'd no need to worry.  
 
    Mother lent me the Cortina again: Norm and Frankie Leach, his mate, and a feller I'd been in Hull with had borrowed mine, smashed and abandoned it in Manchester, and then came back to tell me it wasn't worth repairing so I'd asked Mother. She didn't mind in the least providing I didn't ruin it. It was a terrific motor even though it did look as if it was falling to bits and perfect for four adults with suitcases. With an oil change and everything checked we set off for the Isle of Wight the same day the Queen visited Wakefield for a look round the market and a night in Heppy's on her Jubilee tour.  
 
    We called at Elaine' s younger sister's in Brixton to pick up the visiting order and were on the IOW the same night before it got dark. Elaine went to bed, saying the long trip had upset her stomach and we spent the evening in the public bar of the hotel. It was one of the most entertaining evenings of my life. Old Norm laughed; he had a laugh that could be heard on the mainland, a real old haw, haw, haw, belly laugh that made people smile just to hear him, and Kath captivated the local fellers with her blonde buxom good looks and occasional sarky comments. I was beginning to like her more by the hour. We all visited Parkhurst the following day to see Elaine's brother, a feller Norm knew socially, and the following day Elaine went on her own while we had a look round. We didn't like the place at all, too much dog shit, which was the reason, Kath said, why everybody had their noses in the air.  
 
    Elaine still hadn't recovered from the trip and went to bed early again which the landlord found quite disturbing. He was a consumptive-looking feller who could easily be a ex-miner who'd taken the hotel/pub for health reasons. He listened with a sympathetic expression while I explained she was suffering from cancer and wasn't expected to see the end of the year, how she was really enjoying herself and how she would like to stay a while longer but unfortunately I hadn't the money with me to extend the holiday. He agreed to lend me £125 on the surety of my ID bracelet and said he would return it the day he received the money. He didn't normally lend money because people were always taking him for a ride. He gave me a tenner too much and I thought my luck had changed at last. He was standing  
 
      
 
    on the hotel step the next morning scratching his head and watching the car as we drove away knowing something wasn't quite right but not sure what. Norm pointed out we were on holiday and having a blow, and he would be grateful if I would stop taking liberties. He didn't mention the two sets of sheets he had in his case, or the pillow cases.  
 
    From the IOW we went to Stonehenge, Bath, and stayed the night in a luxury hotel in Newport, South Wales. Elaine didn't recover from her mysterious stomach complaint but hinted she might be pregnant when we'd stopped to inspect the stones of Stonehenge. She stayed in the car enjoying the comfort of her misery while Norm spotted two rabbits and fancied he'd spied an adder slithering through the grass. Kath said the small posse of coppers lounging against the fence supposedly there to catch litter louts and vandals were about as much use as the silly bloody stones and cost more.  
 
    Norm didn't agree when I suggested the stones might have been the bottom tier of a building that had been abandoned for some reason. He said it was obvious what they were, they were goalposts, anybody could see that. Nobody but me wanted to stop in the ancient city of Bath, it was more important we find somewhere to stay and get some snap Norm said. I argued about Romans, hot mineral springs, historical buildings but it made no difference. For all the noise Elaine made she might as well have been a suitcase in the back of the car, she didn't open her mouth.  
 
    Before we set off the following morning we plotted the route to take in the most picturesque scenery. We didn't want daft sheep and slag heaps dominating the view. Abergavenny, Builth Wells, Rhayader. Depending on the time we would plot up again once we reached Rhayader. We stopped at a cluster of houses and a small pub for dinner and a mile farther up the road I demanded to swim in the river Wye. Elaine came out of her shell when she realised I'd have to strip off. She stood between me and the others while I did. It was icy cold, exhilarating, wonderful, and I'd not felt as free and untroubled in a long time. It reminded me of a film I'd seen in the nick years ago, 'The Trap', starring Oliver Reed and Rita Tushingham. A film made in the backwoods of Canada.  
 
    A short while later we stopped at the highest point in all of Wales, a place called Aran Fawddny. They waited while I climbed to the top  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    and back. It took me ages and ages. When I'd reached the summit my thighs were pumped and I was breathing deeply and feeling like a proper mountaineer until I saw sheep grazing. I felt cheated and I hadn't climbed a mountain at all. Sheep didn't graze on the tops of proper mountains, not on Everest they didn't and my climb had been in vain. Just as we were setting off a Transit van pulled up and 6 fellers slid out of the back all roped together and set off climbing. Elaine laughed, and Norm said they had to be either coppers or screws doing a course on survival, wasting taxpayers' money and wasting time. They wore parkas and climbing boots. I wore a T-shirt, Green Flash pumps and a pair of shorts. If Norm was right, and he very probably was, they had to be training to survive in the Himalayas, not a sheep-infested hill in the middle of Wales. It cheered me watching them head for first base. We stopped at Lake Bala, the biggest lake in Wales, a short while later for something to eat and a look round. When Norm spotted a flock of geese he said, 'Can yer remember me askin' abart turkeys when we were in Liverpool?'  
 
    'Yes Norm, of course I can.'  
 
    'The l4lb apiece tha knows, the not little uns.'  
 
    On the way from Lake Bala to Rhyl he told me how he would arrange to bring 50 to see what I could do with them, but I knew they wouldn't be a problem because Kay's new boyfriend was a butcher with his own shop, a big one in Ossett town centre. He would have them without any problems.  
 
    'Reight then,' he said, and rubbed his hands together as if he wanted to start a fire. 'I'll get l' job sorted art the minute we get home,' he said, as we parked behind a big hotel in Rhyl.  
 
    It was the following evening before we reached home and if Norm sorted out the turkeys every week it would be another little pension on top of the one I was being paid for looking after Christmas Tree's interests. His name had come from buying acres of Christmas trees in Scotland every year and bringing them home to sell to market traders. I was pleased Mother didn't know about him or the house would be like the New Forest. He was in his 50s, stout, red face and had a terrible chest problem, but it was nothing compared to the problem he was having with the person he employed.  
 
    The job I'd done at Blackpool for the lads who'd worked the  
 
    mock-auctions had been so good they still used my name to keep  
 
      
 
      
 
    order and settle dispute. C.T. had been threatened, if he made any more accusations I’d be told.  
 
    Vinnie had been right about earning a few quid, but then Vinnie could smell a pound note in a room full of sweaty socks. It was a straightforward rip-off. C.T. had paid the season’s rent on a promenade shop and bought the stock to be sold. The person he employed a little drippy Manchester kid who thought everybody who didn’t live in a big city had to be daft, was paid 20p in the pound to sell the stuff but was buying and selling his own gear. When C.T. discovered what was going on he'd been told he was imagining and if he didn't up I'd be told. CT told Vinnie who in turn told me, and for £ 100 per 28 days I’d come over from Wakefield and sort out any trouble which might arise in the future. It was C.T.s suggestion, to which I with short of and to faith he me two weeks in advance and seemed more pleased than me.  
 
    After I'd paid the proprietress of the Queens Hotel, a woman with a blue rinse and a face that would chop sticks, a woman Kath said, it was a pleasure to take a few pairs of sheets from, we set off to see Chester Zoo with Elaine coming out of her shell at last. She said all the animals would be on tranquillisers and not worth a balloon. She may have been right because they all seemed blissfully happy apart from a mucky-looking polar bear that appeared to want the frozen tundra of the Arctic. Everybody was aware of the poor bear's feelings as it padded at the side of the pool, up and down, up and down, stop and stare, up and down, stop and stare as if it was in the condemned cell and the people on the bridge were its executioners.   
 
    'It'll be reight tomorra,' Norm said. 'It's 'ad a bad letter that’s all. Nowt to worry abart.'  
 
    I had to laugh because we'd both been thinking about prison from the bear's action; I'd been out 3 months now not including the fortnight on remand. Norm had been out over two years and he hadn't served anywhere near as long as me but yet prison was as real as the air we breathed for us both. If it had been up to us we'd have released it without a second's thought. It was the first time I'd been to a zoo and it took 5 full hours to walk round and see it all but even then we felt sure we'd missed bits and the poor old bear was the blot on the landscape. It didn't stop me asking Elaine the minute we  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    reached home if she'd mind if I converted the cellars into a club, club sounded better then a shebeen, and explained what I had in mind. She hummed and ha'd and said she'd think about it and while she did I went to see Kay's new boyfriend, the butcher, to ask him about buying 50 turkeys, maybe weekly.  
 
    Standing at the side of the poolroom in 'The Royal', a pub in Ossett town centre with the best beer for miles the old feller said, watching him drinking lager, and listening to the cracks he made, I couldn't see him being Kay's boyfriend much longer.  
 
    His sense of humour wasn't subtle enough for her and he was too short. His lack of size didn't impair his life and vitality, he had the title 'Whiz-kid of Ossett', and told everybody he would finish his days a millionaire.  
 
    'Nar then Paul,' He grinned from ear to ear. 'Is tha waitin' t' play winner?'  
 
    'No, you're too good for me,' I replied. ' I'm wanting to have a talk with you in private if you can spare a minute.'  
 
    His face lost colour although he retained a smile and I thought it was guilt, he'd been taking liberties with Kay. He'd no need to worry until she told me and she'd not said a word.  
 
    He listened carefully, slowly regaining the natural pink in his cheeks.  
 
    'Yeah, bring 'em t' back door when you get 'em an' I'll pay you straight up,' he said with enthusiasm when I'd finished. It sounded like relief to me, a business proposition instead of what he'd reckoned. I decided I'd make a point of watching Kay from now on.  
 
    While Elaine pondered on the subject of the club I nipped across town to observe Kay at home, that was when she was there. She always seemed to be going somewhere or just come back and was getting dolled up to go out again. It was a rare event to see her doing anything at home but using it as a transit camp between the market, stables and going courting. She seemed happy enough so I didn't say anything. I didn't want her to think I was interfering, sticking my nose in where where it wasn't wanted. She'd already accused me of it once, when I'd first come home.  
 
    She'd been sitting on the settee holding hands with her fiancé while I did a series of exercises with a barbell at the side of the telly. It was too cold to exercise anywhere in the house except the front  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    room without the risk of pulling a muscle. The fiancé, a tall, skinny, gormless-looking kid said it wasn't for him when I offered him a go, he wasn't interested in anything really physical.  
 
    'How come you're sitting here and not out somewhere?'  
 
    He had no money, not a penny until he drew his wages on Friday.  
 
    'Do you know, you're the first butcher I've met who's been skint,' I said. ' You're the manager too, aren't you?'  
 
    He grinned like a village idiot and I wanted to throw him through the window into the front garden but all I said was, 'Well Kay, he seems like a nice honest lad you've picked.'  
 
    'You mind your own business, you big ugly pig,' Kay threatened, her eyes narrowed. 'Keep your ugly big nose out.'  
 
    Three days later she broke off the engagement and the butcher sent his brother a week later to collect the ring.  
 
    She'd been subdued for a while but she was resilient and had plenty of interests besides courting. She was up to her neck at the moment in organising her third Gymkhana and didn't notice my searching looks for bruises, grazes, or cuts. I'd keep my eye on her though. There was something not quite right with the whiz-kid of Ossett.  
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    Elaine was laid by my side like a sack of potatoes when I heard noises coming from the cellars the following Friday morning. It was early, 6: 10 a.m., but there wasn't anything unusual in waking so early, I'd been doing it for years, ever since I could remember. My hearing was acute and I could pinpoint where a noise was coming from and what was the cause in no time but I couldn't understand the cause of these particular sounds. Dressing in silence I slipped down the stairs and through the funny little door to the cellars.  
 
    Walt Disney in his heyday couldn't have made a scene better than the one that greeted me. The passage to the back door and both cellars were heaving with huge, white turkeys, milling all over and filling the air with invisible grit and the floor with dollops of shit.  
 
    'Haw, haw, haw,' Norm laughed. 'What's tha reckon to these then?' 
 
    He was leaning against the table with Frankie Leach standing behind with a big silly grin on his moonface. ' 
 
    You said they'd be dead Norm.' I was incredulous.  
 
    Frank casually booted one in the air, 'Don't worry they soon will be,' he said, and drew back his foot. 'Don't be kickin' 'em Frank' Norm ordered, , Tha'll bruise t' meat.'  
 
    I'd not expected this, not by any stretch of the imagination. I didn't know exactly what I had expected but it wasn't a houseful of live, healthy turkeys.  
 
    Frank couldn't have been more wrong when he'd said they would soon be dead, killing them was like trying to knit fog. Necks stretched like chest expanders, twisted, bent and broken and they still staggered about. Some lay dead for 5 minutes then came back to life. They didn't panic like I'd seen pigs do at the cattle market when I'd been a nipper the second they realised they were heading for the bacon factory. The turkeys staggered and reeled to join the queue to let us have another go as if they all had a death wish. After 10 minutes I told Norm to hold them on the table while I flattened their heads with a lump hammer. None were afflicted with resurrection after I'd clumped them.  
 
    The Cortina was well down on its springs with 6cwt of turkeys in the back as I drove to the butcher's shop 3 hours later. He knew what to expect. I'd said at the price he was paying he could afford to employ 3 or 4 women to pluck and dress them. It would be a good idea too, I'd added, to quarter them. It would still leave a lump of turkey weighing over 31b, more than enough for the Sunday joint, and that way the turn-over would be greater, he'd make more profit, I'd supply them every week and we'd both make a regular wage.  
 
    A 20-year-old whiz-kid with his own shop in a prime position isn't going to take any notice of a feller like me, a lump of wood who'd spent most of his life in the nick. Everybody knows people who've been in the nick are idiots and he wasn't any different. The turkeys were heaped in a storeroom as though they'd been washed up in a flood when he paid me 10 minutes after arriving and I knew then he wouldn't be wanting any more, they were too much like hard work for him but he didn't say so. He said, 'Let's see how these go and I'll let you know. ' It caused me once again to think they were conscience money.  
 
    He didn't want any more and the other lot had gone bad he told me  
 
    the following week. With investments like that he wouldn't be a  
 
    whiz-kid for long or Kay's boyfriend I thought, but didn't say so.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Norm hadn't come this time now the feller knew where to deliver. He backed the firm's van to the Cortina and transferred the live turkeys from one to the other with a quick twist of their necks and laid them dead in the back. Like anything, it takes practice and it wasn't something I really wanted to know. Norm came over later and we spent all day selling them in ones, twos and threes until we only had 4 left. We had two each and called it a day. We'd made more money but we'd earned every penny.  
 
    Elaine, in the meantime had said she couldn't let me turn the cellars into a club in case her husband found out, after all the house was half his. What she didn't know was I'd had a local builder in to look at the cellars and appraise • the work I wanted doing. The way the house was constructed it would be positively dangerous to alter anything in case the building collapsed and took the rest of the road with it. The idea still persisted though. The two front ground floor rooms could be used and we could live in the cellars, after all they weren't cellars really but two ground floor rooms at the back: basement flats they'd be called in London. Once the idea had taken root I had to tell Elaine.  
 
    We were sitting in the dining room, me eating breakfast and her sitting opposite watching me like I was doing something miraculous. She didn't eat a thing until much later and couldn't understand where my appetite came from. She'd been in bed while I'd been up over 3 hours, had a run and done a full session of exercises. I was starving.  
 
    'But Elaine you can't let a lovely big house like this go to waste. We can be earning a grand a week from it if you'll only do as I ask. All we do is soundproof the windows, take up the carpets, erect a bar and play records. You know what Wakefield's like, there isn't a single place where you can get a drink after hours. '  
 
    'It's not me,' she protested, 'It's him. If he found out he'd be straight up Wood Street and report it. I've told you, he's dead straight'. 'He won't know unless you tell him. Anyway why should he care if the mortgage is being paid?'  
 
    'Somebody will tell him. The whole stinking place is full of grasses.' She sipped her tea and grimaced. 'Anyway if he doesn't find out you can bet Dawson will. You know what he's like.'  
 
    'But there isn't any need to tell anybody apart from possible punters. He's not daft enough to cut his own throat is he? I mean the  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    house will be paid for in less than a year. He'll be earning without  
 
    doing anything and he can't be nicked for anything either.'  
 
    'Yeah, you're right, and I know where we can get everything.'  
 
    She was suddenly consumed with the idea. She slammed her cup on the saucer, her face cracked into a smile, unwashed and sleep-riddled.  
 
    'Marion's husband, you remember Marion don't you from Heppy's. Well her husband got nicked for having a club. He got 15 months for having live sex on the stage but until he did he was making bombs of money. We can buy the optics and all the other bits and pieces now he's closed and we'll get 'em for next to nothing as well.' Her face lost its animation and a puzzled frown appeared.  
 
    'I'm not sure if the cellars will be big enough though or, if it comes to that, high enough either. Come on, let's go down and have a look.'  
 
    She wanted to know where the feathers were from, she'd not seen them before. I was too pleased to think straight and told her about the turkeys.  
 
    'I've to earn a living Elaine,' I explained, thinking at the same time, now I'd managed to get her to accept the club idea, of a way I could transfer it from the cellars to the next floor. Her mention of the live sex show had given me another idea. One room the bar, live in the one op-posite, and all four bedrooms have a prostitute. Punters could have a drink while they waited. They could have any room number they wanted and I'd swop the girls from room to room so there' d be no favourites or fall outs. The possibilities were endless.  
 
    With a bit of luck and planning I could have a regular income and have no more worries about making ends meet.  
 
    In novels what usually happens now is I go from strength to strength until in 20 years time. I become a major force on the stock market, own a string of theatres, newspapers, television stations, knighted in the new years honours list and live happily ever after, but life in reality isn't like that. What happened was I slapped Elaine's arse the following Saturday night and she left home to go live at her mother's, and in her absence I did as I wanted but with two prostitutes instead of four.  
 
    We'd done the round of pubs in the City centre like a thousand others on a Saturday night: (I hated Saturday nights like workers hate Monday mornings) and finished in Heppy's.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had altered from a cabaret, if 'The Kalihari Bushmen' on the orange box stage could be called a cabaret, into a full blown disco, with Frank Hepworth, the owner, wearing a white jacket as though he was a dentist's assistant running backwards and forwards to the safe with the takings. It was more jam packed then the club I'd been in with Del the night I'd taken Anita to Blackpool, hardly enough space to breath. It seemed the in thing to stand because the few chairs still in the place were unoccupied.  
 
    'He's there, look, the dirty little bastard' Elaine hissed in my ear the minute we were seated.  
 
    'The bastard wants topping, he wants his bollocks ripping off.'  
 
    She'd been going on like this since we'd been in 'The Wine Lodge' two hours ago and seen a small fair-haired kid going to the toilet. She'd said more than once he'd been interfering with her mate's 8-year-old daughter in the fields behind Pinderfields hospital. He hadn't been arrested though and the little girl hadn't had any signs she'd been tampered with. When I'd queried her statement she'd jumped down my throat.  
 
    'Listen, when I was eight I'd know if I'd been tampered with or not, and she said she had. That's good enough for me.'  
 
    From experience I knew little girls had vivid imaginations and I also knew sex cases usually started with bicycle seats and ended with murder, but in this case who could tell what the truth was? I was in my own town and the last thing I wanted was trouble with anybody, I had enough with Mick's ear. It wasn't the first time either she'd tried to get me to give somebody a belt. We'd been sitting in 'The Wine Lodge' weeks earlier when a young feller on his way to the toilet had called over to me. She chipped in straight away to tell me he'd been sleeping with Pauline and bragging about it while I'd been in Durham. I didn't know the feller from Adam but without a second's thought I'd followed him into the toilet and flattened him with a whack in the ribs. Afterwards I'd asked myself why? For taking the piss I'd answered. But he's entitled to take the piss married to a slag like her. I'd told Elaine in no uncertain manner I didn't want to know of anything at all, anything, no matter what, where the only solution would be having to belt someone. I'd stressed it to her and now here she was doing it again.  
 
    Supposing the feller had tampered with her mate's 8-year-old daughter and got away with it and then in another year he murdered a  
 
      
 
      
 
    chil?. It was a possibility however slim. If it happened and I hadn't done anything tonight I wouldn't be able to live with myself. I'd had the chance, I'd be saying, and I was too scared of the consequences. Besides, a good belt might just be the deterrent needed to prevent it happening.  
 
    The music was a constant row reverberating between my ears and making logical thought impossible. People were pushing, jostling, yelling to be heard all around us but Elaine was too absorbed to notice for convincing me the feller wanted castrating. He came before us as if on cue and turned in the door to the gents '.  
 
    Thirty seconds later I seated myself next to Elaine feeling riddled with guilt. The feller, when I'd left him, had been curled in a ball in the corner of the toilet after receiving a crippling punch in his lower ribs. It was the look on his face, the feel of him, the general air of the feller that screamed he wasn't a sex case and Elaine had been doing nothing more than going at the mix with a big wooden spoon.  
 
    'I hope you crippled the bastard,' she said gleefully. 'I hope the bastard dies. '  
 
    'Shut up, I don't want to know,' I said, 'and don't tell me anything again.'  
 
    He hadn't come from the toilet yet but I'd really hit him, hit him harder then I'd intended. It wouldn't trouble me in the least normally but I'd bet my life he was innocent. If the police came to investigate and it wasn't beyond the realms of possibility, I'd be locked up for a unprovoked attack on an innocent citizen. Dawson would throw a party and my feet wouldn't touch. Everything would be over, no licence, no boxing and I'd be an old man before I regained my freedom.  
 
    'Did you break his jaw the bastard? You should have pulled his bollocks off.' Elaine was ecstatic.  
 
    'I've told you once to dry up. Now keep your mouth shut. '  
 
    The feller emerged from the toilet and made for the exit looking frightened for his life. He could just possibly be on his way to the police station. Ifhe was they'd be here in minutes.  
 
    'You can't have hit him hard,' Elaine sneered.  
 
    She reeled back in her seat from the hard backhand slap I gave her.  
 
    'I fucking hit him harder than that,' I growled in her face.  
 
    Before I could say anything more I heard a voice behind me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Is that your game, hitting women, tough guy?'  
 
    Without a second's hesitation I rose to my feet and spun off a perfect right cross and flattened the feller. There had been three of them but now there were two and I'd flatten them as well. As I came from behind the table I was jumped on from behind, tripped over the feller I'd flattened and finished on the floor with a big heavy feller laid on top of me. My arm was round his neck and my teeth were sunk into his cheek. He couldn't move and neither could I and any minute my chances of being locked up were growing.  
 
    'If you move, you fat cunt, I'll rip your face off,' I said through my teeth.  
 
    He didn't move and I didn't rip his face off and by a miracle I came away from Heppy's unscathed and alone. She came home hours after I'd gone to bed to wake me with accusations I'd been eyeing her mates in 'The Wine Lodge'. Not a mention of the incident in Heppy's. She wouldn't shut up so I'd held her face down on the bed and slapped her great flabby arse until my hand hurt. It gave me more pleasure than a good night's sleep.  
 
    She telephoned the next day to say I'd better leave the house and she wouldn't return until I had. I'd no sooner put down the phone than there was a loud, official-sounding knocking on the front door, bump, bump, bump, a typical CID knock. From the windows there wasn't a sign of the police, no flashing blue lights and transit vans like there usually were when I was being arrested. Opening the door and expecting the worst the first thing I saw was Davy's teeth set in his usual mile-wide grin and standing behind like Papa Doc was Delroy.  
 
    'Greetings brother,' Del said. 'May we enter?'  
 
    Santa Claus on Christmas morning couldn't have arrived at a more appropriate time. 'Am I glad to see you. Come in and make yourselves at home.'  
 
    It wasn't the first time they'd been to see me since I'd been living with Elaine, both had called on numerous occasions when they'd been passing through to where their business took them. Del had once made a trip specifically to instruct me I had to get myself a passport. Normally they only stopped for a minute or two but this time they stopped a couple of hours while I brought them up to date.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'It's the best idea you've had,' Del said, 'much better than the jewellery. The police won't bother you, take it from me. No complaints and they'll leave you alone.'  
 
    'I'll get you two brassnails no bother,' Davy said, with a lascivious smirk, 'I know two fliers who'll jump at the chance to work from here. Two young birds game for anything. '  
 
    They both promised to turn up for Kay's gymkhana.  
 
    'Just give me a ring when the date's all fixed,' they said, before leaving on some urgent business in Newcastle.  
 
    It was imperative to get under way before Elaine put in an appearance. The minute she came through the door and saw the place fully operational and taking money she'd fall in with the idea. It was the change, the fuss and bother that was the deterrent. Davy brought the two girls, both small, dark and in their teens, a couple of days later and by then I'd sorted the place out. The room across the hall was the drinking area complete with bar, optics, tables and chairs, and I'd moved into the room opposite leaving all four bedrooms free.  
 
    Marion's ex-husband had sold me all I'd wanted and given me the names of two fellers on the dole who'd work for a tenner each per night. If the police raided I'd be in bed out of the way and if they asked I was nothing more than a lodger.  
 
    The two girls didn't want to do anything the first night but rest and settle in which I thought only natural and sensible. It would be a day or two before word got about and there wasn't any rush now. Less than 20 punters turned up for the grand opening, most of them bogus officials and burglars, and the following night Elaine turned up on the milk train.  
 
    It was after three in the morning when she came into the room to sit on the bed. She was wearing her usual attire so all I could see was a silhouette.  
 
    'So you've done it then,' she said quietly.  
 
    The muted tones of the record player, voices, clinking of glasses followed her in. 'I've come all the way from London on the bloody milk train and find my house isn't my own.'  
 
    She continued sounding more amused than belligerent.  
 
    'You're a right bastard.'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'It's good to see you Elaine,' I said, trying to sound sincere.  
 
    'I thought you were never coming back.'  
 
    'Never mind the fanny. The bloody place is like Heppy's.'  
 
    'What did you expect? You said you weren't coming back while I was here and you knew what I wanted to do. Did you have a look? Are we taking a few bob?'  
 
    She went out and returned a minute later with a drink in her hand.  
 
    'Yeah, there's a mob of 'em in,' she said proudly. 'Half a dozen of the Leeds firm and a pile I've not seen before. The feller behind the bar, I don't know him either, but you should have seen his face when he asked for a pound for this.' She held up the glass. 'I said a pound, if you're not careful I'll bloody sack you.' She chuckled.  
 
    It was the last thing I expected and I'd been prepared to dress and leave but now with her wriggling out of her tights and knickers I thought I'd cracked it.  
 
    This was the moment in years to come and I was on 'This is your Life' I'd say it all began. It wasn't though, this was the night it all ended. She was still slumped in bed the next morning while I checked the stock and made sure all was in order. The two fellers I'd employed had done a good job and even if they were fiddling me I was only £11.40 down on the £200 I'd laid out. Feeling buoyant and happy I set about preparing breakfast. Now Elaine had come to her senses the next couple of months to my first fight could be spent with total concentration on getting myself into the best condition of my life, or near as I could manage. She could handle everything once I'd shown her how to go on and I was positive she'd revel in her old role by being manager of the two girls. Four in a week or two if it all went according to plan, but where there's a woman involved life hasn't got a plan.  
 
    Elaine told me over the phone at teatime she'd kicked the two little scrubbers out and she was selling the house.  
 
    'You'd better pack your bags and move out a bit lively yourself,' she advised. 'Estate agents won't like seeing the house is a blues. They'll tell the old bill. It's a certainty, and I'm not carrying the can.'  
 
    Nobody could say I hadn't had a go and I'd not lost anything, I thought, resigning myself to the fact I'd been dreaming. Well not dreaming exactly, but certainly expecting too much. At one stage I'd been considering settling down permanently with her, she was that  
 
      
 
    funny and interesting, but I'd abandoned the idea during the trip around the country when she'd been so moody and tried to kid me she was pregnant. Anyway she had rotten teeth and didn't bathe enough for my taste. Maybe it was the size of her arse acting as a deterrent. She was frightened she might get stuck in the bath. With the remainder of the stock, clothing, and personal effects in the car I drove back to the warehouse and the minute I arrived she was on the phone telling me she was still my girl and I could come to her mother's any time to take her out. It was the best thing all round, and once the house was sold we'd be able to go into a proper business together. She was only doing it for me. She was my only witness for the job with Mick's ear if he and Janet changed their story. I agreed I'd call when I wasn't busy, and yes, she was doing the right thing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The house had altered from a series of storerooms into a home; even my bedroom had been cleared. Mother had obviously taken note of the conversation we'd had and guessing it wouldn't be long before I returned was now keeping all the stock for the markets in Kay's new vehicle, a Bedford TK lorry converted into a horse-box. It was the size of a removal van and left the house free and uncluttered. The first thing 1 did was buy a double bed, some new carpet and changed the old stockroom into a proper bedroom. I even bought two sets of Helena Springfield pillow cases and sheets and gave Mother a complete set to show my appreciation. There wasn't any need to worry about money yet for a while, I still had some jewellery, the pension from Rhyl, and a few bob in my pocket. My fitness was holding its own with a daily session of training and now 1 was home 1 felt a million times freer, under less pressure and more at ease with myself than at any time since I'd been out. It was time now to make up for some of the heartache I'd caused and suggested taking them all to Chester Zoo for a day out. The old feller didn't want to come but said he would appreciate being in the house on his own all day and urged Mother to take up the offer. He went to bed while I convinced her the car wouldn't break down and she was certain to enjoy herself.  
 
    'Straight Mam, I'm not kidding you'll enjoy yourself no end. Just you, me, and our Kay. Come on, it'll do you good.'  
 
    She was up like a lark and in the kitchen making sandwiches the next morning and rooting through cupboards for plastic bags to put them in.  
 
    'We don't need sandwiches Mam. There's lovely posh cafes all over the place. '  
 
    'Oh is there,' she said casually. 'I didn't think.'  
 
    When I'd been a little lad and we'd gone on day trips she'd always taken a huge bag of sandwiches and often said it spoiled the day having to lug it round. We hadn't been able to afford to eat in cafes  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    but we could now and I wasn’t having anything spoilt today. Anybody watching the preparations would think she was plotting for a journey up the Amazon. 
 
    She didn’t think the beat-up old Cortina would make it all the way to North Wales until it did with no complaints but driving too fast. It was belting motor. A brand new engine and gear-box, only the body-work on one side needed some work and it had flow round the country with Norm and Kath. 
 
    To Mother, cars were temperamental hypochondriacs who picked the most awkward moments to be ill and having a healthy motor came as a pleasant surprise. It was the best motor she’d owned but she hadn’t known on account of me having it all the time. She didn’t know zoos were like Chester either but little poky smelly places like the menagerie in Blackpool Tower. The weather was warm and sunny, without a cloud in the sky as we strolled the wide, clean asphalt paths between compounds of buffalos and camels, elephants and rhinoceros, gazelles and kangaroos, and stopped to feel sorry for the poor old polar bear still padding up and down the side of the pool waiting for the jury to return. Mother said a big scruffy South American condor reminded her of the feller who collected the stall rents at the market and laughed. It was the first time in years I’d heard her laugh and it sent a tingle down my spine that at last I was doing something right. Kay was happy taking photographs of us both, always with animals in the background so people would have to guess which one was me. We had pots of tea and fancy cakes at all the cafes, ice cream and orange juice in between and stayed until late afternoon. There was lots I’d missed before with Elaine moaning about the weather but it was idyllic for us. The car came home like it had gone and I didn’t even have to fill the tank. Mother said now I was home she might get the chance to use it now and then seeing as it was hers. She could use it when she wanted I told her, and decided to stop local until Mick found me a car, a big one that loved motorways. 
 
    There was only one place I wanted to be and that was with Norm and Kath and the places they showed me, places that even the old feller didn’t know about and he thought he knew every blade of grass, back alley and side street for 5 miles in any direction. I was with them when I found the solution I’d been looking for since I’d taken Mother to the zoo. It was only right I take the old feller on a  
 
      
 
    trip out too otherwise I'd feel guilty but what a problem it was. He hated travelling. In fact he hated travelling so much he'd told the recruiting sergeant when he'd joined the Army he didn't care where he was posted providing he could see the Cathedral spire.  
 
    Norm and Kath took me to Ryehill reservoir one afternoon, the local beauty spot in their part of the world. It wasn't called Ryehill res in the local paper, 'The Wakefield Express', but Wintersett, where the yacht club practised. There were photos of Mr Golightly skipping round the buoys often in the paper but I'd never been. It was a flooded horseshoe-shaped valley with dense woods at the far side and for all the world it could have been a lake in the Catskill mountains. We skirted the lake where the yacht club practised and pushed on into the woods. They were so dense sunlight couldn't penetrate and to make progress without injury you had to duck and dodge and be alert at all times.  
 
    We came into the sunlight at the side of another lake after an hour, a secret lake Norm said, that very few people knew about. It was green and mirror-like, not a ripple broke the surface and all the trees were silent. Everything Mother Nature possessed was protesting in silence against our intrusion. It was 50 yards across, wider in some places, and at least a quarter of a mile long. At the far end was a classical stone-built mansion on an island and another, much smaller island about 20 yards from where we were standing.  
 
    'Get thi clothes off then,' Norm ordered. 'Get thi sen o'er and tell us what birds are nestin. '  
 
    If a hand suddenly came from the water holding Excalibur, the magic sword I wouldn’t 't have been in the least surprised, it was that kind of lake and Norm wanted me to swim across to the island. Nobody had swum across before and there wasn't any chance I'd be the first. Six feet from the side I had thick vines which were growing from the bottom wrapped around all my limbs and couldn't move. It wasn't any different to being in a strait-jacket. The instant I realised I was in danger they let go but the instant I thought I'd try again they grabbed hold of me. It was scarey having plants read my mind.  
 
    'There's more to that island then you think Norm.'  
 
    'Nar, it's thee,' he said with contempt. 'Tha's usin' wrong stroke that's all. '  
 
      
 
      
 
    Breast-stroke, butterfly, or crawl, it wouldn't have made the slightest difference. There was something weird about the lake, the stone mansion, the island, the roots reading my thoughts but he wouldn't have it. He wouldn't strip off and have a go himself though. We came across another lake lying parallel to Wintersett, over the top of a bushy tree-lined bank. This one looked malevolent, as if drowning people was on it's mind. There were grebes, herons, all kinds of rare water fowl on and around it, rare for Wakefield anyway and only 3 miles from the Cathedral spire. The old feller wouldn't believe me when I told him I'd found a part he didn't know about but agreed to come and see for himself. He couldn't understand how he'd lived in Wakefield over 65 years and didn't know this place existed. He'd no need to see the Lake District or the Peak District either. This was a microcosm of both. His old face lit up with delight which gave me as much satisfaction as Mother's laugh had. It was great being at home again and paying off my debts.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    It was during my second week when Tommy asked if I'd do him a favour, would I go up to Middlesborough and train with a young lad his mate John Spencely had just signed from the amateurs. Stay a week, all expenses paid, and a few bob at the end of it. It wasn't the first favour he'd asked me to do, in fact he was always asking me to do something or other in his attempt to keep me from getting into bother. Tommy was a firm believer in the saying about the Devil finding work for idle hands.  
 
    When I'd been living with Elaine he'd asked if I would make sure Dave Owens turned up at some big posh hotel on the Ringway in Birmingham, one Sunday morning, so he could defend his Central Area middleweight title. He'd promised to pay my expenses then but he'd conveniently forgotten. It didn't matter and I'd have taken him without any inducements anyway. Dave was my main sparring partner and one of the best boxers I'd ever met.  
 
    The gym where I was training was at the Wakefield side of the bus station in Castleford; the gym where Tommy's mate, Burt Corris, the feller who was standing me bail, had a big say in how things were run, and had Dave Owens as the star man. Dave, in my opinion, had the built-in potential to be the World champion. He was 6ft tall,  
 
      
 
      
 
    strong, young, and could punch harder than most heavyweights, but his greatest asset was that he thought like a fighter. He waited, moved, and exploited the slightest of chinks in any opponent's defence with the silky, smooth precision of a natural champion. Richard Dunne had been to the gym, training to fight Jerrie Coetzee and I'd sparred a few rounds with him but he wasn't in the same league as Dave. Half a dozen times I'd been in the shower when I'd heard my brain crackle as it shook off the effects of Dave's punching and couldn't remember being hit. He was that good he could knock people out without them knowing.  
 
    Norm knew all about him from me and when I invited him to come to Birmingham to see the lad for himself he stayed overnight, sleeping in one of the top bedrooms, so he wouldn't be late in the morning. It was the first professional boxing he'd been to but when, he said, at the end of the fight, he thought Dave hadn't been trying I realised he knew more about boxing than I'd thought. Dave won with a KO in the 9th but if he'd tried he could have done it in the first. My old man would have called him a gym champion, a lad who couldn't rise to the big occasion. Norm met Tommy and told him he couldn't wait for me to start but didn't think I was as good as the lads he'd seen. He'd have to wait and see for himself, Tommy assured him and said not only was I as good but these lads couldn't hold a candle to me. This lad up at Middlesborough, last year's ABA finalist, would be as good a test as any to see if Tommy's confidence wasn't misplaced.  
 
    It seemed I couldn't put a foot wrong because just when I was screwing up the nerve to ask Mother if I could borrow the Cortina again, Mick told me he'd found a car right up my street. It was a Vauxhall Viscount, with electric windows, leather upholstery and a 3.3-litre engine. It wasn't brand-new but it had been well cared for.  
 
    It was the first time I'd been to Middlesborough since I'd been at the Crown court for my last sentence. When I saw the skyline of the place from the A19, it filled me with the same sense of dread. There was a solitary black cloud hanging over the city with every industrial waste-disposal unit belching clouds of smoke making it bigger and more depressing by the hour. What a fucking dump I thought, driving past the transporter bridge, rows of derelict houses and tatty patches of waste ground looking for the gym where John Spencely trained his  
 
      
 
      
 
    lads. At the end of the week I thought it had been one of the most pleasant times of my life and John one of the best fellers I knew.  
 
    He was the president of the recently formed Northern Area Council of the BBBC which had been specially brought into being to make John part of the firm. He was an old pro' himself and knew all about the closed shop mentality and it bothered him not. All he wanted to do was give the lads in the North-East a chance to box locally and a fair crack of the profits. The other mob had no interest in this part of the country but they'd supply opponents, referees, time-keepers, buckets and mops and let John get on with it. He was only in the game because he loved it and making money was the last of his motives.  
 
    It was a small gym but there was talcum powder in the shower, not to mention soap. It was the first and only gym I'd ever trained where the gaffer supplied anything.  
 
    The lad he'd wanted me to train with was 6' 5" and 21 years old and the 1-year difference in our ages was the difference between a man and a boy. He'd come for a week from his home in Blyth, Northumberland, to train, spar, run and go through the paces. He had plenty of ideas but he was still boxing like a stereo amateur and at the end of the week I thought he was tough enough but his heart wasn't really in it. He was boxing to please his old feller, a scrap dealer on the banks of the Tyne in Newcastle. Every day I thumped him in the belly a few times and he hadn't a clue how to prevent me. It sickened him but it didn't stop him; being hit is all part of the training like running or practising combination punches on the bag and if I didn't hit him I wouldn't be doing what I was there for. The body grows accustomed to being hit and punches which cause lights to flash and the brain to crackle in the shower, like mine had done with Dave Owens, after a while aren't even noticeable. John reckoned sparring with me had done him the world of good and let him know what he'd be up against when the new season started. We had a good run in Stuart's Park first thing in the morning, breakfast, trained in the gym before dinner, and then again in the evening with some other lads who were preparing for the new season.  
 
    One afternoon during the week I asked John to take me to Durham gaol in his new Rolls-Royce to let the screws see me as they were going back into the nick after dinner. If he'd said don't be silly or  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    childish I wouldn't have been surprised but he didn't. He took me, his brother, and one of his mates, and turned it into a day trip. We rowed on the river, climbed to the top of the Cathedral and had dinner in a Chinese restaurant. I saw all the things I'd wanted to see the morning I'd been discharged and sickened the screws. They were as sick as pigs seeing me sitting in the car as they trudged back after dinner and although it was childish I didn't half enjoy it, it was on a par with Chester Zoo. At the end of the week he gave me £100 and said he'd like to use my services again and invited me to come any time and use the gym. Driving back down the A 19 in my new motor I decided I'd call and see Elaine tonight and tell her how much I'd missed her. Although we were living apart she would like that, and I hadn't seen her for ages.  
 
    She was living with her mother in the high rise flats at St Michael's, and had a wonderful view over Thornes Park from the living room window. They didn't appreciate it at all, the windows were covered with heavy lace curtaining which cut down the light and gave it the air of a prison cell. Her mother said it stopped people from looking in as they were passing and didn't take the slightest bit of notice when I'd pointed out she was living on the 8th floor and all the curtains were doing was preventing her from looking out. She told me Elaine wasn't in but would be waiting for me in the 'Waterloo', one of the pubs round the corner from the flats.  
 
    Elaine hadn't noticed the view until I'd pointed it out from the balcony and then she'd tried to persuade her mother to take the curtains down. She said her mother wasn't in the least interested in the park but she was and later that night I was to find out.  
 
    As I entered, she was standing at the bar with her back to me dressed in the black mac, black seamed nylons, black shoes, and her jet black hair had been freshly frizzed so it looked as if she had a finger in a light socket. She was slimmer, much slimmer, and looked positively attractive.  
 
    'A pint of bitter love.' I whispered in her ear, taking care not to poke an eye out on her hair.  
 
    'It's ordered,' she said triumphantly, without looking at me.  
 
    'I knew you'd be here. I'd just told Jack to pull it.' She had a twisted smirk as she looked at the landlord for confirmation. Sitting in the best room she told me she had the vibes when I was about.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I gave her the vibes. It was peculiar language even for her and I wondered if she'd finally gone crackers altogether, but when she demanded I make love to her on the top of Cannonball Hill as the Cathedral clock was striking twelve, midnight, I knew then she was in training to be a witch. Her black clothes and her mother being scared of daylight. It ran in the family.  
 
    We trailed through the park like something from a Stephen King novel. She disappeared into every shadow or when a cloud obscured the moon and all I could hear was a voice whispering urgently that we had to hurry. She had to wait a minute to get her breath back when we reached the top, the climb and the brisk walk through the park had knackered her. She hadn't climbed the steep side of the hill at all, I'd dragged her up at 50 miles an hour. It wasn't eagerness to fulfil her wish but an effort to keep warm, and besides I was tired and wanted to get home to bed. It had been a long day.  
 
    She was laid where the cannon had been when Cromwell's lot had been trying to oust Charles 11 from Sandal Castle, savouring the after-effects like women do when they've been fucked. I was standing at the other side thinking the lights of Wakefield nick looked just like the candles on a birthday cake and waiting for her to get dressed. The skyline, a little to the east was a silhouette I'd seen so many times I could describe it with my eyes closed and it held less interest than the nick. Turning to see if she'd made a move I was surprised to see she was standing with the hem of the skirt in her mouth and was tucking something into her knickers with a series of little shoves and pats, like smoothing concrete. For a minute I couldn't work it out and wandered over to get a better look. The fat on her belly was hanging wrinkled and creased over the top of her knickers as she tucked her arse away. No wonder she'd looked slimmer, she was wearing a girdle with the strength of a Bullworker.  
 
    'How long have you been wearing a girdle Elaine?'  
 
    'Why, do you think it's sexy?' she asked, struggling to keep the skirt in her mouth and sound coy at the same time. She grunted with the effort of trying to get it all back in place.  
 
    'Yeah, you looked lovely standing at the bar tonight, a proper little raver.’ 
 
    'It's me Mother's. I found it in the wardrobe last week.'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned to come to grips with something stubborn and the outline of her compressed arse at the top of her long skinny legs made it look like a toffee-apple. Walking back to the flats she told me of the plans she had with the money from the sale of the house, all of which involved some kind of duplicity and that she'd really enjoyed tonight. It had been one of her ambitions since she'd been fourteen to be fucked at the top of Cannonball Hill at midnight.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ronnie rang before I saw Elaine again, to invite me to his brother's wedding reception to be held on the top floor of the 'Lion Bar', a pub/club on the front down south shore. It was perfect, just what I'd been looking for, and couldn't have come at a better time.  
 
    Mick was having it rough trying to make a living from the shop since the incident. He said his usual customers were keeping out in case I happened to be in and the butcher at the end was forever complaining to the council that he was turning the forecourt into a secondhand car pitch. He'd been thinking of petrol-bombing the bastard he said, that's how strong his feelings were. For all his problems he'd still managed to find the time to get me the car I wanted and I'd been trying to think of a way to return the favour ever since. Ronnie didn't mind if Mick came to the reception, and said he hoped there would be enough beer for him.  
 
    He didn't want to come at first but Janet, of all people, told him in no uncertain manner to get himself off. It would do him the world of good. Maybe she wanted him to know exactly what had happened and her conscience was pricking her. Maybe she was in love with someone else. I didn't know but was pleased he was coming.  
 
    There were well over a hundred guests, relatives and friends of the bride and groom, not to mention people who'd strolled in from the promenade and were taking full advantage of the free drinks until Ronnie got to grips with them. After half a dozen pints and for a full half-hour Mick went through his rock 'n roll routine with a whole heap of partners holding the entire reception mesmerised. He whipped them in, reeled them out, spun them round and generally treated everyone as if they were his own personal yo-yo. They clapped and cheered for more but, dripping with sweat and completely knackered, he'd shot his bolt.  
 
    We stayed the night and came back the next morning driving nice and steady along the motorways. He started telling me about Janet before we'd come off the M55. and didn't stop until I dropped him off.  
 
    'I knew you were coming that night you know,' he said out of the blue. It didn't take any working out to know which night he was referring to.  
 
    'How did you know, Mick? I mean I didn't know myself until I did.'  
 
    'She couldn't get me out of the house quick enough. She said she wanted a bath in peace.' His voice was riddled with the hurt she'd caused. I felt sorry for the poor sod.  
 
    'You don't live with a woman thirteen years,' he continued in the same dead-pan voice, 'and not get to know her. I knew something was happening. I'd seen her looking at you when you were playing with the twins, cracking jokes, fuckin' about. Ever since we've been married I've had to watch her, keep me wits about me. Don't think you were the first. About every two years since we've been married she's gone off the side. I' ve had some real performances with her, bringing her back from all over the fuckin' place.' He was beginning to sound angry but he sighed, belched, rubbed his great belly and got top side of it.  
 
    'She got me out of the house and ten minutes later I rang home. If she was in the bath it would ring for ages. She picked it up before the first fuckin' ring ended and I knew then for sure, and I knew it were you.'  
 
    He stopped to watch a car whooshing past so I took the opportunity to tell him exactly what happened. He listened without a word but I wasn't sure if he believed me.  
 
    'I bought the shop for her. I didn't want to be a fuckin ' shopkeeper. The kids were at school and she hadn't anything to do during the day and it was her who suggested the idea. I thought it would keep her occupied, stop her getting ideas, you know, and now all I do is run to the warehouse for tins of soup and packets of fuckin' peas. '  
 
    He lit a Park Drive, coughed, wound the window down and spat at a new Cortina.  
 
    'I've never had the time to play with the kids for making a bob or two and she's resented that. But I'm not the type to play with kids.'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He then went on about personal family details, he wouldn't tell me if he was going to change his story when we got to court. He wouldn't dare take the risk I would bring them to light and ask my barrister to cross-examine him. It was far too personal and he reminded me of when I'd been in the cell with Alan Forbes telling him all the things I wouldn’t 't normally tell a soul. It cleared the air and I knew for sure only the rottenest of judges would send me to prison again.  
 
    It was obvious to me that all of his problems were self-induced. If he stopped guzzling two gallons of beer a day and lost his great belly his missus wouldn't keep going off the side. Last night, after the reception he'd collapsed on the bed in a drunken heap snoring like a Kawasaki 500, and he'd been going home in the same state every night for donkey's years. It was a point I considered mentioning before dropping him off but in the end I decided he'd know anyway and wouldn't take the slightest bit of notice, might even resent it in fact, like Elaine 's husband resented her. It was the first thing the old feller told me when I got home. Elaine was in Pinderfields, in a bad way after her husband set about her in the town while I'd been over in Blackpool with Mick.  
 
    Apparently when I'd not shown up at her mother's she'd gone round the town hoping to catch me with another woman. When Heppy's turned out she'd gone to the taxi rank with the raving needle because I'd given her the slip and who should be waiting for a taxi but her husband. He'd been out celebrating his birthday. Elaine lambasted him, saying all the nasty bits she'd have liked to say to me, until after a while he'd snapped. He picked her up and then threw her bodily into the display of expensive dresses and fur coats in Dorothy Perkin's front window. The coppers, thinking I was the culprit, almost let her bleed to death from some savage gashes on her legs while they took photographs to show the jury what a cruel bastard I was. My old mate Farrell was in charge of the case the old feller said, so I decided to visit in a day or two when things had cooled off.  
 
    The trip across to Blackpool had knocked a hole in my money and I was in need of earning some when Kay informed me her boyfriend, the whiz-kid, would like to see me in the 'Royal' this dinnertime, he had a bit of information I might find profitable.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was playing pool, drinking lager, and cracking jokes. When he noticed me he gave the cue to one of his mates and took me to one side. A feller had been asking the lads in the town if they knew of anybody with a gent's ID bracelet for sale. He wanted one for his lad's 19th birthday, but it had to be at the right price, nudge, nudge, wink, wink, kind of price.  
 
    'I thought of you straight away Paul,' he said with a cheeky grin. 'Tha'll a no problems whi' 'im. 'E's on'y a daft collier.'  
 
    He gave me the feller's address and left me to it. Hoteliers, landlords, people of their ilk were easier to work than any 'daft' collier for the simple reason they considered every penny before parting with it. All my life I'd lived with colliers and when I'd first left school I'd worked at the pit for a year. Selling a snide bracelet to a collier would be hard, especially the only one I had left, the worst of the lot. The gold had worn away in places where the links joined, the 18-carat ramp was cockeyed and it was only ramped on the name plate. The links were unmarked. I'd something on my plate to sell this one to anybody never mind a collier. The best time to see the feller would be now, Sunday afternoon, straight after he'd had a skinful of ale and his dinner and was feeling complacent and full. The act would have to be a big, silly henpecked husband, who'd lost his job and trying to make ends meet. He'd feel superior to me then and would love rubbing it in. All the years in the nick hadn't been wasted. Psychology was one of the subjects that had rubbed off like the gold from the bracelet.  
 
    His wife answered the door wearing a flowered pinny and looking worried. 'Yes?'  
 
    'I've come to see your husband love,' I explained. 'I've got a bracelet for sale and I've heard he was wanting to buy one.'  
 
    Her face cleared and broke into a relieved smile.  
 
    'Come in. I thought it was the coppers coming about the lad again. Go into the front room and wait 'till I get him up. He always goes to bed on a Sunday.'  
 
    The kitchen had the remains of the dinner on the table and the sink  
 
    was piled high with dirty crockery. She'd been having a cig before  
 
    she started. There were three ducks flying up the stairs and brass ornaments all over the house. It was very warm in the front room and  
 
    cosy. There was a schoolgirl reading a magazine under the window  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    with her elbows on the table propping her head. She didn't even glance as I lowered myself onto the settee and concentrated on acting the part.  
 
    He came into the room wearing trodden-down carpet slippers and braces hanging from his trousers. His skin and vest were the same colour, and he had tight, narrow muscles and a chest developed to cope with dust.  
 
    'Nar then. Wife tells me tha's gorra bracelet tha's wantin' t' sell.'  
 
    He stood in front glaring aggressively. My size wasn't going to intimidate him one bit.  
 
    'Well yes, that's true, but I do not really want to sell it at all. It's just the fact I've lost my job and this week all the bills have arrived at once. IfI don't sell it I don't know what I shall do.'  
 
    'Does tha wanna sell it or not?' he demanded.  
 
    'Yes, I've said so. I've got to.'  
 
    'Well let's 'ave a look arrit then.'  
 
    He turned it over a few times, juggled it, pretending to know all about bracelets and hallmarks. While he did, I didn't stop for a second telling him how pathetic I was.  
 
    'What's tha wanting for it?'  
 
    'Well it's insured for £300 but I don't expect that much,' I answered cautiously. He sneered in derision and shot a glance at his wife which said he would get it for peanuts from a big dummy like me.  
 
    'If you could see your way to letting me have £150 it would pay the bills and it's the wife's birthday on Tuesday. I'll be able to buy her a little present.' I smiled in anticipation.  
 
    'Ah'll gi' thi £70,' he snapped, 'an' that's me final offer.'  
 
    'Seventy pounds,' I cried in alarm. 'That would be stealing it.'  
 
    'Ah'll gi' thi £70. Nar tek or leave it.'  
 
    At this point the daughter looked over with a knowing smile, as if she knew I was cocking her old feller up. It was unsettling so I sighed in resignation and accepted. He counted seven tenners into my hand carefully checking two weren't stuck together and then grinned at his wife in triumph. In a week or two it would be aluminium coloured and he'd realise he'd been had. He would have to swallow his pride and the wife would have some real ammunition to take him down a peg or two. Just the same I wished he hadn't been a collier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Until I went across to Rhyl to collect my pension I had enough money to concentrate on keeping in good condition. The season was only a matter of weeks away and it was time now to start building up, increasing the intensity of my training. No dates had been fixed but I didn't want Tommy springing one on me and I wasn't fully prepared; he had a terrible reputation for slipping lads in at the very last minute.  
 
    No more runs with a duration of 40 minutes minimum, but sharp sessions of interval running, timed, with the progress recorded. Stretch my lungs to maximum capacity and increase my heart beat to 180 and keep it there for as long as possible. I wouldn't be able to manage this at first but it shouldn't take me long and the top of Ossett common was the ideal place to train at this time of year. There were no excuses for not being in excellent condition. If I was knocked out I couldn't and wouldn't say what Peter had when Spinks had flattened him.  
 
    By the fourth session I'd improved enough to want someone to man the clock to leave me free to concentrate on the job in hand. Anybody would do providing they could read and write, I thought, rubbing myself down in the front room. It was a beautiful, bright summer's morning and I was feeling on top of the world. It was so clear I could read the time on the Cathedral clock through the front window. It was 10 past 10 when she walked past the house, a girl so startlingly attractive I held my breath. She stopped at the end of the garden, glanced up and down the road and then, as if she'd made a decision, seated herself on the pavement edge and wrapped both arms around her knees. Her thick, chestnut-coloured hair fell to obscure her face but a second later she tossed it back and I realised who she was. She was our Kay's mate, little Cath, from across the road.  
 
    Twice in my life I'd seen her before, both times when I'd been on home leave from the nick. The first time she'd been about 6 years old and the last time had been in '72, on my home leave from Hull. She had been the prettiest little girl I'd ever seen and she'd stuck in my mind ever since. When Alan Forbes had said the answer to my problems was to get myself a schoolie, little Cath had jumped straight to mind.  
 
    She was on mid-summer school holidays and pleased to see I was home, she said, shielding her eyes from the sun and smiling. Her teeth were small, square, flawless, and dazzlingly white. It was at that  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    precise moment I became conscious 1 was practically undressed and her eyes were almost level with the bulge in my shorts and if any of the neighbours just happened to be looking through the window they'd think I was a nonce, a mucky sex case, and they wouldn't be wrong, I was thinking that about myself. She was utterly, mouth-wateringly gorgeous, and I just had to see her again. How, how could I see her again. Fellers my age didn’t 't ask a schoolgirl for a date no matter how much they wanted one, but I had to see her. If I could see her fairly often, I felt sure I could influence her enough to see me regularly. Got it. I'd mention Kay and take it from there.  
 
    She didn't see much of her these days, not since Kay had started on the market and they'd moved houses. They hadn't moved far, certainly not far enough to prevent them being friends again.  
 
   
 
  

 'Well our Kay is holding a gymkhana up at Wrenthorpe soon Cath, and I've heard her say she could do with a hand.'  
 
    'Oh is she? I didn't know.'  
 
    'Anyway love,' I called, walking back to the house. 'It's been nice to see you, and don't forget.'  
 
    To try and get Cath from my thoughts I decided after a couple of days to go and see Elaine and get my brain on an even keel. Cath was affecting my training. I couldn't sleep for thinking about her.  
 
    Elaine was half-way down the ward with bottles hanging all round the bed and tubes leading into her body from all directions. She cracked into a happy smile, obviously under sedation, as I seated myself in the chair next to her bed. Running my fingers up her legs under the sheets to feel where the casts ended I realised she had been seriously injured. The casts went the length of both legs and she wasn't wearing knickers. At the end of the visit, after a bottle of South African Mountain wine and a 3-skinner of Nigerian bush, she was hanging from the bed with only the tubes keeping her from landing in a heap on the floor and laughing like a demented hyena. Turning at the ward door to wave goodbye there were two nurses and a sister walking urgently to her bed and Elaine was shouting at the top of her voice.  
 
    'Syyyyykes you're a bastaaarrrrd.'  
 
    Maybe she WAS a Witch. Maybe she could read my thoughts. There would be no more Cannonball Hills at midnight, not after what Mick had said. And If I could possibly help it I wouldn't even see her again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Yes Elaine, maybe you're right and I am a bastard but I haven't broken my marriage vows like you, and all the other slag bag married women I've met since I've been home. Still my thoughts were occupied with Cath, and the visit had been a waste of time. I couldn't get her out of my mind.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    It was early Sunday morning and the road was still and quiet. No bustling activity as people got ready to attend morning service up our road. The only noise was the twang of the shovel as the old feller tried to break lengths of wood on the coal shed step, fence posts, railings, bits of wood to light the fire. It was his variation of Jack Dempsey's training, chopping logs in the Catskill Mountains. He used the edge of the shovel as though it was an axe but it was too light to do any damage and kept bouncing back. He wore the wood away with sheer persistence until he was knackered. If he had an axe it would be too heavy. In 20 minutes I'd go out and stamp on it and then he'd thank me, and give me a demonstration of his lung capacity by inflating his chest with a deep breath and tell me he'd never smoked in his life. The old feller, 65, and still in training for the heavyweight title. I had to admire him.  
 
    Suddenly the peace and tranquillity was shattered by the sound of horse's hooves clattering in the road. Kay, who'd been trying to slot a zip back into a skirt by the wall unit, turned like a lurcher sensing a rabbit, threw the skirt at me and made a bolt from the room.  
 
    'It's Cath,' she cried, going through the door.  
 
    My heart did a somersault but I continued staring at the crossword and making out 1 hadn't a clue who she meant until I realised there was nobody to see me. Standing by the old feller at the backdoor I watched her and Kay in deep conversation in the middle of the road.  
 
    Cath was sitting astride the horse and Kay holding its head. I had to turn away, it was hurting to be so near but yet so far.  
 
    'No, no, don't' the old feller pleaded. 'Don't Paul.'  
 
    It was too late, I'd smashed all his bits of wood with half a dozen vicious stamps. 'You were getting on my nerves fucking about.'  
 
    'I was enjoying it' he complained,' but I'm about buggered now.'  
 
    He went through his deep breathing routine while 1 cast casual,  
 
    unintentional glances into the road and wished I was eighteen.  
 
    Cath started knocking about with Kay just as I'd hoped, going to the stables and helping out with the preparations for the gymkhana. She was always in and around the house. It was murder trying not to notice or treat her as more than one of the neighbours' kids. I could feel my heart lurch and my stomach drop every time I saw her and how Mother didn't notice was more than I could understand.  
 
    Half-way through the week Kay suggested a walk into Ossett. She'd packed in with the whiz-kid and with a bit of luck she might bump into him. She'd cut him dead she told Cath, wouldn't even spit on him.  
 
    'Do you mind if I come with you?' I asked, as if I couldn't care less.  
 
    They looked at each other for objections, didn't see any and said yes. We walked in a 5-mile detour via Horbury, so we wouldn't arrive too early, and neither of them took the slightest bit of notice as I jumped the stream, did short-arm somersaults over five-barred gates and generally did all I could to show I wasn't anywhere near the ripe old age of 31. They didn't even speak to me until we were in the 'Royal', and then it was only to ask if I had 5p for the pool table. All the way they'd been in rapt conversation, whispering into each other's ear, oohs, aahs and giggling. I was completely and utterly wasting time entertaining thoughts of Cath. It was sickening. Walking home I told Cath about interval running and asked hopefully if she'd man the clock for me. It was easy I explained, and I'd be really grateful. To my profound joy and amazement she agreed, but only when her mam didn't want her to run errands.  
 
    It was agony keeping my thoughts disguised but on the third morning I blurted them out. My training had been hard and I hadn't been able to sink into the level of concentration necessary. She had my big stop-clock, pencil and paper, and was laid on her side recording the times. Dripping with sweat and gasping for breath I'd gone to see how much progress I had to make and seen to my surprise I was better than I'd reckoned.  
 
    'Are these right Cath? You've not been guessing have you?'  
 
    'Have I hell.' She was indignant.  
 
    'I'm sorry love. '  
 
    The times made the pain of training worthwhile. I was happy, joyous, and I had to apologise.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Do you know Cath, you're the most beautiful girl I've ever seen,' I blurted, and immediately wanted to cut my tongue out. I hadn't meant to say that at all. She didn't answer or even look at me, not once all the way home. She walked by my side and out of my life, or so I thought and then remembered with relief Kay's gymkhana. It was being held on Sunday, only a few days away, and I was sure to see her again. I'd have to be more careful in future.  
 
    She was sitting in the back of the Escort van and I hardly saw her all day. In fact I wouldn't have seen her at all if it hadn't been for Del, dressed in black jacket and waistcoat, striped trousers and topped with bowler hat announcing at the end of the second 'Chase me Charlie ' there would be a party in the 'Flanshaw Hotel' that night for all the competitors, and he would foot the bill.  
 
    Kay had asked if we'd mind raising the bar after each round, Del at one end and me at the other. When all the girls began going to his side to make the jump I thought at first they were trying to impress him on account of him being the Minister for Bloodstock for all West Africa (he'd flown over specially to judge the 'In Hand ' section), and then I noticed he hadn't raised his side, not once since the competition started, and they were going to his side because it was 18" lower than mine. The girls' bottoms, cocked, as they skimmed the bar, encased in skin-tight jodphurs, had induced hypnosis. He was in a trance and couldn’t 't move. When I shouted for him to do his job he said we had to make it last brother. Moments like this were very rare in a feller's life.  
 
    When it was over, he, Davy and me chipped together for the final event of the day with cash prizes for the first three, and when that was over anybody would think he'd been told he had cancer until he thought of the party. Young birds in skintight jodphurs had been all over the show for a full six hours and he still hadn't seen enough. The same for Davy and me.  
 
    'Nevermind night clubs and discos,' Del said with reverence.  
 
    'There are more gorgeous chicks taking part in this gymkhana than  
 
    I've ever seen in one place at the same time. No way is this the last  
 
    one I'm attending. Tell Kay to announce there'll be a party tonight.'  
 
    He looked at me for somewhere to hold it. My brain computed quicker than lightning.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Tell her there’ll be a party tonight in the 'Flanshaw Hotel' and everybody is invited. It won't cost a Carrot, it's all on me. What do you say Davy?'  
 
    Davy nodded happily and showed his teeth, but said birds like this mob didn't attend parties with the likes of us.  
 
    'We'll see, we’ll see,' Del said, stroking his new Viva Zapata moustache and eyeing a jodphur-clad bottom as a girl adjusted the bandages on her pony's fetlocks a yard in front.  
 
    The gymkhana wasn't only a success for Kay, but for Mother and me too. Mother had had a stall set up selling sweets and pop, and underneath she'd had all the cans of lager and beer I'd brought back from Elaine's. She'd sold the lot before she'd sold any of her own stock. She said there had to be a moral somewhere.  
 
    Out of all the girls who'd attended only three turned up for the party and not one had taken part in any event but it didn't worry anybody. Kay came with Diane, a big, sulky-looking girl who worked in the tax office, and Cath. There were Del, Davy and me, which was ideal. Kay liked Davy; in fact she liked him so much Mother had noticed.  
 
    'He's one of our Paul's mates and you'lI get nowt with him,' I'd heard her say in warning at the gymkhana. What had been said previously I didn't know but obviously something had. Diane kept giving Del long sultry glances from under lowered lashes and I was in love with Cath. A proper little gang of fornicators and intrigues. Davy was happy, and Del just loved fornicators and intrigues and all the undercurrents that make life interesting. He knew of my feelings for Cath, I'd told him when she'd been taking the entrance fees. He'd said she was lovely and could understand my feelings, especialIy after Pauline, but I had to be careful, I hadn't to do anything which would jeopardise my chances and put my boxing licence in danger. If I went about things in the proper manner I'd be OK though.  
 
    Somebody, it may have been Kay, suggested we all go to Heppy's for the last hour. Everybody, including Cath agreed, which came as a surprise. I'd thought her parents would want her home and in bed, a girl her age, and I'd been anticipating walking her home.  
 
    At that precise moment Elaine appeared out of thin air standing at  
 
    the bar and dressed like she'd been on Cannonball Hill. She tried to  
 
    saunter down the room but the injuries gave her the gait of a three  
 
      
 
      
 
    legged dog. She seated herself on the buffet facing me, crossed her legs so we could all see the bandages through her black nylons, and leered.  
 
    'I knew you were in here. I've told you Sykes, I get the vibes.'  
 
    She nodded at Davy, smiled crookedly at Del, and then peered closely at Diane for a second or two, and then at Cath. Cath blushed crimson and looked away.  
 
    'Now then Elaine,' Del said, immediately conscious of the change in atmosphere and coming to the rescue. 'Tell me how your Colin is. I believe you've been to see him.'  
 
    She moved to sit nearer while she told him about her brother, taking the air of impending disaster with her. Her brother and Del were old pals from the nick.  
 
    She came with us to Heppy's, hitched herself up to the table across from me and didn't say a word. We were in a line watching the girls dancing together. Sunday night and Heppy's had plenty of space for people to dance. Cath was doing a delicious double hip kick in time to the music which caused my insides to turn and a lump in my throat.  
 
    'So that's her is it, that little scrubber?' Elaine sneered. 'You've not taken your eyes off her all night. '  
 
    She was a liar, this was the first time I'd looked Cath' s way all day for the simple reason I remembered what had happened to Wilma. Elaine, with her warped thinking could be quite easily blaming Cath for causing her injuries. She could be thinking I'd been with her when I'd been across at Blackpool with Mick.  
 
    'What did you say Elaine, I missed that?'  
 
    'I said it's your Kay's mate. You've not taken your eyes away all night. The little slag,' she added nastily.  
 
    She could chirp at me but she wasn't going to chirp at Cath, not a woman who'd kicked her husband and daughter out so I could move in.  
 
    'If anybody is a slag it's you. Now stand up and fuck off before I  
 
    batter you. '  
 
    Let her have the needle to me and she would forget about Cath.  
 
    She sniffed and glared at the dance floor while she wrapped the  
 
    mac about her and then sort of stalked and hobbled for the door  
 
    without a backward glance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'She's a bad woman' Del warned. 'A bad woman. You'll have to watch her.  
 
    He and Davy drove straight from home to Heppy's and I took the girls home. Diane was first to be dropped off outside a new bungalow down Thomes, and then Cath, but Cath wouldn't or couldn't get out of the car. She was laid back in the front seat with her eyes closed and a Mona Lisa smile. A full day in the fresh air and four or five glasses of lager had knocked her bow-legged.  
 
    It wouldn't look good if her parents happened to look through the window and saw her like this, they might blame me.  
 
    'Come on Cath love,' I implored. 'Come on love, you're home now.'  
 
    It made no difference even after I'd gone round to open the door. She lay back with the same enigmatic smile and glassy-eyed.  
 
    Bending to help her out I whispered in her ear, 'Do you mind if I kiss you?' Her face cleared and became composed. She hadn't been as drunk as I'd thought.  
 
    'If you want,' she answered quietly.  
 
    I couldn't do it, I couldn't kiss her. Not on the lips. I kissed her forehead and helped her out.  
 
    'There you are love. Are you all right?'  
 
    She nodded and set off. Three tottery steps later she fell into the  
 
    middle of the privet hedge and appeared to be learning to swim. I pulled her out and guided her through the gate and waited until the door closed before driving home with Kay asleep on the back seat totally unaware of the little drama.  
 
    Cath was a schoolgirl, untouched and virginal. She had to be, she was only 15, and wouldn't be 16 until next March. No doubt she'd been groped in the bike sheds at school. If I’d been at school with her I wouldn't have been able to keep my hands off. I wouldn't have cared how many times she told the teacher. It would be well worth getting the cane but I wasn't a schoolboy now and I wanted more than a quick squeeze of her tits while she wriggled and tried to bite like most of the girls had done at my old school. There had been two, I remembered clearly, who'd giggled and nudged each other watching the gym teacher going onto the field to take the class for rugby, saying they wouldn't mind all those muscles holding them and they'd only been 14 and he'd been as old as I am now. The same two  
 
      
 
      
 
    wouldn’t entertain the lads in school. If she had their mentality I had good chances, she might have done a bit of snogging in the chip shop doorway with some young kid who'd left school, had a motorbike and a hair style in the latest fashion, pretending she was in love. Having a crush they called it. Having a crush! She'd have a crush if I could get a grip of her and no messing. The way she wore a pullover with only a bra underneath so when she moved it lifted and showed her belly-button. It was moments like those when my thoughts were pure. Pure, unadulterated nonce. Molestation, dark woods, moonlight, her and me. It was moments of blissful ecstasy. Four times I'd woken with my dick hard enough to dig roads.  
 
    Hollywood didn't have a sex symbol who could hold a candle to her. Her skin was the colour of pearl and just as flawless. Her breasts were full and firm. Her thighs and bum were round and juicy and made for love. Full-face she could melt roses and her profile would grow them. Her rich dark hair fell in natural waves so only the tip of her cute button nose and the curve of delicate vermillion lips showed. She laughed like kids on Christmas morning and had dimples on her knuckles. If I could catch her now before she'd ever been hurt, double-crossed, let down, lost faith, lost trust, I'd love her to death and provide her with anything in the world she wanted, anything at all. I would never lose my temper, sulk, be jealous or mean. I'd train and keep fit. I'd never allow myself to get a belly like Mick, or snore, or leave a tap dripping, or squeeze the toothpaste at the wrong end. If I could just make her mine I'd never give her any reason not to love me as I loved her.  
 
    For days on end I plotted and schemed how to capture her, until an idea took root watching Kay, brushing her long blonde hair in the mirror one night before she went out. Mother was out, the old feller was in the bathroom. It was a chance I had to take. If she gave me a look of horror I'd never mention the subject again and probably die of shame for even thinking it.  
 
    'Kay,' I said quietly, 'how would you like to stay in a posh hotel overnight, have a night out, and it doesn't cost you a penny?' She halted in mid stroke and looked at my reflection in the mirror for a second, calculating.  
 
    'What's the catch?'  
 
    Here goes I thought, it's now or never.  
 
      
 
    'I'm going to Rhyl tomorrow and I want you and Cath to come. I'll book you into a double room and at the last minute we'll swap.' She turned to read my face for a second.  
 
    'Ooooh, it's like that is it?' She put the brush down, her face beaming at the revelation. 'I knew you liked her but I didn't think you had it that bad.' Yes, she would help me, she'd always liked Cath. And she wouldn't mind Cath at all for a sister-in-law she added reflectively. There was only one drawback. She would have to get a feller, a total stranger, to make the plan work. She would ask Cath to share with me so she could be alone with him. It was the most frustrating two hours of my life driving to Rhyl and not being able to tell Cath. At the Welsh side of Chester I had to get out of the car and walk rather than sit in the car with them. Kay drove and picked me up about four miles down the road.  
 
    'You're getting crankier than me Dad,' she said critically, picking me up.  
 
    Christmas Tree paid me with a wheezy laugh and said it was well worth it, all the threats and fiddling had stopped long since. It was a pleasure to do business with me. He said the same thing every time and usually followed with a complete run through of his latest medical report as though I was his personal consultant. The treatment I prescribed was a large whisky to help the blood through the arteries, to take it easy and not to worry.  
 
    Kay and Cath were somewhere about the town looking for sideshows or anything they'd not seen before. There wasn't any chance they would, Rhyl was as original as a stick of rock. I was sitting at the side of a large lake, or maybe an inlet from the sea, behind the small, scruffy, pleasure beach at the south end of the promenade, and watching seagulls dive-bomb discarded fish and chip wrappers, and thinking. It was cold and windy and day trippers were few and far between.  
 
    If it went according to how I'd planned I would have broken the law. Before I did, or even had the chance, I had to analyse my feelings free of all pressure and outside influences. I was putting my neck in the noose and I wanted to make sure I could face the consequences if I was caught. But how could I be caught? If she came to my room and shared the double bed she would be doing it of her own free will. I would just have to make sure I didn't do anything to upset or  
 
      
 
      
 
    frighten her. Going with a girl who was under the legal age of consent didn't bother me one jot, it was the thought I was letting myself in for all the heartache and sleepless nights I'd had over Pauline that played on my mind.  
 
    If it came to the crunch I would spend a thousand sleepless nights thinking of Cath for just a single night sleeping with her. If if meant losing a leg first I wouldn't have to think about it.  
 
    Like Kay said, I had it bad. With the decision made, it had been made weeks and I'd only been kidding myself it wasn't, it was only a question of killing time until tonight, and there were better places than sitting in the draught to kill time.  
 
    Walking the streets looking at the price of houses in estate agents' windows, the railway timetable, the cinema billboards and the state of the donkeys on the beach, the afternoon dragged by until about 5.30. I was ravenous. Sitting in the fly-blown cafe in a back street off the prom eating £1.50 of whatever was left in the fridge, the thought of Kay going with a total stranger rankled. If I didn't like the look of the feller Cath wouldn't be sharing with me, no chance, and I didn't care how much I wanted to.  
 
    There weren't any Robert Redfords or lames Garners amongst the spotty, undernourished kids who passed the window wearing 'Kiss me quick' hats, eating junk food and with radios blaring in their ears. No wonder Kay hadn't had any qualms about me going with Cath. So I was 31, big deal, I was a million times better than this shower. For all my confidence, butterflies the size of dinner plates fluttered under my ribs.  
 
    It was 10.30 when Kay winked and gave me the nod.  
 
    'Don't look now,' she said 'but that's him in the blue jacket. He's got his own shop on the promenade and an S-reg. car.' She smiled confidently, and then pushed through the crowd standing at the bar and went back to her seat.  
 
    We were in a disco pub on the sea front and I was talking with the lads who worked holiday resorts every season, selling novelties and relying on quick wits and a sharp brain to earn a living. The conversations was stereotyped, the jokes chestnuts that are cracked every season; nothing new, nothing original but Kay's words. They hit home like the bell for the first round. There was no backing out now, not unless I was struck by lightning.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was all quiet inside, outside, everywhere. Not a sound to be heard. Cath had been in the bathroom at the end of the double bed ages. It seemed like ages but in reality about five minutes. Kay was in the room next door with a small dark-haired Jewish-looking lad. There wasn't the slightest danger he could overpower her. She'd break him in half if he tried, but he looked a sensible lad not given to taking risks. Cath had sat on the bed while I'd used the bathroom and the minute I'd come out and started to take off my trousers she'd slipped quietly in and locked the door. She hadn't said a word or even looked at me. She'd hardly moved a muscle. If she didn't emerge very soon I'd knock on the door and ask if she was all right. No, I'd .listen first to see if she was crying. She wasn't daft, far from, and she'd know what to expect sharing with me. If she was crying, too scared to come out, I'd tell her not to worry, I would go and sleep in the car. She might not be crying, but fast asleep in the bath and reasonably content, but I wasn't having that either. A girl her age was entitled to a proper bed. If she said one word, one single word, or made a gesture I'd get dressed and leave. No way did I want to frighten her or have her upset. I could bide my time. Years if necessary. I would wait forever if I had to.  
 
    She came out just as I was about to get up. Her hair had been  
 
    freshly brushed and she'd changed into a nightdress.  
 
    Some nightdress! It was a red, silk, karate jacket, bulging with her  
 
    breasts and matching panties. My heart almost knocked my back  
 
    teeth out. The act of physical sex came off her in waves like the sun  
 
    off a tarmac road. She was heart-stopping, absolutely mouth-watering. There was something wrong, she wasn't the same height she normally was. She walked round the bed, pulled the blankets back and  
 
    climbed in. As she did I noticed her ankles were thick, not fat but  
 
    thick and round without any definition. She pulled the light cord and  
 
    snuggled down, taking care not to touch me.  
 
    'How come you're shorter Cath? You seem to have shrunk.'  
 
    'It's my shoes,' she explained. 'They're platforms.'  
 
    She sounded her normal self, no apprehension or hesitation, or  
 
    fright. I could see her in my mind's eye, leather bomber jacket and  
 
    tight, flared jeans. They swept the floor and I'd not seen her shoes.  
 
    Platforms, thick platforms, like walking on two house bricks on  
 
    edge.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The smell of soap and toothpaste and warm pink flesh reached my  
 
    nostrils. She was here, laid by my side in the dark in a posh hotel, posh for Rhyl, and I'd cracked it, I'd made it all come true. Careful, careful, don't rush it. Put her at ease. 'You know I worked with our Kay, don’t you?’ I explained, trying not to gloat.  
 
    'She asked if I'd share with you,' she answered 'so she could be alone with the feller.' ' 
 
    ‘I know, it was all part of the plan so I could be alone with you You've been conned Cath.'  
 
    She was silent, hardly breathing. Her brain was ticking over though, I could here it.  
 
    ‘I guessed something was up,' she said thoughtfully.  
 
    'And you didn't argue, your foot or something’ 
 
    'In me platforms' she chuckled. ‘I'd put a hole through the floor.'  
 
    'You know why I've gone to these lengths don't you Cath?'  
 
    She didn't answer. I waited and waited and waited, maybe for as long as ten seconds. All that I'd said had sunk in and if she didn't want to know then the light would be on and she would be getting dressed.  
 
    Slowly I turned and placed the palm of my hand on her stomach. 'You know I've not been able to sleep for weeks thinking about you Cath.’  
 
    She was in my arms like an iron filing on a magnet. She was mine, and it wasn’t a dream. 
 
    What happened next came naturally as breathing and without a second’s conscious thought. Her panties had been thrown and I had my tongue inside her so far the skin underneath was hurting as it stretched to its limits over my bottom teeth. Crinkly black hairs were tickling my nose and her warm, silkysmooth thighs were spread wide. She jerked once, twice her pubic bone flattening my nose even further. A sigh shuddered through her. If she’d been a 3-course meal I’d have eaten her in two bites and I would now if my dick wasn’t hurting so.  
 
    'Can I make love to you Cath?' I whispered, looking over her mons Veneris like a sniper.  
 
    Her jacket was thrown wide open and her lips were forming a perfect circle. She nodded, 'Yes, Yes.' She sounded very close to the vinegar strokes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Aah.' She gave a short cry which entered my heart like a barbed arrow.  
 
    'Am I hurting Cath?' I asked urgently. 'I'll stop if! am.'  
 
    'A little bit you are,' she breathed.  
 
    'Don't fuck about Cath. Do you want me to stop or not?' It would be the greatest test of self-control I'd ever faced if she said yes.  
 
    'No, no.'  
 
    'But I've only got half in.'  
 
    'No, no, its okay, it's not that bad.' She made it sound like sweet agony.  
 
    Dawn was filtering through the curtains when she gently shook me awake.  
 
    'What is it love?' I was alert to every word, intonation and inflection of the night before. Had I hurt her? Ruptured something that wouldn't stop bleeding.  
 
    'What is it Cath? What's the matter?'  
 
    She smiled lazily, her dark eyes laughing.  
 
    'I couldn't sleep,' she murmured.  
 
    'Do you want to go for a walk? A swim in the sea? We'll have a stroll down the front. I don't think there'll be a tea bar open so early.' Anything to keep her happy.  
 
    'Do I hell!' She laughed at me.  
 
    My brain raced until it dawned ... 'but could it be true?  
 
    'Do you want me to do it again?' My heart beat against my ribs hard in rhythm and the back of my throat constricted.  
 
    She stretched, pushing both arms back over her head until her breasts were standing like two small mountains.  
 
    'Please,' she said, like a cat over the cream, and knocking every last doubt and fear to kingdom come.  
 
    The resolve I'd had when I'd first come home about not letting myself become emotionally entangled again evaporated as if it hadn't existed. There wasn't a chance I could keep her at a distance. She was my girl and I'd gladly die for her. I was in love like I'd never been before.  
 
    Life, for me, took on the rosy glow of complete contentment and Cath was the reason. Her parents imposed no restrictions on her movements at all, she could come and go just as she pleased. It took some believing at first but after a month when we'd been to Middlesborough,  
 
      
 
    Blackpool a couple of times, Liverpool to see Del, and Rhyl again, I was convinced. Our age difference made not the slightest impression on her by then but in the beginning she'd been quite subdued which, at times, made me feel like a teacher with a pupil of one. My wrinkles didn't worry her, in fact I wasn't wrinkled, a bit piggy-eyed she said, but that's nowt. Everywhere I took her she behaved like a lady, never threw a tantrum, sulked, worried, or said a word out of place, and looked as if she'd just stepped straight from the bath. No gummed eyes and smudged lipstick and hair matted after a night's sleep like Elaine and plenty of others I knew. I had to pinch myself to check I wasn't dreaming but it was more fun pinching her. We played putting in the park and stayed until after dark to watch bats flitting and darting amongst the trees. Sometimes we'd play during the day and afterwards sit quietly to watch hoards of grey squirrels in the trees behind Thorns House School. She hadn't known there were squirrels in the park until I pointed them out. She thought far more than she spoke which gave me immense pleasure. It proved to me I wasn't boring, another run-of-the-mill feller a girl with her looks could have twenty to the dozen of, and the things I said and showed her gave her plenty to think about.  
 
    She could swim but was too self-conscious of her short legs to parade in the baths. The bones from her knees to ankles were stunted as if they hadn't had enough room in the womb to grow to their full extent. It didn't worry me but it worried her. Platform shoes had been invented for her.  
 
    We spent four hours going from one ride to another on the pleasure beach at Blackpool, to make up for my refusal to go on anything on the pleasure beach at Rhyl the morning after we'd stayed the first night. They didn't look strong enough to hold my weight I'd said, but promised I'd make up for it later. If I hadn't known the lads taking the fares it would have cost £30 and I came home feeling as if I'd been through a food mixer. Cath was thrilled skinny especially when she realised it hadn't cost anything. She gave me a look when the penny dropped as though I must be crackers not coming every day.  
 
    Everywhere I went she came with me and everywhere I went I had an ulterior motive. In a few weeks I'd be starting my career and I wanted as many people to watch as I could possibly get and the only  
 
      
 
      
 
    way to do that was to keep them all informed. Cath came with me to the gym and sat out of the way while I sparred. She timed me when I needed timing, and recorded my progress in one of her school exercise books. She was just the job. No arguing, no suggestions, no stupid remarks, she did exactly what I asked and I loved her totally. Time was marching on. The school holidays were over, the boxing season in some parts of the country had started already and Tommy had fixed my first fight. It was at Liverpool Stadium, chief supporting bout against a feller from Leicester called Rocky Kelly, over 8 three minute rounds. It was time now to peak my training  
 
    There wasn't a trainer in the world who could tell me anything about myself. Nobody had to bribe, cajole or drive me. Nobody had to tell me when to stop. I knew me better than Arthur Negus knew antiques, or Percy Thrower knew his garden. Training was something I had to do, training was something I enjoyed, and training for total fitness was something I did alone, unless it was interval running when I preferred to have somebody on the clock. I could manage without if I had to. My strength and lungs were in excellent condition but I wasn't totally convinced I was fit enough to fight flat out for 8 rounds if I had to,  
 
    Over the years I'd lifted a million tons in weights, run thousands of miles in sprints and raced round circuits until my pulse had been below 40 for over 7 years. It was around 40 now at rest, a heartbeat slow enough to merit a mention in the papers if I'd been a star, Bjorn Borg or Jim Ryan or somebody, and I'd acquired it with short intense bursts of effort. Any kind of training I loved but long runs, boring long runs. Running needed an efficient heart and lungs and the power I'd grafted hard for, heaving and gasping, lifting weights, pounding around circuits, pull-ups, press-ups, dips, jumps and heaves, worked against me when I went on long runs. Boring long runs. It didn't give me the feeling I was working. Running was essential, though, just to let the body know it had to keep going for longer than it was used to but not too much otherwise I'd be running off muscle strength I'd grafted so hard to acquire.  
 
    The emphasis of boxing training must be on physical strength and pure brute power in the limbs is far harder to acquire than the ability to run well. It means all muscles being strong and not just the heart. The yardstick I used to gauge my cardio-vascular fitness was a run of  
 
      
 
      
 
    4 miles with more hills and peaks than the big-dipper at Blackpool. Between the hills were flat stretches of various lengths where I could open up and put some daylight between my legs. If I could manage to run three mornings consecutively and not take longer than 29 minutes without being distressed and pumped then I was fit to fight 8 rounds against anybody. If I could do it in less I'd need to specialise on strength. If it took me longer I'd need less resistance exercise and more running. Getting to a peak was a doddle.  
 
    Tommy wanted me across in Manchester every night to spar but it wasn't really for my benefit as much as for the other lads he managed. Tall, short, heavy, light, black, half-caste and white, I sparred with them all.  
 
    Del came to the gym one night to monitor my progress and when I'd satisfied him I was still in great shape he asked Tommy for 40 ringside seats. Tommy's mouth dropped and his eyes bulged.  
 
    'How many? How many did you say?' he spluttered.  
 
    'Forty ringside seats on the side nearest the dressing rooms.' He had the self-assurance of a self-made man.  
 
    'Half the south end is coming to see my boy,' he added for good measure. Tommy beamed with bonhomie as he counted the money then looked at me with a new light in his crafty old eyes as I sparred. Over the top of my sparmate's shoulder I could see his reflection in the mirror.  
 
    Cath took it in her stride, saying nothing of her feelings about boxing but accepting all I had to do, the discipline involved and the sacrifices I had to make. It all had to be done.  
 
    It was the most important day in my life, the old feller's life too. Right from being able to walk he'd trained me for this day. All the years of trailing to the gym on cold winter nights when I'd been a little lad. All the years of hitting hands in the back bedroom, learning to skip, parry and block, bob and weave were now going to bear fruit. He'd taught me everything from Jack Dempsey's book, 'Championship Fighting'. It had been the bible he'd used to instruct me, but I'd picked up a lot since I'd been at school. He'd been elated when I'd reached the ABA semi-finals and positively wagged his tail at the write-up Joe Frazier had given me. When I'd been refused a licence and then Yancy died it had hurt him probably more than me. At least all the hard work, sweat and tears, disappointments and heartaches were behind us. I was fit and ready and anticipating a storming debut.  
 
      
 
    October 10th fell on a Thursday, the day Mother and Kay stood Wakefield market, which meant they hadn't to leave home so early.  
 
    'Give him a bashing,' Kay said, shaking her fist at the bedroom door.  
 
    'Good luck love,' Mother said, with a smile. The van started a moment later leaving me in bed and the old feller making a pot of tea in the kitchen.  
 
    'You don't want to be too long,' he said, putting the mug on the bedside table. 'Get in and please the crowd. Give 'em value for money. Get yourself a few bob and then get out again before you get hurt. You're knocking on now love and you haven't long left. In and out quick.' He was standing at the bottom of the bed with a proud, happy smile.  
 
    'Ee, lad, I never thought I'd live to see this day.' He shivered to see if he wasn't dreaming. His proud, happy smile stayed fixed as he called, going through the door, 'Give me a shout if there's owt you want.' It was a long time since I'd last seen him so happy, so long I couldn't remember.  
 
    Cath would be waiting outside the Townley Road chip shop before I set off to wish me luck. We'd arranged it last night. She'd love to come and watch but she couldn't miss school in the morning. She was at school now. I wondered if she was thinking about me. Unable to concentrate on her lessons for worrying. I was glad she wasn't coming, you couldn't tell what might happen on the first night, a daft cut or anything. After tonight and another few fights I'd ask her to marry me. Her parents wouldn't object if I was a star and we'd need their permission. I wondered what she'd say: 'Don't talk daft you big ugly pig,' and giggle. She was lovely.  
 
    All thoughts of Cath went as I heard the old feller coming back to the bedroom with his voice raised in protest about something. He wasn't talking to himself I realised as he entered the bedroom followed by a platoon of heavy detectives with Dawson in the lead.  
 
    Get dressed Paul, you're under arrest,' he ordered.  
 
    My heart dropped through the bed. Something had to happen. I'd known all along. I'd felt it in my bones.  
 
    This was the fourth time in five arrests Dawson had been present; serious arrests, cars, vans and motorbikes, walkie-talkies and flashing blue lights. £10,000 arrests. The only time Dawson had been missing  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    was the case with Mick's ear. The ONLY case he was directly involved with.  
 
    He wasn't involved with this case either I realised, pulling into the car-park of Pontefract police station, although he'd been making enquiries. Weeks ago the feller who'd brought the turkeys had gone to Elaine's after I'd left. The police had been following him. He'd pulled up outside the front door and knocked. When he hadn't got a reply he'd driven on and after a mile or two they'd waved him to a halt. In the van had been 50 turkeys. He'd been arrested and taken to the station where he'd told them all he could. Dawson had gone to Elaine's and had a look round. Elaine explained the feathers in the cellar had come from a duvet which had split after she'd washed it. He'd gone away knowing the score but unable to prove it.  
 
    Elaine had gone to the police the morning after she'd seen me in Heppy's - the day of the gymkhana - to tell him what she'd said previously had been lies. The feathers HAD come from turkeys. Delroy had said she was a bad woman but she wasn't in the same league as Dawson. It was all he needed to arrest me but he hadn't, he'd hung on and hung on, until the morning of my first fight and then arrested me. lt may as well have been Dawson's case from the way they treated me. No visits and remanded in custody for 7 days because the main witness was living in constant fear of reprisals, and I was already on bail for another offence.  
 
    One of the screws behind the reception counter in Leeds gaol was checking my property as he booked me in. He opened the charge sheet and began to read it loud.  
 
    'Did steal, handle, or help in the retention of 50 turkeys knowing them to be stolen.' He looked at me through narrowed eyes. 'You'll get some bird for this Sykes.'  
 
    He folded and put it back into the envelope and barked a laugh.  
 
    'The beak takes a very dim view of crimes like this. And I'll tell you something else. It will be a feather in the cap of the copper who's nicked you. Ha ha ha.'  
 
    He put the charge into perspective.  
 
    Going through the reception formalities like a fish thrown back in water I couldn't help but think of the evilness of the police. Rotten, cowardly bastards who used the system to make up for their own failings. At least 20 had come to the house to arrest me besides those  
 
    who'd come into the bedroom and the best of it was they hadn't any proof. They had a bit of circumstantial evidence that's all but certainly not enough for a conviction.  
 
    There were three cons working in the reception, dishing out the food, bedding, and clothing. All three were old pals from previous sentences. They sorted me out some decent kit, a pile of food, a pot of tea and allocated me to a single cell on A3, the remand prisoners wing.  
 
    The magistrates, two old fellers who could have been in a box on the Muppet show, hadn't hesitated to remand me for 7 days. The copper had hardly finished asking before I was down the steps, hustled into the meatwagon and brought to Leeds.  
 
    The dirty, stinking slags had grinned and patted each other on the shoulder as I'd been taken from the dock as though they'd just been awarded another pay rise. I hated and despised the police. Not one or two but them all, every last one of them. The hate kept me warm and stopped me thinking of anything else as I climbed the steps to A3 and walked the narrow landing, painted institution green, and waited for a screw to unlock the door. What a fucking dump. A more depressing miserable nick couldn't be found than Leeds.  
 
    It was dim even though it was in the middle of the afternoon. Pigeon shit on the windows of the wing roof reduced the light so it was always twilight. Very appropriate for the half-living world of this nick. It was better than yesterday though, I'll say that. Once I'd left home with the old feller holding back tears, in a 10-vehicle escort, I'd been taken to the nick and banged up. No visitors, not even a solicitor until this morning when I'd been produced in court. It was hours and hours before I'd known officially why I'd been arrested.  
 
    A screw came sauntering along, placed my cell card in the holder and then opened the door. It banged shut before I'd thrown the kit on the bunk. Back in the nick again I thought and there's fuck-all I can do. There was though, there always is.  
 
    Old Phil Swaine, a feller who lived across the road and kept all of Mother's vehicles in working order had told me months ago of a solicitor in Castleford. He sounded exactly the kind of feller I needed to get me out of this. Old Phil knew the score and hated the police as much as I did: he'd been in the nick once, years ago, for ringing cars, was released on parole and even yet the police were still hounding  
 
      
 
    him, Farrell in particular, ten years later. On Monday morning I'll write to the solicitor and ask if he'll represent me and say old Phil recommended him. I'd show the bastards yet.  
 
    Cath came to see me on the Saturday afternoon with our Kay.  
 
    They'd come straight from the stables wearing wellies and sloppy Joe pullovers. Kay was a real farmer's wife while Cath could easily have stepped from the haystack after wrestling with a groom. Every time I saw her I couldn't help but think of sex. Kay rabbited on for the full 15 minutes, while Cath and me looked at each other like lovesick schoolkids. At the end of the visit I kissed both their cheeks and felt like crying. The coppers take all this into account when they object to bail I thought as the screw rubbed me down after the visit.  
 
    They came again on Wednesday, half-day closing for Kay, and Cath had played truant. She couldn't help it, she had to see me and promised she'd come again on Saturday if I didn't get bail. I told them I'd written to Arthur Healey, the solicitor Phil had recommended and he'd agreed to represent me and the chances of bail were looking good. They both fervently hoped so. If I didn't I'd tell Cath not to come again because I'd be in months and couldn't bear the thought of her not coming one day. She could go her own way without feeling obligated to me. She had a full-grown woman's body but she was still only a schoolgirl and far too young to be emotionally involved with a feller my age who was in the nick. It would mentally scar her like Pauline and the others and I didn't want that. No way. No doubt she'd be upset, make promises, swear her young life away saying she'd be faithful but what could she know at her age? It wouldn't be fair to even let her say a word.  
 
    How I'd go about telling her in words she'd understand kept me busy until Friday, when I appeared in court and saw Arthur Healey.  
 
    He was standing by my side while the 'cuffs were taken off and then quietly introduced himself. He looked more like a geography teacher than a solicitor. There wasn't any chalk dust on his Harris tweed jacket with its leather elbow patches and a row of pens in the top pocket. He guided me to a small interview room and invited me to give him all the details while he sat motionless with a serious, intent expression while I told him about Dawson and the boxing, and what Elaine had done. When I'd finished he rose, gave me a tight-lipped smile and said he'd see me in court, the only words he'd said.  
 
    He hadn't taken any notes either. His reticence did nothing for my hopes but I had every faith in old Phil s judgement and an hour later I realised it wasn't misplaced.  
 
    It was the same Muppet show magistrates listening to a repeat of the week before. Mr Healey had been polishing his steel-rimmed spectacles with a big white hanky all the while the copper had been giving the reasons why bail should be refused. When he'd finished, Mr Healey rose to his feet, put his hanky into his jacket pocket, donned his spectacles and then scanned the bench for a full 30 seconds. He was the commander on the bridge of his ship judging the target on the enemy coast.  
 
    He bombarded them for a full ten minutes and finished with a salvo 'to produce this so-called terrified witness so he could show the court it wasn't anything more than the classical case of a woman scorned. '  
 
    The two doddery old magistrates reacted to the authority in his voice like kids caught smoking behind the bike sheds. They bumped heads they were in such a hurry to confer and I was so happy I almost burst into laughter.  
 
    'The witness shall be produced,' the chairman announced, 'and the accused remanded in custody until the 20th, Monday.'  
 
    Three days time and not the usual seven. The chances of being out were great, I thought in the meatwagon going to Leeds.  
 
    The cons in the reception worked it so I went back into the same cell. It saved having to scrub another and it was quiet with it being well away from the clatter of the prison centre.  
 
    With the bunk made and my kit sorted out I began to pace the cell thinking of what I'd say to Cath tomorrow. It seemed likely I'd be out on Monday but I didn’t want to build her hopes too high in case I was wrong. The coppers might produce another so-called terrified witness at the last minute, or say Elaine couldn't be found, she was so scared she'd gone into hiding. I wouldn't put anything past them at all. They were going to any lengths and stooping to every trick to get me away.  
 
    Somebody called my name, I was sure of it.  
 
    'Oy, Paul, are you there?' I recognised the voice from somewhere. It was coming from the cell next door. Somebody shouting through the window.  
 
    'Hello. Who is it?' I called, standing on the chair.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'Dun't tha recognise me voice.' It sounded petulant but familiar. I couldn't place it, though.  
 
    'It's me, Norm.'  
 
    'Fucking hell Norm, what're yer doing here?' He laughed at my surprise. It was certainly him, nobody could laugh like him.  
 
    'Ah'lI see thi on t' yard tomorra. Dun't say owt arten winder.'  
 
    Old Norm was as careful as ever even after he'd been caught.  
 
    He wasn't in for the turkeys but he would eventually be charged to connect the feller to me, he said, the following day and then told me what I had to say to my solicitor.  
 
    'Tha dun't deny buyin' t' turkeys. Tha paid two pounds each for 'em and sold 'em for three fifty. Tha thowt it were a straightforrad business transaction. After all the feller did bring'em in t' firm's van.'  
 
    It wasn't anything to lose sleep over but he couldn't see me getting bail at the Magistrates. I would from the judge in chambers, though, without a doubt. The police, he said, won't be able to blow down his ear like they do magistrates'. He was vague about the charge he was in for but said it 'wor nowt, norras bad as t' turkey job.' He was always vague when he referred to crime as if the words wouldn't come into his mouth. It had nothing to do with me even if he didn't say so directly. He did say he was glad I'd been nicked, haw, haw, haw. He wouldn't have been able to get to Liverpool after all but it didn't matter now cos he'd missed nowt. Haw, haw, haw. He was the eternal optimist was old Norm, and saw the funny side of everything. It wasn't funny at all but it did have it's compensations.  
 
    Since I'd been in I'd been to the gym every day to do the circuit and it had been much, much harder than I'd expected. It opened my eyes and shocked me. In future, providing I was given bail and Tommy fixed me up with another fight I'd have to include bags of circuits. I'd been under a misapprehension with the run. Although my times had been consistently under 29 minutes and I'd thought I was in perfect condition I'd been far too weak. The effort needed on the circuits proved it. Age and running had weakened me, something I'd not really taken into account, so from now on I'd make circuits the foundation stone of all my future training and forget about running. It took too much out of me. It wasn't Cath either. We hadn't made love for three weeks; two weeks before I'd been arrested and all last week in the nick.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She came with Kay again, her little face breaking into a radiant smile the second she saw me.  
 
    'There's every chance I'll be out on Monday,' I whispered over the partition, 'and if I am I'll come straight down to the school. I'll park outside the gates on Barnsley Road so watch out for me. Go to the toilet or something and then we'll disappear.'  
 
    'No, don't park on Barnsley Road' she whispered urgently,' Go round the back and park. Wait in the little road. I'll be out as soon as I see you.' She leaned back as cocky as a little sparrow to see if I understood.  
 
    'Do you really think you will be out?' she asked doubtfully a second or two later, her little face full of concern.  
 
    'If I'm not,' I said sadly, 'I don't want you to come again. I want you to forget all about me.’  
 
    She bit on her bottom lip and rapidly lost colour, a dart of agony in her eyes.  
 
    I wished I'd kept my big my mouth shut.  
 
    'They'll let you out for me.' She smiled tentatively. 'They will, they'll let you out for me.' She grinned, perky as ever. 'You'll see.'  
 
    'I hope so love, but if they don't I want you to remember what I've said.'  
 
    She frowned and bit her lip again. On the trips we'd had I'd made her promise that if I was ever locked up and it looked as if I'd be away for any length of time I'd tell her not to write or visit or even keep me in her thoughts.  
 
    If it was only for a week or two, though, I wouldn't say a word.  
 
    'Don't worry love.' She smiled, her eyes laughing and her teeth glistening white. 'You'll see, they'll let you out for me. I'll watch out for you in the little road.'  
 
    Kay hadn't said a word but she'd listened to all we'd said with the same expression that she'd had watching 'Gone with the Wind' on the television. A daft, romantic smile and tears on her cheeks. I kissed her and gave her a reassuring squeeze. She sniffed twice and smiled, hoping for a happy ending.  
 
    It was the same two magistrates and the coppers had put on a show to impress them. They were everywhere, with six in a line across the door to the corridor. It wasn't the thought I might try to escape but to show how dangerous they thought I was when they produced their  
 
      
 
    star witness, Elaine. I was such a madman I would very likely jump out of the box, rush across the court and murder her before she could speak. Not only were coppers evil and stupid but wasted taxpayer's money without a qualm. Which in my book is stealing.  
 
    The six across the door, from the way they were yawning and scratching their ribs, were the night shift nicking a few hours overtime before they went home. There wasn't a cat-in-hells chance I'd pay tax when I started boxing I thought, watching 20 of them lounging around the court and trying not to look conspicuous.  
 
    Elaine loved it until Mr Healey got a grip of her with a string of penetrating questions that had her pounding the dock with clenched fists and glaring at the magistrates defiantly.  
 
    'She's a little slag' she cried,' A little schoolgirl slag.'  
 
    She paused, suddenly aware she'd given the game away.  
 
    'In Heppy's at her age,' she added quietly.  
 
    The Magistrates gave me bail on two sureties of £200 each, the old feller and Tommys mate, Burt Corris again, without even retiring. The copper who'd objected to bail threw down the case papers in disgust and stormed from the court. Five minutes later I followed with the old feller.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the first time I'd been round the back of Cath's school although when I'd been going across to Norm's I'd passed the front plenty of times. It didn't look much from the front but from the short dead end road where she'd told me to park it was a right eyeful. There were 3 full-sized rugby pitches, a soccer pitch and acres devoted to girls' games.  
 
    This school had been built during the years I'd been in the nick to replace St Austin's, an ancient school on the market that traders used now for a warehouse, and a school which had had a maximum of 60 pupils. This school, Thomas á Becket, had a thousand pupils. If this was their team who were practising rugby I'd have my money on the old St Austin's team to beat them every time. The way they cringed and shut their eyes when they had the ball and waited to be tackled instead of having a go with a bit of grit and determination made me sick. They'd have been in the choir if I'd my way, with the vicar and the scout-master.  
 
    Cath came pounding across the playground with her big hessian schoolbag with 'Made in San Quention' printed on the side bumping against her knees and her big breasts joggling under her grey pullover. If the lads playing rugby ran with the same determination they'd score a try every time.  
 
    We made love on the Lupset municipal golf course car-park like we'd eat a cooked meal after a month on bread and water.  
 
    'Oh Paul,' she breathed in my ear, 'You don't know how much I've missed you.'  
 
    Since we'd been lovers I'd had a remarkable run of luck. We'd stayed in the best hotels and eaten in the best restaurants everywhere we'd been and if ever I wanted a bit of luck it was now. I had a tenner the old feller lent me.  
 
    That night she came with me to Doncaster to see Norm's mate, Sam, the feller whom I'd got the snide jewellery from, and waited in the car while I asked for some credit.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norm said Sam was the wealthiest feller he knew. Not stocks and shares and assets but pound notes and gold. Sam could pull up a hundred grand in readies any time according to Norm.  
 
    He had at least £100 grand in Crown Derby hanging in the kitchen. And I'd seen that myself.  
 
    Sam was a domiciled travelling man who lived in a six-bedroomed farmhouse, painted white, on 20 acres of land. The nearest he came to travelling these days was making traditional bow-topped caravans under the roof at the back of his yard. He had horses in the fields. There was always a dead cockerel or two lying about, and in the corner of the yard he'd turned a little cottage into an Olde Worlde drinking club which other travellers used when they came to pay their respects and to do a deal. Sam loved a deal.  
 
    He was a big heavy feller with a shock of blond hair and a big red face. Dressed in a red frock coat he would be the archetypal John Bull.  
 
    He tried to palm me off with snide horse-dealer's boots and Doc Martins made from Corfam. If I hadn't been potless I'd have had a go but as I explained I needed some money quickly. After half an hour of haggling and insults he let me have his very last gents ID and to pay him next time I came through. It was a beauty, well dipped and perfectly ramped. Going home we called in 'The Globe', a Tetley pub at the bottom of Westgate, and left after twenty minutes with a gate bracelet with a sovereign in a big chunky mount. It was the landlord's wife's, the feller did me a straight swop, unable to concentrate on the deal for watching Cath, demurely sipping a glass of bitter.  
 
    Cath was worth her weight in gold.  
 
    Mother didn't think so, she'd told me she was a sly conniving crafty little swine, who'd cause trouble in an empty house.  
 
    She'd told me weeks ago when she'd first twigged we were lovers and she'd hardly spoken to me since.  
 
    'I've known her all her life,' she'd said one night, 'and I know you as well. Don't think you can kid me. I know you've been seeing her since our Kay's gymkhana, so don't deny it. I heard what she said when she was sitting in the little van taking the entrance fees. She didn't know I could hear, the little tow rag.'  
 
    'What did she say Mam?' I'd wanted to know. We hadn't been lovers then.  
 
      
 
    Mother had a mouthful of tea and continued. 'One of our Kay's mates asked her about her brother. She hadn't known our Kay had a brother with you always being in the nick. She said "I wouldn't mind his slippers under my bed", the little bag.'  
 
    She didn't have the needle with me so much as she had it with Cath so when I reached home I told her what had happened with the bracelet, stressing Cath' s part, and gave her it as a peace offering. She didn't even look at it but slipped into the bedroom to put it somewhere safe without a please, thank you, or kiss me arse. Mother's intuition couldn't be bought with a bit of jewellery.  
 
    The old feller had a go at me too, after Mother had told him. He shouted and bawled about Cath being a little slag since she'd been twelve and reeled off all the lads' names he'd seen her with up the side of Snapethorpe hospital. He wasn't telling me anything I didn't already know.  
 
    It made no difference to my feelings but I did wish they'd try and understand instead of being so bloody-minded and stubborn. Their attitude had me beat. One minute I have their full backing to spend the night with Elaine, a married woman with a daughter, and the next they're playing hell about Cath and the fact she was under age doesn't get a mention. To top it off the car I'd got from Mick, the Vauxhall Viscount, packed up, just dropped dead the next morning. Old Phil Swaine scrapped it. He gave me £15 and towed it off to his yard.  
 
    I was flat skint apart from that and didn’t know where the next penny would come from.  
 
    A few days later I'm walking through the Bull Ring when I bumped into Paul Burke, a feller a couple of years younger than me and a stone or two heavier. He owned all the hot dog barrows in the town centre and had served 15 months for posing as a bogus official. It's all I knew about him really, but he knew even less about me, or so I'd thought until he told me he'd heard about Elaine and the turkeys. He wanted to know what I was doing for a living and I told him I was seriously thinking of robbing a bank.  
 
    'Listen,' he said, 'Scrape yourself a few quid together and I'll show you a game where you'll earn fortunes. So much money you won't believe it.' He grinned, a grin so evil he could have had horns growing from the top of his head.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Every prison is full of fly boys with get rich quick schemes and there wasn't any I didn't already know but anything had to be better than crying, 'Stick 'em up.'  
 
    'Oh yeah,' I said sceptically, 'and what game's that?'  
 
    'Fly pitching. You've worked the mock auctions so you must have heard of it.'  
 
    'Yeah, I've heard of it, but there's no money in it.'  
 
    'That's what you think.' He said quickly. 'Scrape a few quid  
 
    together and I'll pick you up on Sunday morning and we'll go through to Manchester and have a look round the warehouses. Straight, from now until Christmas they'll be queueing up to throw their money at you. '  
 
    'You're not getting me at it?'  
 
    'You won't believe what it's like,' he answered sincerely.  
 
    The money involved in mock auctions is fabulous if you know how to work. If I could earn a half of what I'd earned over 4 years ago I'd be more than happy.  
 
    Kay lent me some money but Mother wouldn't. She said all her money was needed for the warehouse but I suspected it was another of her little digs about me going with Cath. Fortunately the old feller had backed a few winners on the Saturday and couldn't lend me his winnings quick enough. A week later I paid them back and had enough to go back to the warehouse without having to borrow a penny and the week after that I thought I might have a mention in the financial pages of 'The Sunday Times.' Of all the ways I'd tried to make money this was the best and I took to it like a duck takes to water.  
 
    Burky had taken me to a warehouse not 50 yards from the gates of Strangeways nick. After he'd pointed out the cell where he'd spent 9 months we'd gone in and asked to see what they had, to work for a pound.' We'd bought old pennies on chains, halfpennies, and ingots, and then we'd gone to Bradford to buy some perfume. I'd expected to go to another warehouse but we'd pulled up outside a private house with a large garage at the side, only it wasn't a garage but a perfume factory.  
 
    Burky and the owner greeted each other like lost brothers, and then  
 
    we went inside to wait until the order was made up.  
 
    It was a scene from a Dickens novel.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Right,' Charlie called, a dead ringer for Fagin with his big hooked nose. All he had missing was the fingerless gloves. He clapped his hands.  
 
    A dozen school kids came to attention.  
 
    'Right,' Charlie repeated and then clapped his hands and called 'Twennyfourtwennyninessamespecialsanoncemorewhispers.’ 
 
    The kids, evidently used to the language set to with the speed and efficiency of experienced piece workers. Two young lads filled three different sized bottles from the same 45-gallon oil drum, while girls labelled the bottles, while others folded cardboard into cartons to put them in. Others hurried from one lot to the next carrying the order and twenty minutes later we were on our way with the order complete. Six hundred bottles of different sizes in fancy boxes.  
 
    It was slave labour; the kids were only paid 7p an hour, but Burky didn't agree. He argued the kids were better off earning 7p than sniffing glue at school, and besides some of them were earning as much as £8 a week and they were necessary to keep the cost down so the likes of us could earn a living and perfume was vital. Charlie gave his customers a 4-page brochure which made fly pitching as easy as falling out of bed.  
 
    'You just pass it round,' Burky explained, 'pointing out the recommended price; people will believe anything if it's in print, and tell 'em the price you're charging, plus they're getting two other bits. It's simple. Keep your eye on the brochure though. They cost four grand to have made up.'  
 
    The first two weeks I worked the perfume along with a penny and an ingot but I didn't like it. I couldn't stop thinking of Charlie exploiting the kids, and besides the stuff smelled lousy. Once I'd sold it all I didn't go again.  
 
    When I'd got into the hang of it and what I could and couldn't sell, I had a look round Manchester and found half a dozen warehouses that sold cheap jewellery, not lumps of crap. It was simple really if you had the gift of the gab and I had. I didn't need Charlie's brochure. Selling was in my blood. I came from good stock when it came to selling and exploiting schoolkids wasn't in my line at all.  
 
    The old feller was very pleased I'd found a game I really enjoyed  
 
    and volunteered to help when I'd explained how the job worked. It  
 
    was simple really, all I needed were people, plenty of people and  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    somewhere to go if the coppers told me to move. He found a copy of an AA handbook in one of Mother's drawers and worked out a list of towns, market days, populations, all close together, which was vital. They had to be close so if the coppers moved me on I wasn't spending time in the car when I could be taking money. And money came like Burky said it would and in no time I'd bought another big motor, another Vauxhall. A Cresta, with a genuine 19,000 on the clock, and in mint condition. Life had never been better; Burky had worked a miracle! Until one night I went to the school to collect Cath.  
 
    It was mid-week when everybody had done their shopping before dinner, leaving the streets practically deserted. I'd gone home and sat about the house for a while then decided to collect Cath from school. It was the first time I'd been since the day I'd been granted bail in case anybody became suspicious. I didn't want the other kids asking her awkward questions and there was always the chance I could be recognised.  
 
    She was one of the first through the gates walking on her own and looking preoccupied as though she'd been given a bad report. She didn't look pleased to see me at all. She seated herself in the passenger seat without a word until we were clear of the school and then she said quietly, still without looking at me.  
 
    'I've got to go to the doctor's.'  
 
    I'd been telling her if anybody asked to say I was her uncle, where I'd been, how much I'd taken. Anything to cheer her up.  
 
    'The doctor's Cath. What for?'  
 
    'I think I'm pregnant,' she answered, still in the same subdued tone.  
 
    'But you told me you were on the pill.'  
 
    'lam.'  
 
    Thoughts came and went like flash bulbs exploding. We'd made  
 
    love enough to populate China but she'd said almost as far back as Rhyl she was on the pill.  
 
    Pills were infallible, or were they? No, I'd heard or read about women becoming pregnant who were on the pill. I didn't want her to have a baby, no way did I want her to have a baby, it would fuck everything up. All the plans I'd been making for when she left school. It would mean getting married, finding a house, responsibility. Anyway she wasn't big enough to have a baby, especially my  
 
      
 
      
 
    baby. It would ruin her. She was too young to have a baby. She'd be stuck at home bringing it up and missing out. Missing out on everything. The way things were going it didn't matter if I boxed or not, I was earning enough to give her anything she wanted. Trips abroad, world cruises, but a baby could stop it all. She'd have to get rid of it. She'd have to have an abortion.  
 
    'Which doctor's is it Cath?' We were approaching town now.  
 
    'The ones on Southgate opposite the Mecca.'  
 
    We were crossing Kirkgate bridge being careful to manoeuvre into the correct lane for Ings Road.  
 
    'How far are you gone Cath?' I asked, thinking she might be mistaken. Girls her age hadn't really settled into regular periods. Kay hadn't yet and she was older than Cath. There were murders when she was having her periods, screaming, shouting, throwing things. When I'd asked Mother what was wrong she'd explained. Maybe Cath was mistaken, panicking and worrying without any real reason.  
 
    'How far are you gone Cath?' I repeated.  
 
    'How the bloody hell do I know until I've seen the doctor,' she cried angrily, just like Kay did.  
 
    'All right, all right, I only asked.'  
 
    She smiled, or tried to.  
 
    'I'm sorry love. I don't know if I'm coming or going.'  
 
    Yes, she sounded just like Kay. She was mistaken that's all.  
 
    All the love-making had knocked her metabolism haywire before  
 
    it had time to settle down.  
 
    She was in the surgery while I waited across the road looking at the clothes in a tailor's shop, lovats and browns, miserable colours like the mood I was in. I'd been waiting five minutes when the vicar who'd arranged the visit with Pauline, the time she'd brought the carving knife, came up the road. He was with another vicar. It was all I wanted, a nice friendly chat with a nick vicar to bring back all the pungent memories of Pauline.  
 
    'Hello Paul.' He smiled and turned on the big pink hearing-aid clipped to the side of his head.  
 
    'Hello Padre, nice to see you.' I tried to sound pleasant.  
 
    ‘Are you at Wakefield prison now?'  
 
    'No, no. My friend is though.' He indicated who his friend was with  
 
    a flourish. The other vicar gave me a well practised, gormless smile.  
 
      
 
    'Pleased to meet you,' I said and nodded.  
 
    They both stood with silly grins stumped for something to say.  
 
     had to help them out, it was embarrassing.  
 
    'I was just having a look at the clothes for a new suit Padre. A nice lovat with a shawl collar and flaps on the pocket 1 fancy. Impress the old birds in the Wine Lodge no end don't you think?'  
 
    'Yes, yes, I'm sure it would Paul,' he said hurriedly. 'Must be going I'm afraid. Duty calls.'  
 
    He hadn't gone five steps before he switched the hearing-aid off again. It didn't say a lot for the Vicar of Wake field. Mind you if all he did was grin like a congenital idiot he'd only be wasting his battery.  
 
    Cath came from the surgery a minute or two after they'd gone with her bewitching elfin face set like concrete. She came across the road and joined me as I walked towards the corner. From her face it had to be bad news.  
 
    'What did he say?'  
 
    'I'm twenty weeks,' she murmured.  
 
    'But that's five months. We'd not been to Rhyl .. .'  
 
    'I know, it's not your's,' she said quickly.  
 
    My senses reeled and a black sheet dropped before my eyes as though I'd been hit on the head and thrown down the cellar steps. I could feel something live and tangible shrivel and die. 1 could feel myself walking away and leaving a shell by her side. A shell that looked like me but 1 wasn't inside. An empty shell of myself.  
 
    She was speaking, her words coming through dense clouds, echoes of Mother's words, the old feller's words, all jumbled together. Suddenly I was angry, not with her or anybody else. 1 was angry at myself for being hurt, for allowing myself to let it happen.  
 
    'And the doctor said I've to be admitted straight away, very probably next week.'  
 
    Her words were reaching me now, the clouds and echoes fading rapidly. We were driving up Dewsbury Road and we'd come this far without me being aware 1 realised, driving on automatic control without conscious thought at all.  
 
    We were parked outside the Townley Road chip shop a few minutes later, a hundred yards from her home but round a corner so her parents couldn't see. Did it matter if they saw or not now? She was pregnant and it wasn't mine.  
 
     
 
    'Whose kid is it Cath?'  
 
    'Does it matter now?' she mumbled.  
 
    'Well it does if its father doesn’t want you to get rid of it. I mean it's only right you should ask him.'  
 
    'Ask him,' she cried. 'That bastard! He swore blind he'd pulled out, the dirty lying swine. '  
 
    The vehemence in her voice came as a shock. It was like the voice of Reagan in 'The Exorcist' when she'd been possessed. Maybe it was the language but this wasn't the same girl I loved, my gorgeous sexy little Cath, sitting demurely sipping half a bitter.  
 
    'Who was it Cath. Do I know him?'  
 
    'No you don't know him and I wish I didn't either. I only went out with him six weeks. 'She sounded her normal self or I'd have panicked.  
 
    She lapsed into silence, her face pale and grim.  
 
    Do I love her now I know about this lot I asked myself? Do I love this new Cath, this schoolgirl slag ... and potential schizo?  
 
    'I don't like to think I'm killing a baby,' she whispered, more to herself than me. 'I'm only doing it for you.' She was an innocent young girl asking for help.  
 
    She twisted in the seat to look at me, big wet tears on her cheeks and her eyes searching mine.  
 
    'Will it make any difference Paul, between you and me?'  
 
    The decision had been made already, weeks and weeks ago when the old feller had been reeling off the names of the lovers he thought she'd had. If what he'd said was true it wouldn't make the slightest difference. I was her lover now, not some drippy teenage kid. She'd been hurt already and I wasn't making it worse.  
 
    'What do you think?' I smiled.  
 
    'Will it make any difference?' she repeated stubbornly.  
 
    'You know me better than that love, but what will your mam and dad say? ' 
 
    'What can they say, it's done now?'  
 
    'Don't worry then. Come on cheer up.'  
 
    Across the road two middle-aged women carrying shopping bags  
 
    full of bread and cornflakes were breaking their necks trying to see into the car. The windows were steaming up making it difficult for them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Cath smiled ruefully and wiped her eyes and cheeks with her gym blouse. She pushed it back into the bag.  
 
    'I'd best go face the music then.' She leaned across to kiss my cheek.  
 
    'I love you,' she whispered.  
 
    She walked home carrying the big hessian bag as if that too was full of bread and cornflakes instead of schoolbooks, suddenly grown up and full of worries.  
 
    The black lupine monster Pauline had left locked in my heart had managed to get a claw free to rake across something deep inside. The clock above the gate in Durham gaol chimed inside my head a couple of times in tune to the pain but work suppressed everything like being injected with morphine. I'd become addicted to fly pitching like a sailor to the sea. Now, though, when I went to a town I didn't look in the shops to see if I could spot something Cath would like and when I went to the hospital the following week I went empty-handed. It wasn't deliberate or intentional it was just the fact she didn't enter my head. The magic had gone, the image tarnished. It was like finding out the new car I'd bought was a ringer and the clock had been turned back. She was still the best car on the road and I wouldn't miss seeing her for anything.  
 
    Her mother was sitting by the bed as I entered the ward. What will she think knowing I'm visiting her daughter?  
 
    Half hoping she'd warn me off, I approached the bed realising what I was thinking. I was looking for an excuse to drop Cath without taking the blame and feeling guilty. But why, I asked myself, why should I want to opt out now she's got rid?  
 
    Because she's soiled that's why I thought. It's like drinking from a dirty glass. She was propped up on a pile of pillows, her hair brushed and gleaming. She gave me a big warm smile, twinkling like Waterford crystal.  
 
    Cath wasn't any dirty glass or secondhand motor. Cath was brand new and perfect. The feeling she was used still persisted, though, and I couldn't convince myself otherwise.  
 
    Her mother smiled and asked how I was as though we'd known each other donkey's years. We had, but only by name: her eldest child, Michael, had been born on the same day as Kay and the midwife had sprinted between her and Mother for a full 8 hours.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the visit I gave her a lift home in my big new motor and was amazed at her attitude to the abortion. I felt sure she'd have been more concerned if Cath had been in hospital for her tonsils removing.  
 
    Cath came home two days later and from then on I was part of the family. I was 'our Cath's chap', with cups of tea and questions about where I'd been working, and on Wednesday nights I started going with her and her parents to Alverthorpe working men's club for the old time dancing.  
 
    This was the only night of the week where I couldn't really believe this was me, sitting in the concert room watching retired ex-miners wearing baggy old suits guiding grannies made up like Christmas trees round the dance floor. The military two-step, waltzes, foxtrots and a dance called the Valeta, where they went round four abreast and all cocking their legs up together like circus ponies, one of the funniest sights I could imagine, had the floor packed with couples whirling away to Eric on the organ, and Albert on the drums.  
 
    All the tables had their full compliment of people resting between numbers or saving themselves to put on a show when a particular dance began. Every week I hoped Mick and Janet would turn up to razzle them with their rock 'n roll routine.  
 
    Eddie, Cath's old feller, a short stocky chap not much older than me, would tell me confidentially all about the work he was doing for British Rail and giving the impression the entire railways system would collapse without him.  
 
    My old feller had always referred to him as Dr Beeching and now I could understand why. To show my appreciation of the excellent job he was doing I bought him large whiskys and pretended to be fascinated with the intricacies of greasing the points and the complications involved when changing rotting sleepers. His mate, Tommy, came with us every week and would sit at the other side of Cath's mother blinking owlishly behind glasses like two telly screens. He was Eddie's second-in-command on the maintenance gang and followed him everywhere.  
 
    They went to the bar together and the toilet and I'd been thinking they were in love until I'd been to Cath's and seen him while Eddie was out. The attraction had to be Teresa, Cath's old lady, but if it was it wasn't obvious. Unlike the other ladies present she hardly used make-up and wore the clothing she usually did. I bought her Black  
 
      
 
      
 
    Russians, which consisted of a large vodka, a dash of Tia Maria and a splash of lime.  
 
    'Ooh Paul,' she'd protest, 'You shouldn't, you'll have me tiddly,' and then she'd flatten them in two swigs and one inviting smile.  
 
    Cath would read the expression I had for the dancing, the comments of her parents, the whole banality and pathetic atmosphere of the place and flash a warning with her eyes to keep my big mouth shut. Funnily enough Wednesday evenings were the highlight of the week for me. They brought me down to earth and made me realise just how easily pleased ordinary people are. It relaxed me. No conspiracies, deviousness, people out to cut my throat, no need to keep all my wits about me and I could lower my guard. It wasn't how I liked to be though, not permanently, like these. I enjoyed pitting my wits against others but for 3 hours on Wednesday evenings it made a pleasant change.  
 
    Burky liked to pit his wits and if it could be measured by material wealth he was one of the trickiest fellers I'd come across. Not only did he own all the hot dog barrows but houses converted into flats all over the place. He had shares in shops, garages, a building firm, and owned a lithograph printing press he rented out. He was a strange feller but very likeable and with him introducing me to the honourable profession of fly-pitching I was as grateful to him as I'd been to Alan Forbes back in Durham who'd given me Tommy's address. In the weeks since I'd met him in the Bull Ring we'd become firm friends but the more I got to know him the more he had me baffled. He had five kids, all at school, three to his ex-wife and two to the woman he was living with now, Molly Riley, a girl I'd always known. All the kids had been born alternately. How he'd managed to do that had me beat because he hadn't divorced his wife until they'd all been born.  
 
    He lived in a 3-storey end-terrace house in St John's, an area noted for it's wealthy residents. On the ground floor he had a sitting tenant, an elderly German lady he encouraged the kids to upset by making a row and calling her names. Once he got rid of her the house would double in value. He knew the value of everything from Coca-Cola cans to old Comics, in fact he had every issue of 'The Exchange and Mart' for the past 15 years and read each new edition like a rabbi reading the Torah. He smoked but made it a point not to buy any if  
 
      
 
      
 
    there was somebody he could cadge them from. He could, and often did make a bacardi and coke last all night. He very rarely wore anything but jeans because they didn't wear out but yet he'd bought his parents a house and had it modernised into a little palace.  
 
    He didn't like it when I said he was tighter than a duck's arse and explained his miseries by pleading poverty. From his point of view he was; every pound note that came his way he used to make another and he said I was silly spending the way I did. We had some lively discussions on the subject in the car going to Inglestone, in Edinburgh, to work the Sunday market. During the week we worked separately but on Fridays we'd set off and work together, stay in a hotel, work Saturday, stay in another hotel, work the market and return home Sunday night.  
 
    He wanted to die a millionaire, whereas I should have been born a millionaire and I'd do my best to die skint. That way we would both die happy. I liked spending money and couldn't see any other reason for earning it. Anybody would think I was a juvenile delinquent and he was the probation officer from the way he looked at me. He couldn't work as well as me, though, and couldn't alter his line of patter to suit the moods of the crowd and when he bought half a gross of watches I proved it to him.  
 
    By this time we were going separately to buy our gear and I'd found little warehouses up back alleys and tucked away in corners which sold cheap, natty jewellery right up my street.  
 
    He still went to the same warehouse and sold the perfume with the aid of Charlie's brochure, same old spiel pitch after pitch, no variation, no change of voice and no change of stock. He must have had a brain-storm to suddenly layout over £170 on the watches and then another £15 on fancy imitation boxes to put them in. His idea being I suppose, the boxes would sell them for him. He brought them home and asked what I thought of the idea of selling a watch, a penny on a chain and a bottle of perfume for £6.  
 
    The best way to find out was to get himself into some precinct and have a go, I told him. He wouldn't because his line of patter didn't include working a watch. He'd learned parrot-fashion from listening to a tape recording. The watches, made in East Germany with a tick like a diesel engine, were eating his heart out so after a week I said I'd work them on a sale or return basis. Five days later I'd sold the lot,  
 
      
 
      
 
    not with two lumps of rubbish but with a pretty cameo on a chain and a gold-coloured gate bracelet. The ease they'd gone at £6 a throw convinced me I could sell ice-cream to Italians. Regardless of the profit margin I was definitely giving value for money which is the art of selling. The old feller had said a million times when I'd been a nipper, 'If you believe in your stock you can sell anything.' He'd never said a truer word.  
 
    Once the watches had been sold I was back to my usual stuff and when I opened the case, spread the piece of black velvet and laid out the various items in the lid, I'd step back and feel I was giving marvellous value for money regardless of the profit, 52p in the pound, or 100% plus expenses. The 7-part movable fish, the Czechoslovakian cut crystal, the Dorchester locket and half a dozen other gimmicks on chains. A choice of two gate bracelets. Any combination of three were well worth a pound if you could afford a pound. They looked wonderful sparkling on the velvet and it was worth a pound all day long just to listen to me. Once Christmas was over, though, I wouldn't be able to earn a carrot and I didn't want to try either. I wanted to start boxing and earn some real money but it would be a while before I'd earn more than I was doing now. On average £400 a week and I was spending freely. A month after Christmas, six weeks at the most, I'd be skint and wanting a fight.  
 
    The only person who could get me going and I hadn't seen him, heard from him or even trained with since I'd been let out on bail, was Tommy. I had to let him know my intentions in person and the opportunity came when Alan Richardson fought Yernon Sollas for the British featherweight title, at Leeds Town hall, on Tuesday night.  
 
    None of the lads on the under-card interested me in the slightest but Alan, challenging for the title. It wasn't we were bosom pals or even related but we'd shared two amateur clubs, trainers and seconds and I'd known him since he'd been a lad of eight when he'd first come to the gym. He'd had a long and brilliant amateur career, had been European featherweight Champion and was as tough as old boots. Nobody in the hall wanted him to win more than me.  
 
    Leeds Town Hall and Liverpool Stadium was the difference between bows and arrows and nuclear bombs. There was more excitement in Alverthorpe club for the old time dancing and about the same  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    amount of people. Terrible support for a local lad but Alan was so quiet very few people knew he existed.  
 
    Alex was there with his entourage I was pleased to see but he didn't seem pleased to see me until I'd explained about Elaine and the turkeys. He'd been thinking I'd given up the idea of boxing altogether and all the work and running about he'd done on my behalf had been a waste of time.  
 
    'Don't worry Alex,' I assured him. 'The minute Christmas is over I'll start training but the way things are now I'm earning too much to start training.'  
 
    He broke into one of his rare smiles when I told him the gift I had for fly-pitching and patted my shoulder.  
 
    'That's my boy,' he said happily.  
 
    Once he'd given me his blessing the rest of the entourage did the same. I wanted to laugh but I wasn't sure how they'd react. It was the same mentality the cockney gangsters had when I'd been in Hull. Fall out with one, fall out with them all.  
 
    What made it so ironical, Alex -was a Yorkshire lad, from Hunslet, a suburb of Leeds, but I didn't think they were aware of that with him living in London for 30 years. He'd been there so long he referred to living in his home town as living in the sticks and thought anywhere north of Hendon was prehistoric, but yet in his back garden he had the original name plate of the street where he'd been born. It reminded him constantly of where he'd started.  
 
    He could think and do exactly what he wanted and it wouldn't alter the respect and admiration I had for him. He invited me to sit with him to watch the boxing at the precise moment Tommy appeared from the dressing rooms. He came up the aisle with the largess of visiting royalty, waving his cigar and smiling as if he was Barnum and Bailey rolled into one until he saw me sitting with Alex. Fortunately my seat was at the end of the row.  
 
    'I'm earning too much to start training now Tommy,' I told him with immense pleasure. 'Once Christmas is over I'll start training and the minute I think I'm fit enough I'll give you a ring. I'll want a fight quickly Tom, so put the feelers out.' He blew a cloud of cigar smoke over my head, the smile fixed on his shiny red face.  
 
    'You get yourself fit and I'll fix you up.' His face grew serious. 'You'll have to show your face at the gym. Let me see you're fit enough, though.'  
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned and started back to the dressing rooms, acknowledging people on both sides using his cigar as a conductor would a baton.  
 
    Now I'd done what I'd come to do I could relax and watch Alan, and he was well worth watching.  
 
    Sollas as wobbled him a couple of times in the first with long righthanders but he gritted his teeth and came forward throwing punches with all the speed, precision and economy of a Sheffield-steel lawnmower. Just how I'd fight when I started. Like all the lads from our clubs. He cut Sollas down in the sixth to win nothing more than he deserved, the British featherweight title. When his hand was raised, one of Alex mate's leaned towards me and said, 'Bobby Neil had three grand on Richardson, you know. You'll have to watch for people like him when you start.'  
 
    If it was true, and I'd no reason to doubt it wasn't, boxing was more rotten and corrupt than I'd already thought. Bobby Neil was the trainer and second of Sollas, and if he was of the opinion he'd lose to the extent of having £3,000 on Alan there wasn't a cat-in-hell's chance he'd dedicate himself to the job he was being paid for. Maybe Soli as was in on it but from the way he fought the first few rounds it didn't seem likely.  
 
    All I'd want was fights, nothing else. I'd look after myself and depend on nobody. It was the only way to ensure nobody was taking liberties but by now I was taking liberties myself and enjoying them all. I was taking liberties with Cath, and she'd found out. I'd said I would stop but I hadn't the least intention of stopping.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    It was Saturday night, November 5th, when the chain of events that led to me thinking I was taking liberties began. During the afternoon I'd earned over £50 in two hours in the precinct opposite Boots the chemist at the back of the Cathedral. It was the first time I'd worked in Wakefield and the response had amazed me. No wonder Burky and half a dozen fellers from Leeds worked here regularly. After tea, I'd taken Cath to the park to watch the city fireworks display then walked up into town to the 'Wine Lodge'. Besides having a liking for Australian red wine I hoped Elaine, or some of her mates, might be in and see me with Cath. It would give them something to talk about. Cath had had the abortion and looked just as lovely as the  
 
      
 
    first morning I'd seen her walking past the house. I was wearing my usual attire, a three-piece pin-stripe suit and trying to portray a rugger-playing barrister image; I had different suits for a different occasions but all three-piece pin-stripes. I worked in one, I played in one. I liked suits and so did Cath.  
 
    We were sitting down the side: the 'Wine Lodge' is a long narrow room with the toilets at the far end about 30 yards from the front door. Almost everybody pays a visit to the toilets simply to see who's in. Sitting where we were allowed us to see everybody who came and went and on Saturday night it had to be in the thousands. Suddenly there's a gang of young lads sitting in a half-circle before us and all firing questions and making requests at the same time and totally ignoring Cath.  
 
    The upshot of it was they wanted me to turn out for the Manor rugby team in the morning against Sharlston at Sharlston.  
 
    Sharlston is a tough mining community between Wakefield and Pontefract with a reputation for hard dirty play and being unbeatable on their own pitch. These lads brought me up to date, begged and pleaded for me to turn out to add size and weight to the team. The kick-off was at 10.30 on the pitch behind the Sharlston Hotel. I agreed to be there providing I was allowed to play in my old position, No. 13, loose-forward.  
 
    'Reight Paul,' they called, 'See yer in t' morning.' They left to tour the pubs as though they'd been part of a successful military coup.  
 
    The Manor was the local team composed of lads now who'd only been toddlers when I'd first gone in the nick but they all knew I could play from their dads, uncles, and elder brothers.  
 
    I'd been captain of all the school teams and played for the City boys but that was long ago now and I'd not played in a serious game for years and years.  
 
    The pathetic performance of the lads who'd been playing when I'd been waiting for Cath to come from school had given me the itch for a game and also I'd not been training. A game of rugby would do me good but more than that, if 1 put on a good show these lads would want to come and watch me after Christmas when 1 started boxing.  
 
    'I suppose we'll be going home early,' Cath sighed.  
 
    She knew me well enough by now to resign herself to an early night where sport was concerned. She'd been having early nights  
 
      
 
      
 
    practically since we'd been to Rhyl. The excuse I'd been using now was I needed a clear head and all my wits about me to work in the morning. Tonight I'd said we'd go to Heppy's and she'd been really looking forward to going but I preferred her home anyway. She was only 15 and needed early nights. She'd argued a few times but I'd been adamant.  
 
    'You might be a night person Cath, but I'm not, and besides I want you to grow,' I'd said.  
 
    'Are we going home early or not?' she asked again.  
 
    'Do you want me to make a fool of myself tomorrow by falling asleep halfway through the match. I need a good night's sleep, an old feller like me, to keep up with young lads like them.'  
 
    She flashed her eyes and shuffled closer. She pressed the glass to her chin and said sexily, 'You leave young lads for dead.' She grinned and pressed her thigh against mine.  
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    Our team stripped in a bare brick room without any heating. They were all thin, wiry lads and it wasn't hard to see why I'd been asked to play, I had to be 3 stone heavier than the biggest and at least 12 years older. They had the determined air about them of a do or die effort and I was pleased I'd been press-ganged.  
 
    It was a perfect morning for rugby, overcast, still, and although the pitch had half the grass missing, it was level and had just the right amount of grip.  
 
    All around the pitch standing on the touchline were family groups, some had even brought their dogs on leads. They added yelps and barks to the volume of cheers as Sharlston emerged from the dressing room. A few of them looked well muscled and fit but most had bellies built on Tetley's stretching their black and white hooped jerseys. They glowered and glared basking in the shouts of support coming in waves from the touchlines and doing all they could to put the wind up our lads. It was our kick-off.  
 
    A long high ball and our lads were off like whippets in obviously a  
 
    well-practised move. They left me for dead. A short, black-haired kid  
 
    caught the ball on the bounce and made 10 yards dodging and ducking until he was flattened. He had to be injured, but no, up he got and  
 
    played the ball. Doing what I'd always done I caught the ball from  
 
      
 
    the acting half-back at full belt, went between two players and scored. I couldn't believe it. The try was converted with a stupendous kick by a tall skinny kid with legs like spaghetti. I couldn't believe that either.  
 
    'We'll show these nar,' the scrum-half shouted with glorious abandon punching the sky with a fist as we walked back to the middle for the re-start. A try and a conversion in front after two minutes and the lads fought like Jack Russells to keep it that way but slowly Sharlston's extra weight began to tell.  
 
    Like runaway beer barrels they crashed time and time again into our lads in the hope they'd knock the spirit out of them. They levelled the scores but our lads were tenacious and fit and with 5 minutes of the first half remaining the ball from a scrum, only the second we'd won, found the right-wingman. He scorched 40 yards, leaving the Sharlston backs in his sparks to score a try in the corner. Spaghetti-legs hit the upright with the kick and instantly dropped to his knees with his face in his hands. These lads were playing as if their lives depended on winning and I couldn't help but think of Peter, the Central Area heavyweight champion drawing £600 at Liverpool Stadium.  
 
    We held the lead until Sharlston, after some tricky interpassing, levelled the scores 10 minutes into the second half with a try 5 yards to the left of the posts. The crowds on the touchline and our team standing behind the posts were silent as the kicker lined up the ball for the conversion. Even the dogs were holding their breath. He measured his run and stood for a minute eyeing the ball and the posts, composing himself for the kick. If he kicks this, and it looks a dead certainty he will, it will be the end of our team. The thought sickened me.  
 
    The ball went flying towards the corner flag, sliced and low. The home supporters erupted with threats and derision. 'Yer gret tit,' some feller in a flat cap yelled while a little fat woman wearing a headscarf screamed, 'Thi dinners goin' t' dog, yer gret nelly.'  
 
    It put heart into our team who were always ready to pounce on a loose ball, make the interception, take them on, but as 1'd been told our team just wasn't big enough.  
 
    We'd been camped in our own 25 for what seemed like a week, everybody tackling like demons but not getting the ball, when there it  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    was at my feet from a scrum. Scooping it up I bounced off their scrum-half and set off like a train. Bump, their stand-off went down from a hand-off and the field was clear between me and the posts. Over the half-way line and into the 25 when a pile of bodies flattened me like the little black-haired kid at the beginning. The ball had gone but my pass hadn't had any direction and I wasn't even sure I'd had any support. By the time I was free and standing upright we were in front again. The same little black-haired kid had caught the ball and scored under the posts. The team were bubbling with jubilation. Spaghetti-legs scored the goal almost putting the ball into orbit and that was the end of Sharlston. The winger scored again in the dying minutes to really rub it in and Spaghetti-legs kicked the goal.  
 
    In the showers after the match, I saw Mick Riley, the team manager, selector, bottle washer and chairman of the Manor, a nephew of Molly, Burky's missus, and a feller I'd grown up with. Very probably the feller who'd told the lads to ask me to play in the first place, he asked if I'd come to the club on training nights to put the lads through their paces.  
 
    'OK Mick. What time?'  
 
    'We start at 7 o'clock, Tuesdays and Thursdays.'  
 
    At 6 o'clock I remembered I hadn't told Cath I was going to the Manor so I called to let her know I wouldn't be down until later. There was another girl standing behind her when she opened the door looking at me over the top of Cath's head with the intensity of a searchlight. Cath said they'd walk up and wait in the concert room until I'd finished.  
 
    On the way I found myself following the two girls, locked together in conversation up Greaves Avenue, a route longer than necessary. I'd been lost in thoughts of what training would be best and still feeling the effects of the rugby game. My shoulder-girdle had ached with the battering it had taken and I'd hardly been able to carry the case, but it wasn't so bad now, when it dawned where we were.  
 
    'Here Cath, why are we coming this way?'  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder and said, 'So we don't pass Wendy's house,' and carried on talking.  
 
    Naturally my curiosity was aroused. Maybe she didn’t 't want her parents to see she was with me and then realised she didn't even know me. Had she climbed from the bedroom window when she  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    should be doing homework? There had to be a reason. Probably a sneaky underhand reason.  
 
    For the first time 1 really looked at her, searching for a clue. She was very tall and looked a real scruff. She was a full head taller than Cath and she wore sandals, not platforms. White socks showed through the cracks. She had on cheap, light-blue jeans that were too short and had mud-stains on the flares and a brown leather bomber jacket with a ripped pocket. Her hair was thick, black, straight and cut short.  
 
    'How tall are you Wendy?'  
 
    'Five feet eleven,' she said, over her shoulder like Cath and sounding flustered. Her teeth were brilliant white and her eyes big, brown and the whites crystal clear.  
 
    'Why didn't you want seeing from home?'  
 
    'Me mam and dad don't like me knocking about with Cath.' She smiled self consciously and then turned to the front.  
 
    It seemed everybody's parents were against Cath but her own, 1 thought walking along Broadway. If they knew of Cath's abortion 1 could understand their reasoning.  
 
    They waited in the little concert room sitting at a table drinking orange juice without anybody taking the slightest bit of notice while I went in a room at the side with 30 young lads. Wendy had gone when 1 came out 40 minutes later. Cath said she had to be in at 7 o'clock and when 1 asked why, she said, 'I don't bloody know,' in her Reagan voice.  
 
    It wouldn't pay to show much interest but Wendy had certainly caught my eye.  
 
    About a week later I'd forgotten about her, when Cath asked if I'd mind if she came fly pitching with us. She'd help Cath rick-in. During the week when 1 wasn't working far from home and could get Cath back at the time she'd usually arrive home from school, I'd been taking her with me. We'd arrange it the night before and then she'd wait for me in the Acropolis coffee bar in town. Once I started to pitch she'd stand in front to help start a crowd. When I came to the price she'd look to see if anybody was going to buy. If nobody was she'd pull out a pound note and call 'I'll have it!' Usually others followed once the ice was broken and the ploy was called ricking-in. Cath hated it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometime during the day I'd ring the school secretary making out I was Cath's old feller to say she was suffering from stomach pains, vaguely referring to the abortion and thought it wise to keep her home. It prevented enquiries and her parents worrying. If Wendy came I couldn't cover for them both and if I tried the secretary might become suspicious and start enquiries about Cath. It wasn't worth taking the chance but it was too late now, I'd already told Cath she was welcome. The solution was simple. I'd tell Burky I'd got him a schoolie and tomorrow we'd work together. He could phone and pretend to be Wendy's old feller.  
 
    Burky's thriftiness was only equalled by his unbounded pleasure when introducing nubile young girls to the joys of sex. It was another of the subjects we'd taken to bits in long discussions going up to Edinburgh to work the Sunday market. If half of what he told me was true he had more kinks than a Jamaican's hair.  
 
    Molly was five years older and had the sex appeal of a school dinner-lady, he'd told me confidentially. He admired and respected her but when it came to sex the relationship was non-existent. He was always on the look out for wide-eyed innocent young girls to bend up. That's what he called it, his greatest passion was to bend up young birds so they were never the same again and according to him they loved it. He could bend up who he wanted as long as he didn't try it with Cath.  
 
    'What's she like?' he asked eagerly over the phone.  
 
    'Tall, lovely teeth, and sounds as daft as a brush.'  
 
    'Right see you tomorrow nine o'clock in the 'Acropolis'. We'll use my car.'  
 
    He had a Volkswagon for two reasons. The first one being it cost almost nothing to run and the second because it was small and a girl in the passenger seat was practically on top of him. She couldn't move. He had legs like tree trunks and a back like a billboard. He weighed 17st and stood 6 feet.  
 
    Cath was sitting in the corner at the side of me on the back seat and watching Burky like a tracker dog. He was using everything but his fists to get inside Wendy's clothing. Wendy gasped and struggled and sounded to me as if any second she would burst into tears. I expected Cath to say something in Wendy's defence and if she did I'd contribute something myself, but she didn't say a word all day. We'd  
 
      
 
      
 
    been to Malton then York, but it had rained all day preventing us from even trying to work, apart from Wendy, fending off Burky's advances. 
 
    It's you she wants,' Burky said that night, 'she didn't take her eyes off you all day.'  
 
    It was food for thought. Lovely as Cath was she wasn't a school-girl regardless of her age. The way she came alive the longer the night wore on. The way she handled alcohol and smoked, and recently she had developed the habit of refusing to leave the car when I took her home until I'd made love to her. Not the normal behaviour of a 15-year-old schoolgirl to my way of thinking. She also had a pile of tissues in the glove compartment which she used to wipe herself when we'd finished. Nothing wrong with that, it showed she was thinking ahead and keeping herself clean, using her initiative, but the way she did it always shocked me. She would be laid back in the seat with her legs cocked up wiping herself like mothers do babies when they are changing a nappy and then she would examine the tissue critically. No modesty whatsoever. Every night we made love I'd watch her afterwards. I'd be back in my seat properly dressed and she would still be laid back going through the ritual.  
 
    'Have you no shame?' I asked one night when she was taking longer than usual. She didn't answer but she did one night when I'd complained that I was too tired to make love; I'd had a hard day and wanted to get home to bed and then I'd relented and done as she'd wanted. 'I don't want you dropping me off,' she'd said, looking me in the eye, ' and then going to Heppy's to get your end away.'  
 
    She smiled. Her eyes were like grappling-hooks.  
 
    What kind of opinion did she have of me with a statement like that? Obviously she thought sex was a drug to me, an addictive drug, where I had to have a daily fix and if it wasn't with her it would be with another. It also showed the first signs of mistrust and jealousy and I recalled my thoughts of when I'd been in the nick, my thoughts of the night I'd met Anita in the club and the promise I'd made myself. If she didn't trust me after all I'd said and done now I'd been wasting my time.  
 
    A week later she asked if Wendy could come again, the following Tuesday. Maybe they both wanted to miss the same lessons and I'd agreed. Burky didn't want to know, said it was a waste of time but  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    promised to ring the school on Wendy's behalf. It was a miserable day, a wind with the edge of a bread knife and freezing cold drizzly showers. It didn't matter where I worked on a day like this I'd be lucky to take a fiver. Hemsworth market was the Alaskan tundra and South Elmsall the same. We were sitting in the car listening to Frankie Valley tapes with the heater blowing. It was warm and cosy drinking tea from plastic cups and killing time until I could take them home. Around dinner time the sun broke through and people came onto the market from the shops and tiny factories for a look round during their break, not many but enough to cover my expenses.  
 
    'Come and rick-in for me Cath.'  
 
    'No, not today it's a waste of time today. Anyway it's too bloody cold.' Before the abortion she had never refused.  
 
    'Well I'm having a go, we'll get nowt sitting here.'  
 
    The case was on the floor and I'd just slammed the boot lid when  
 
    Wendy emerged from the car.  
 
    'I'll come with you,' she gave a radiant smile with teeth so dazzlingly bright they lit up the whole market. 'Just tell me what to do.'  
 
    'Stand in front of me and listen to what I've got to say,' I explained going through the market, 'and when I ask for a pound go in your purse and give me one.'  
 
    'I haven't got a pound. I haven't got a purse either,' she said hopelessly.  
 
    'Here.' I gave her one. 'Put it in your pocket and just listen.'  
 
    Standing in the main thoroughfare I started to pitch. The few shop-pers remaining on the market hurried past without giving me a glance. I'd no chance of taking even a fiver it was so cold. Wendy was standing a couple of yards in front trying to look interested despite shivering, her lips turning blue.  
 
    Burky's words were burning in my brain, 'It's you she wants.'  
 
    They were bouncing through Cath's abortion, the way she behaved now, her attitude, the way her parents didn't care what hours she kept. The way she loved being fucked. She wasn't the innocent young girl but as old as the hills. I loved her but not with the same single-minded devotion I'd had before the abortion and Wendy's presence brought it home.  
 
    I knew nothing about girls their age but faded memories of the  
 
    girls I'd gone to school with, but even then they had all been working  
 
      
 
      
 
    at 15, and I'd bet my life they had all been virgins. Cath shattered all the illusions I'd had about virginity after I'd examined the sheets in Rhyl but I'd kidded myself. Her cry of pain had been the cry of a virgin and the lack of blood because she had broken her hymen earlier riding horses. When we'd come from the surgery and the black sheet had descended, my thoughts had been so rapid I'd not been able to analyse them. I had now and what I'd been wanting was to put the clock back to when I was 17 and starting out on life's romantic road. I'd missed out on growing up in so many ways.  
 
    Hours and hours and hours I'd been going over my feelings just as I'd promised myself. I was making a fresh start after 15 years. The three long sentences were over. The marriage to Pauline was over. I'd gradually found my feet and wasn't involved with all the pals I'd made via the nick and only saw the others, the Family Del called them, in an emergency, and I'd settled in nicely at home. The two court cases wouldn't result in a teturn to prison and once Christmas was over I'd be boxing. Physically and emotionally I was a man but spiritually I was a mere lad of seventeen and I wanted a schoolie. Alan Forbes had been dead right. I knew all along he had sense.  
 
    Wendy, I'm Peter Pan, I thought, looking at her for the first time properly. A full frontal and she was beautiful. The way she'd gasped and struggled when Burky had tried to feel her tits had been just how all the good girls I knew at school reacted when the lads grabbed their tits.  
 
    There hadn't been any girls with Cath's build or looks; if there had she'd have been complaining to the teacher all day. There had been plenty with Wendy's build or how Wendy would have been a year ago. In her grey school skirt, knee-length white socks and bomber jacket she was beautiful especially now she had some colour. She had legs a sculptor couldn't create. They were easily the most symmetrical I'd seen on a young girl.  
 
    'We'll call it a day, love,' I said. 'Cath was right, it is a waste of time.'  
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. Her teeth were pure.  
 
    'Can you be outside the 'Malt' tonight at 5.307' I asked on impulse although I'd decided minutes ago.  
 
    She nodded thoughtfully. 'OK,' she said and smiled again. 'Don't tell Cath, will you?' I warned.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head, no.  
 
    At 5.30. until ten to seven we sat in the car on the 'Malt Shovel' car-park at the end of Broadway and talked. I asked questions and she answered. She was three forms higher than Cath. She wasn't a bad runner but didn't like netball. She preferred hockey. Her elder sister worked in the Naafi somewhere in Germany and she had a brother who was a year younger in the same school. The following night we had another session and then the night after. On the Sunday morning while Cath was in bed I took her to Manchester to look round the warehouses and show her how I bought and what. Something I'd not done with Cath. Coming home I asked casually if I could make love to her simply to watch her reaction. She looked me in the eye and nodded. A faint movement.  
 
    'I'm asking you Wendy,' I repeated, 'can I fuck you or not?'  
 
    'Yes, but I'll have to be home for me dinner.'  
 
    What a place this Wakefield is, I thought, feeling sickened and  
 
    remembering the article I'd read in one of the papers. It was top of the European charts for VD and schoolgirl pregnancies. How all the screws who'd done their training on Aberford Road said Wakefield was a great place and then leered. Fat, sloppy, thick screws I wouldn't look at if I were a woman. The screws weren't lying and trying to belittle me because it was my home town but telling the truth. Sex in Wakefield was as easy to get as a loaf.  
 
    Well I wasn't a sloppy screw or a miner with a beer belly, or a drippy teenager and if they wanted fucking I'd do it. At least then they'd be getting fucked with somebody worthwhile, on their side, and a local lad.  
 
    Her legs reached her armpits and we had a fair bit of manoeuvring before we managed to fit together. Afterwards I had the feeling I'd raped her with all the enthusiasm she'd shown and then I realised I'd fucked her and I hadn't kissed her yet. It made no difference to her. She didn't miss turning up on the 'Malt Shovel' car-park every night. Our discussions were all one-sided, I'd ask the questions and she'd answer like police interviews with the difference being she didn't tell lies or hedge, or at least I didn't think so, and I found her candour amazing. Like Cath, she had no shame or embarrassment as she related her past sexual encounters. She told me blandly about her lovers as the old feller would about runners and riders. From what she said I  
 
      
 
    gathered she thought if she didn't the boys wouldn't like her. She fascinated me to such a degree I began to look forward to our meetings with the same anticipation as I had for meeting Cath.  
 
    Wendy would set off home to be in for 7 o'clock and I'd go straight to meet Cath.  
 
    We'd been playing pool one night in the back room of the 'Royal' when Cath told me to see my solicitor after she'd missed an easy shot. She hadn't been concentrating for thinking of me.  
 
    'See my solicitor Cath,' I asked. 'Why?'  
 
    'I want you to put in for a divorce.' She looked at me as if expecting a dispute. She wanted to get married, she'd finally made up her mind. I'd forgotten I was married but she hadn't.  
 
    She'd known Pauline personally and the way she'd carried on while I'd been away. How Paul had been in the intensive care, how I'd warned I'd break her legs if she didn't leave town. Cath knew my feelings for Pauline, how they'd come about and now she wanted to marry me. Cath wouldn't do a Pauline on me.  
 
    Three weeks later a brown envelope arrived telling me I was divorced. The day it arrived I'd been passing the school just as the kids were being released and thought I'd wait for Cath and surprise her. Her little face was livid as she climbed in the car, nostrils flared, eyes blazing, lips pale. She was so angry she couldn't speak. It wasn't on account of me putting her on the spot because the kids milling past hardly looked in our direction.  
 
    'What's the matter love?' I asked, as we pulled away. 'You look upset.'  
 
    'Don't talk to me, you bastard.' she said in her full Reagan voice. I was dismissed, but why, what had I done? She didn't know about Wendy. We'd been very careful not to be seen. Not only for Cath's sake either. Wendy didn't want her parents to know she was seeing me. I didn't either. It couldn't be anything else though from the tone of her voice.  
 
    'What have I done Cath?'  
 
    'You've been seeing Wendy every night before you come for me, that's what.'  
 
    Instinctively I said I hadn't.  
 
    'Don't fucking deny it, you big liar,' she screamed. 'She's been telling all the fucking school.'  
 
    'What, you mean standing in the middle of the playground and yelling her head off?' I laughed as if I couldn't give a toss. 'Or going round the class-rooms?'  
 
    It seemed to mollify her, sort of take the heat out of the situation. She paused, started to speak again, paused again until she had it right.  
 
    'No, she hasn't told all the school but she told Gisela Kovaks and she told me. I went straight to the bogs but she denied it, the big skinny liar.' She was under control now.  
 
    'Well there you are, that's the answer. Gisela Kovacs is going at the mix.'  
 
    'No she isn't. Me and her have been mates for years. She wouldn't do that.'  
 
    'Well Wendy is fantasizing, wishing I was seeing her every night,' I said with a pang of guilt.  
 
    'You'll be seeing her tonight anyway,' she said smugly twisting to look at me.  
 
    'We're meeting at the bottom of Greaves Avenue at 6 O'clock, you, me and her. See if she denies it then.'  
 
    Standing in a gateway with a high, wide privet hedge shielding me from casual observers, I watched Wendy walk across the grass triangle towards us as though it was thin, dangerous ice.  
 
    Cath reminded me of a bull-terrier straining on a leash from the angle of her head and the hunch of her shoulders. As Wendy crossed the road and stood at the kerb I could feel the anger of Reagan in Cath struggling against her.  
 
    'Have you been seeing him every night? Her voice was neutral, pleasant even.  
 
    'Don't fucking deny it either.' Reagan had got loose.  
 
    Wendy shot me a glance for help but I only grinned leaving the ball squarely in her court. If she had kept her mouth shut we wouldn't be here. It wasn't my fault but hers alone.  
 
    'I haven't,' she stammered quietly, guilt and fear etched deep into every pore.  
 
    Cath took a step nearer, her head thrust forward and her little hands knotted into fists.  
 
    'You liar,' she snarled, aching to slip the lead and savage her.  
 
    Wendy stood her ground. 'I'm not,' she said quietly.  
 
      
 
    Go on Wendy, argue back. Stamp your foot and lose your temper or at least pretend to. She's only jealous of your legs.  
 
    'Well.' Cath' s voice adopted a more reasonable tone. 'Why did you tell Gisela Kovaks you were? You told her in the school bogs this afternoon. '  
 
    Wendy's brain raced, who was the biggest threat, Gisela in the morning or Cath now? Cath now. 'I haven't,' she stammered, 'I didn't.' A blind man could see she wasn't telling the truth.  
 
    'You fucking liar,' Cath screamed. 'You big skinny-fucking-liar.' She was on the very brink of leaping forward. Reagan shaking the bars.  
 
    'Come on love.' I caught the crook of her arm. 'You can see it's rubbish. You're only winding yourself up. Come on love.'  
 
    She tried to shrug me off. 'If I see you look at him again,' she warned still furious, '1'11 batter your fucking brains in.'  
 
    Wendy was rooted to the spot, her expression unreadable.  
 
    Over the top of Cath's head I mouthed the words 'See you tomorrow -same time. '  
 
    'Get yourself off home Wendy,' I ordered. 'She's a bit upset about something. Don't worry.'  
 
    She turned and began trudging across the grass with her shoulders slumped and her chin down, the epitome of abject misery.  
 
    She began to give me the reasons of why Wendy was a slag. She had legs like bananas for a start from all the dick she's had, she said nastily walking down the road, then I stopped listening for thinking.  
 
    The way poor old Wendy must be feeling, the way Cath was feeling was all my fault. Taking liberties with kids practically young enough to be my daughters. But if it wasn't me it would be somebody else and at least I tried to put them right. I discouraged them from smoking for a start.  
 
    Never mind trying to justify yourself, I thought sadly, I've got to be crackers. Having schoolgirls fighting over me, a feller my age. Hang on though, shouldn't it be the other way about, fellers fighting over girls? I've missed out somewhere along the line. That's what you get for spending all those years in the nick. All the world's gone crackers. I mean look at the way Cath didn't give a toss who heard her shouting and bawling, swearing like a trooper or somebody mental.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Poor old Wendy trudging home as though she'd been told she had cancer. I'm to blame. You can't blame anybody else but me. It'll be right in the end I decided because I'd make it right one way or another.  
 
    Cath had a little cry in her beer that night as she told me about another boyfriend Wendy had nicked from her. She didn't want to lose me, I was different to the others. After a session in the car on the Jubilee car-park her equilibrium returned and she entered the house her chirpy self. I hadn't liked telling her lies but what could I do under the circumstances? I had to protect Wendy, and Cath, although a head shorter was such a bad-tempered little bleeder she just might set about her with a hammer or something at school and then I would be in trouble. The police would have a real field day with a scandal like that. As it was, they were giving me all the aggravation they could and I wasn't doing anything wrong.  
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    Over the weeks I'd been fly pitching both Burky and myself had discovered through trial and error the best days to work, which towns were morning towns, which were afternoon towns and towns where there were plenty people all day. We'd also found if we pooled our money at the warehouses we could buy it cheaper the more we bought.  
 
    He still sold the perfume but not the penny or ingot. The natty jewellery I'd discovered in dirty little warehouses appealed to him more and Thursdays was warehouse day, the day when the majority of people were paid at teatime and skint until.  
 
    We'd been to the warehouse and were standing talking to Mother and Kay across their stalls on Wakefield market when he suggested we have a go in the precinct outside the British Home Stores. Christmas was round the corner and people were all over, carrying shopping and looking for something to buy; most unusual for a Thursday afternoon. It appeared everybody had been paid already and not at tea-time. He was always on about making hay while the sun shines and I wanted as much as possible put by to see me through without having to worry once Christmas was over. To be able to dedicate myself to getting fit before I gave Tommy a ring for a fight.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had the first pitch and was just starting another when a copper came sidling towards us down the front of the shops. Closing the case we had a walk around the Home Stores until he had gone. I started ten minutes later and had just pulled a nice crowd together when the same copper came sprinting up the precinct carrying his helmet under his arm like a rugby ball. Maybe it would be better to let him catch me to prove I was trying to make an honest living. My inside pocket was bulging with receipts.  
 
    'Yer under arrest.' He grabbed my arm and tapped the case with a shoe. 'Come on let's have this lot up Wood Street.'  
 
    On the times we'd worked together the strategy we'd developed was whoever was arrested would use delaying tactics so the one remaining could work undisturbed. Burky had been arrested in Bolton and I'd taken £300 in the 3 hours he'd been in the station giving phoney names and addresses to keep the copper from his beat. Now, though, we only had the one case between us and unless it stayed where it was delaying tactics were a waste of time.  
 
    'If you want the case up at Wood Street, officer, you'll have to carry it yourself.' He'd be about 25, swarthy and needed a shave. A young copper full of his own importance.  
 
    'Like that is it?' He'd taken my refusal as a challenge.  
 
    'Well, we'd better send for a car.' He smirked taking out a radio from his top pocket, a smirk exclusive to coppers and screws with unlimited funds.  
 
    Burky stuffed a bundle of money in my pocket as he was giving Charlie Foxtrot and Tango a ring and whispered, 'Wind the cunts up.'  
 
    Half a dozen constables were in the charge room all on edge and expecting the worst. The desk sergeant was going through the case and I was emptying my pockets. Apart from the receipts all I had was money, mostly in pound notes, but the odd fiver and tenner. In one pocket my change, another expenses, another the warehouse money and in yet another the money Burky had stuffed in, altogether about £400. It was piled a foot high and covered half the desk. As I piled it up, taking care to ruffle it to make it look more, I was talking.  
 
    'I can't understand you people at all. You know I've no chance of getting a proper job like you and earning a decent living. You can see I'm doing nothing wrong and all you do is harass me. There I am  
 
      
 
      
 
    trying to earn an honest living minding my own business not bothering anybody and all you want to do is lock me up. You won't give me a chance at all. Do you want me to go out burgling? Bashing old ladies? Killing prostitutes like the Ripper? How come you can't catch him? Maybe if you didn't worry about me so much you'd stand a better chance. '  
 
    'Have you any proof this is yours,' the sergeant asked, oblivious to the noise I'd made.  
 
    He skimmed through the receipts, told me to pack the case and gave me a charge sheet. It read, 'Did peddle without a certificate,' at the top. And then he released me.  
 
    Maybe now they had all the proof they needed they would leave me alone or at least only take my name and address like they did the lads selling sun-glasses on Blackpool beach and then summons me later. The following Thursday I found out different.  
 
    It was a replica of the week before only this time I had the first pitch at the back of the Cathedral in the same place I'd worked on bonfire night. There were even more people about this week and in no 'time at all I'd gathered a crowd 40 strong with more joining by the second. Suddenly Burky pushes through and grabs the case. Looking to my left I see a fat, middle-aged policewoman huffing and puffing, trying to run and talk into her radio at the same time. Burky had run up the precinct with the case and although he'd taken the proof with him I couldn't see me being able to reason with somebody as determined as her. She had legs like the Michelin X man and a double-chin like a roll of ham. A copper her shape wouldn't run unless there was a nicking at the end of it.  
 
    Hoping she dropped dead from a heart attack I nipped up the side of Boots, down the escalator and into Kirkgate. I remembered I wanted a pair of cords and across the road was a shop that sold them. They hadn't any my size the feller informed me after a ten-minute search. With the policewoman forgotten I was thinking about fellers with skinny legs; there were plenty of trousers with my waist and inside leg measurement but none were big enough to go round my thighs. To get a pair that would I'd have had to buy a pair of 38s which were miles too big. If I leaned on the bar in some pub to build my belly while my legs atrophied I thought, closing the shop door and entering the short foyer, I'd have no trouble buying trousers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were two fellers waiting for me with detective written all over them.  
 
    'Hold it there Paul,' the nearest ordered. They were about my age and looking distinctly nervous. Both were average size, dark and very probably No.3 Regional Crime Squad. Surely it couldn't be for fly pitching, not two detectives.  
 
    'How do you mean, hold it there?' I said belligerently, 'What for, why?'  
 
    The one at the back stepped nearer. 'We don't know,' he sounded apologetic; 'You were seen running away from the scene of the crime. Your name came over the radio and we saw you come in here.' He tried to laugh, but all he emitted was a nervous cough. 'Huh, huh, we were on observation duty on something else.'  
 
    Yes, well you should have stayed at your post I thought, feeling well pleased. I'll teach you to play heroes. And the dolly-peg policewoman. I'll teach you both a lesson.  
 
    Striding between them onto the pavement I turned and began to shout.  
 
    'How do you mean give you twenty-five pounds and you'll let me go? How do I know you're policemen? You don't look like policemen to me. You look like these sneaky bogus officials people are always being warned about.'  
 
    'Shut up Paul,' the first one pleaded, 'Please, please.'  
 
    'Bollocks you cunt. You asked for it,' I told him quietly.  
 
    People were watching with interest and one or two were edging closer.  
 
    'If you think,' I shouted again, 'you can just stop ordinary people in the street and demand twenty-five pounds you've another thing coming.'  
 
    One had a radio out calling for immediate assistance just below Woolworths but it didn't shut me up or lower my voice. A minute later cars screeched to a halt blocking the traffic and causing chaos and plain-clothes coppers came piling out.  
 
    Handcuffed behind my back I'm marched into the charge room just in time to hear a fat, old pasty-faced detective giving all the uniformed coppers a roasting about wasting his time.  
 
    'You're right officer, that's all they do is drink tea and waste time,' I said cheerfully, pleased with the result. The dolly-peg  
 
      
 
    policewoman wasn't present, though, which took the edge off it. Five minutes later I was released.  
 
    The following week Burky and me are standing side by side in the Magistrates court listening to the evidence being read out. He had one charge, me two, both for peddling without a certificate; the maximum penalty for a first offence is a 50p fine and every subsequent offence a £1. It was Burky's first offence and listening to his impassioned plea anybody would think the death penalty was at stake. He rabbited on about his five kids, being too proud to sign on the dole, a school at the other side of town and finished by threatening to let the state raise his kids if he was found guilty. It was the principle of the thing and the law didn't matter.  
 
    It was my turn next and from the cynical stare of the two magistrates I guessed they were expecting something similar.  
 
    The rugger-playing barrister image came to life with a tender smile.  
 
    'It says on a pedlar's certificate, your worships, that it entitles the holder to go from town to town and door to door peddling his wares. For what I was doing I don't need a pedlars certificate. I wasn't going from town to town or door to door, and I submit there's no case to answer.'  
 
    Not guilty the pair of us and all the coppers were pig sick. One threatened to nick me for obstruction next time and I told him quietly to go fuck himself.  
 
    The old feller had a pedlar's certificate, in fact he'd had one for 30 years. He renewed it without fail on January 1st every year. To hold one meant you didn't have a police record, a handy thing to prove in a strange town, or anywhere for that matter.  
 
    Supposing I took the old feller with me and then if a copper came along he could say he was just showing me the ropes and show his certificate. Tell them I was his son and taking over soon because he was retiring. Any old crap providing he showed his pedlar's. It seemed feasible to me but I didn't know what the old feller would say, especially as it would involve travelling.  
 
    He was all for it and made me explain in detail the ricking-in job.  
 
    We set off bright and early one morning for Hull, and by 10.30 I had the case open and working to the first crowd of the day by 10.40, normally a half-hour job.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He broke it up before I'd taken a penny by crying, 'There's a traffic warden coming.'  
 
    I started again and 10 minutes later he shouted there was a policeman coming. So there was, about half a mile away. It was his first time and he was 65. I had to make allowances.  
 
    'Listen Dad,' I explained, 'I'm not bothered about traffic wardens and I'm not bothered about coppers. That's why I've brought you. If one comes you just show him your pedlar's certificate and explain about me learning the ropes like I've told you. All you've got to do now is stand in front of me and when I ask for a pound and nobody is getting one out you get yours out. Now have you got that. Do you understand? '  
 
    'I know love.' He was near to tears. 'I can't help worrying about you.' 
 
    The next pitch I'd laid down the first item after I'd repeated half a dozen times, 'I don't sell these items in ones or twos: I sell all three together as one lot. All three go together like my solicitors 'Freeman, Hardy and Willis', when he called at the top of his voice 'I'll have that, Here I'll have that,' and waved a pound note like a coronation flag.  
 
    'Hang on sir,' I said with a tolerant smile, 'I've not finished yet. Just be patient and you'll be taking away bargains beyond belief for the price you're wanting to pay now.'  
 
    'Sorry Paul,' he called, 'I didn't hear you properly.'  
 
    The entire crowd burst into guffaws as though we were a musichall turn. They broke up and how I didn't throw him in the river I'll never know. I gave him £2 and told him to find a cafe. I'd work without his help from now on. Towards tea-time he came back just as I'd been pulled by a plain-clothes detective. He sailed to the rescue, all charm and bustle and gave the copper a quick resume on his Army career and showed his certificate. The copper was well pleased and so was the old feller. He was ebullient with confidence coming out of his ears. We worked Hull at the weekends almost until Christmas and then a little snot-nosed copper in uniform who'd barely left school said a pedlar's certificate didn't impress him and we'd better go or face arrest. It really knocked the old feller's plug in. I'd been taking over £600 every Friday and Saturday and people had been saying it was worth a pound just to listen to me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He wouldn't come again as his certificate wasn't any good and he couldn't get the hang of rick-in. It didn't matter because there were only a few days to Christmas and the job would be finished then.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Wendy didn't mention the confrontation as I'd expected. When I told her what Cath had said about her pinching one boyfriend already she laughed, a lovely gurgling sound. It was the first time I'd heard her laugh and it affected me like a Mozart Rondo. I wanted to climb mountains, swim Oceans, run a marathon. It was a sound that filled me with inspiration. She was growing on me like ivy up a wall but I repeated to myself over and over again not to let myself become involved.  
 
    She was always outside 'The Malt' when I arrived without fail. She didn't wear her tatty jeans any more, or at least when she was with me, but always a skirt and her bomber jacket. It was a real temptation to take her shopping for some clothes, clothes with colour and class to show off her elegance and grace. The way she carried herself naturally models spend years trying to learn. If I did buy her some clothes how could she explain them to her parents? They watched her like hawks.  
 
    She'd told me why she had to be in at 7 0'clock every night. The year before she'd stayed out all night in a young lad's flat in Park Lodge Lane, Eastmoor, and afterwards her parents asked the court to place her on a probation order. One of the conditions was being in early. Until then she'd been able to come and go as she'd liked within reason. I had total sympathy with her parents but I didn't say so. She didn't resent their action but at times she thought they were a bit too strict. She wasn't 14 any more and they should adjust the rules, she said, but they wouldn't.  
 
    Her old man had a good job at British Ropes, a specialist splicer who flew out to oil rigs when the mooring-ropes broke and went down coal-mines to mend the haulage. How did he compare to Eddie, Cath's dad, greasing the points and changing sleepers? Her mother worked shifts at George Lee's mill. From what she told me about her she had many things in common with Teresa, Cath's mother. Both were Irish, both were Catholics, about the same age and both worked shifts. It was her dad, though, who ruled the roost as far as Wendy was concerned.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'My dad doesn't swear,' she told me. 'He can't stand swearing. Yes he has a drink and smokes too, but not a lot. His hobbies? Oh he's a fisherman. The house is full of cups and trophies that he's won. He goes fishing every Sunday. He loves fishing.'  
 
    He seemed a decent, sensible feller, a real steady sort, and to buy his daughter clothes would cause murders. I'd like to bet her mother wouldn't say much though. I wasn't taking any chances while she was under the age of consent, not even to the extent of buying her a Christmas present!  
 
    She bought me one, she gave me it all wrapped up, a big square box with a wide red ribbon tied in a bow, in the car on Christmas eve.  
 
    'What is it?' I asked in astonishment.  
 
    'It's a shirt.' She was going pink.  
 
    'But how did you know my size Wendy?' I asked in wonder.  
 
    'Weeks ago when you were on about not being able to get a pair of cords your size you said then. You said you had the same problem with shirts.'  
 
    My first Christmas home since 1962, fourteen Christmases and I felt like crying with happiness because somebody cared, and at the same time incredibly sad because I couldn't buy her anything appropriate or her parents would notice.  
 
    'It doesn't matter,' she smiled showing her dazzling teeth, 'You can make up for it on my birthday, when I'm sixteen.'  
 
    'Tell me what you want?' I said quickly to make amends. I'd buy her all the world and a couple of planets.  
 
    'Some Estee Lauder perfume, I think it's lovely.'  
 
    'Right, when's your birthday? I'll make a note in the office diary.'  
 
    'February 6th,' she gave me a quizzical look, 'You haven't got an office diary.'  
 
    She was beginning to learn not to believe every word I uttered, I was pleased to note.  
 
    Cath believed very little of what anybody said now and was always trying to trip me up with awkward questions. If they gave marks for perception at school Cath would be in a class of her own. She was far trickier than any copper I'd met and a match for me any day.  
 
    After the confrontation, a week or so, I'd been filling the car in the garage across from the post office on Dewsbury Road when a. bus passed. Looking at me from an upstairs window had been Wendy.  
 
      
 
    Without thought I'd waved for her to get off. She had at the next stop. It was mid-week when the chances of taking much were slim and the prospect of spending the day with Wendy far more appealing. She was on her way to school and probably thought I'd take her instead but I didn't, I took her home and made a pot of tea. Cath, in the meantime had gone to school, noted Wendy's absence and got on the bus and come straight to the house. She rapped on the back door. I almost collapsed when I saw her glaring at me with eyes like the ends of two shotguns.  
 
    'You bastard. You've got her in there, haven't you?' she said before I could think and sounding exactly like she'd done at the bottom of Greaves A venue.  
 
    'Hello Cath,' I said, gathering my wits, 'I didn't expect to see you until tonight. '  
 
    'Never mind all that shit.' She tried to push past.  
 
    'Hang on Cath, hang on.' I could see her battering Wendy and wrecking the front room, 'What's the matter love?'  
 
    'You know what's the bleeding matter, you bastard,' she yelled, trying to bull her way in. Mrs Lumb, who lived across the back came out, Mother's bingo mate, to adjust the washing. It .was her excuse for ear-wigging. It was a certainty she'd tell mother at the first opportunity.                
 
    'Cath, Cath, cool down. There's nobody here but the old feller and if you carry on like this he'll be out. You know what he's like. You'll cause blue murder.'  
 
    'Well let me in then,' she asked quietly, a lull in the storm. If Wendy had any brains she'd have gone into hiding by this time and if she hadn't she deserved a battering.  
 
    'OK love, but keep the noise down. The old feller's in the bedroom.'  
 
    She glanced round the room, behind the settee and at the back of the chair in the corner. 'She's not at school,' she reasoned 'and she's not at home because I rung their house. Right, I'll see you tonight.'  
 
    She walked down the road and just turned the corner when the old feller came back from the paper shop and Wendy emerged from the hall. He came into the front room and saw Wendy sitting on the settee and didn't bat an eyelid.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Hello love.' He smiled a welcome. 'Do you want a nice pot of tea?'  
 
    Wendy stayed all day and was a great hit with the old feller.  
 
    It was the nearest I came to being caught red-handed but Cath kept me on my toes all the time. She wasn't always so grown up. Occasionally she acted her age like the time I took her to Inglestone Market. All the way she complained she was hungry and by the time we reached the outskirts she was starving.  
 
    Pulling up outside a chip shop that sold everything from garlic sausage to fish cake and curry she was too shy to go in, conscious of her dialect drawing attention.  
 
    'Either go in or starve,' I said. She didn't answer so I drove on. She knew, though, we'd be at the hotel shortly and wouldn't be hungry much longer.  
 
    She bought me an 'Inca Block Automatic' dress-watch for Christmas from her mother's club, about sixty quid's worth. She'd been paying for it since the week after Rhyl out of her pocket money. When she gave me it I wished I'd never met Wendy and wondered where it would all end. Somebody along the line would end up with a broken heart and I hoped it wouldn't be me. To ease my conscience I bought her some clothes and a Japanese radio that did everything but make the bed. I did love little Cath and spent every minute over Christmas with her.  
 
    Christmas eve we toured the night-clubs with Kay and Burky selling a novelty necklace that glowed in the dark and earned £93 in half an hour. It was a real gimmick, better than the hoolahoop or skateboard when it came to public demand and profit. 82p in the pound. Kay had a marvellous sales technique.  
 
    'Give me a pound and I'll give you a kiss and a necklace,' she offered. Lads queued to kiss my sister and I didn't blame them in the least. She looked lovely when she was in a dress. Cath almost had a fight in Dolly Grey's when somebody tried to pinch one but cooled down when I came to the rescue and got the necklace back. She was like a tigress guarding her cubs. Burky thought if we could make our own necklaces we'd earn a fortune. I promised once Christmas was over to look into the possibilities, seeing how I'd got them in Rhyl, during the summer. It would give me something to do between fights.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Christmas Day Mother went to the bingo and Dad went to bed. Kay went to Diane's for her Christmas dinner and I went to Cath's. It sickened me, I'd been thinking the Christmas dinner would be smashing after all this time away. All sitting round the table like a proper family having a laugh. I volunteered to help Mother prepare it and said I'd wash up afterwards but all she said was, 'Knickers Paul, if you think I'm doing anything in this house you've got another think coming.'  
 
    It was pleasant in Cath's after the Christmas dinner, with her two young sisters arguing and causing all kinds of problems about which presents were whose. We played records by Diana Ross and Freda Pay ne in the other room, with the door shut. Cath said Wendy's old man had gone into the taproom of the 'Malt' and dragged Wendy out with the hair of the head about 10.30 last night. How she knew I couldn't say and it wouldn't be wise to show much interest, but I'd ask Wendy next time I saw her.  
 
    Boxing Day was a long drag. I'd have preferred being in some nick taking part in the competitions in the gym. The television, regardless of what films were being shown, held no attraction for me, and the training I had to do was beginning to assert itself. The money I'd saved to see me through, £500 on Christmas Eve, already had a dent and if! didn't get myself fit and have a fight soon I'd be back to square one in no time. Days rather than weeks. I'd managed by the skin of my teeth to stay out of the nick, now Christmas was over it was time to begin the real work in earnest. No more gallivanting for me, just sweat and graft and plenty of fights and if I was as good as I thought then next Christmas I might never have to worry again.  
 
    There was only one way to find out.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    There is more rubbish written about getting fit than any other subject. I should know because I am an expert, a veritable expert and nobody could tell me anything that I hadn't already tried and analysed using myself for the guinea-pig. The most important aspect of the job is getting fit for a purpose and it's no good a little fat feller saying high-jumping or a tall skinny feller saying weight-lifting. Either could train for ever and all they'd do is make people laugh. There has got to be an end result, a target to aim for, or you're wasting time. Women poncing about in aerobic classes and people jogging through the park are doing no more than pretending, kidding themselves they're fit and disciplined.  
 
    The lads on the rugby team up at the Manor had turned ashen after I'd demonstrated what I'd like them to do and shown their reluctance to such a degree I hadn't gone again. The quick, intensive burst of all-out action had satisfied me I could soon attain the level of physical efficiency needed to fight providing I didn't abuse myself. I hadn't, but the task facing me was daunting.  
 
    In a few months I'd be 32, and starting out on a career in professional boxing. I had to be barmy, a feller my age, but deep down I knew I could. I could feel it burning deep inside, that providing I trained with the same dedication, the same total concentration that I'd had in the years I'd been away I could still do it. I could still show everybody I was a force to be reckoned with. Injuries or age couldn't and wouldn't stop me.  
 
    The weather became wintry the day Christmas was over as if God had deliberately prolonged the mild weather so I could work and save enough to see me through to my first fight. Snow, sleet, freezing cold gales couldn't prevent me from the course of action I had to take and that was to stretch my lungs and build up my glycogen reserves. Cath and Wendy were shoved to the back of my mind and locked away as I prepared myself for the first session, the 4-mile run through Ossett  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    and Horbury. It was circuits I wanted but I hadn't anywhere to do them. The run would do to break me in.  
 
    Turning the corner of Dewsbury Road into the long downhill stretch of Queen's Drive I'd paid off my oxygen debt and was thoroughly warmed up. My legs were heavy and my calves were tight but I expected no less. Along Teal Street and down the steady slope to the pig farm I cruised, building up mentally for the middle hill to Horbury Park. This hill represented the middle rounds when it felt I'd been fighting all night and the end nowhere in sight. Cars had to use second gear to climb it. Increasing the speed by lengthening my stride I gradually turned up the volume until I reached the bus stop when I opened up on all cylinders. At the top I had to jog into the park until I'd recovered, knowing, as I did, the task before me wouldn't take as long as I'd thought.  
 
    The gradient to the Lupset Hotel told me I was now into my glycogen reserves and the two hills of Broadway saw them used. The run had taken 31 minutes 24 seconds. Not bad considering.  
 
    The old feller filled the bath while I did stomach exercises on the rug in front of the fire. Afterwards I had 3 raw eggs beaten into hot milk and a dessert spoon full of brown clear honey. It had the consistency and flavour of custard. It would replace most of what I'd spent double quick. The ice was broken and I was back in harness with a purpose. The following morning I went twice round the perimeter of Ossett common, a tough assault-course of a run, hard on the legs and lungs and a run where concentration was vital. One wrong step would twist an ankle. It was just as important to keep my brain alert as it was achieving efficiency. Mornings when it snowed I did repeated sprints in the tunnel under the M I. It was long and steep, caused oxygen debt and sharpened me up.  
 
    This, my basic fitness training, was entirely separate from the training I did in the gym. Five evenings a week I worked on improving my hand speed and reflex action. Getting the smooth fluidity in my movements so necessary to save energy and making counter-punching possible.                
 
    Peter was in training to defend his Central Area title against Neil Malpass, a young lad from South Elmsall. He was getting rave reviews with a recent string of knock-outs, his latest being a 3rd round demolition of the ex-British champion Danny Mcalinden. Sparring with Peter  
 
      
 
      
 
    I thought he'd have no trouble extending his winning streak. Peter had no confidence at all and sparred as if he'd explode like a balloon if he got hit. Tommy said he'd been like this since Eddie Neilson had knocked him out a couple of seasons ago. He'd been unconscious 15 minutes with his jaws clamped together and shaking as though he was having an epileptic fit. He shouldn't be still boxing even if he was only a side-show I thought and was tempted to say so. He should be compulsory retired and not allowed to kid the public. He was ranked 16th and Malpass 17th. There were 44 currently active British heavyweights and I wasn't in the ratings and the way Tommy was having trouble finding me a fight I never would be. As last summer, I sparred with everybody in the gym, skipped, punched the bags and performed all the traditional exercises every night.  
 
    After 3 weeks I was ready to start, ready to fight on the under-card anywhere but Tommy still couldn't find a suitable opponent. He explained the predicament he was in by blaming me. My reputation was such that nobody wanted beating by somebody lower in the rankings but he'd do all he could to get me on the same bill as Peter, on the first Monday in February.  
 
    It was the first Sunday in February and Tommy still hadn't found me an opponent.  
 
    Cath was sitting at my side in the top room of 'The Malt', and opposite, across the room, was Wendy, whispering and giggling at the side of the gent's toilets, with Pauline Hamblyn, and both shooting furtive glances my way.  
 
    The taproom had evolved into a youth club with the lads who played for the Manor making full use of the dartboard and the pool table. The girls naturally followed the lads and now there were at least 20 laughing, arguing and whispering about each other like Wendy and Pauline.  
 
    Margaret, the landlady, kept order as though she was a head-mistress and wouldn't tolerate rowdy behaviour or swearing at all.  
 
    'Out,' she'd say. 'Out, go on, get out and don't come back until you've learnt some manners.' I liked her and appreciated what she was doing.  
 
    'There wasn't, isn't anywhere else for the kids to go,' she'd explained, 'and as long as they behave I won't bother them.' Her husband, Brian, was an ex-copper and still had influence with the local  
 
      
 
      
 
    constabulary. Providing there wasn't any trouble the police wouldn't bother anybody even if they were under age. It was Margaret who'd told me about Wendy's old feller coming in.  
 
    'He just walked in, grabbed her by the hair and dragged her out. It was awful, the poor lass. I don't think she deserved to be treated like that, do you?'  
 
    He'd told her to be in at 9.30 and then sent another message at 10 o'clock to bring herself home. At 20 past he'd dragged her out. Yes she deserved it and Wendy agreed. It wouldn't do to tell Margaret everything, or little Cath.  
 
    'How do you mean, you'll have to curb your love life?' Cath asked quietly. 'What's my love life got to do with anything?'  
 
    'What I mean is, you'll have to curb your love life if you want to stay faithful to me,' I explained, 'I can't maintain the level of fitness I need if you demand to be fucked every night.'  
 
    'What's your love life got to do with anything?' she asked suspiciously, her eyes creeping across to glance at Wendy.  
 
    'I don't know, but I'm not taking any chances.'  
 
    The door opened and Kay breezed in closely followed by her latest boyfriend, old Phil Swaine's lad, young Phi!.  
 
    'Tommy wants you to ring him now;' she said before the door closed. 'What, now? Like this minute?' I asked, my brain racing with the thought he'd found me an opponent.  
 
    She smiled, 'Well no, not right this minute, but tonight. It sounds to me as if you'll be boxing tomorrow.' She giggled, 'You should see Waiter, he's gone all dithery with his nerves. He said he'd have to go to bed early to get ready. He's had to get up so he can go to bed.'  
 
    'It's a funny old time to let me know, don't you think?'  
 
    'A cinzano and lemon,' she called to Phil, standing at the bar.  
 
    'I expect he's been keeping it a secret so the coppers won’t stop you again.'  
 
    It made sense and was in keeping with Tommy. I was floating, or I felt I was floating. This was it, this was definitely it! I wanted to do hand-springs round the pool table shouting and singing.  
 
    Yes I was boxing, chief support to Peter. Box 2 minute rounds  
 
    against a kid I'd never heard of in 'The Norfolk Garden Hotel', Bradford, tomorrow night.  
 
   
 
  

   
 
    Hanging up 'The Malt Shovel' phone I decided to ring Burky and Norman, Ronnie and Del in that order. I hadn't enough change, yes I had. Only Ronnie couldn't make it. He was away working in London. I couldn't think coherently I was so excited.  
 
    Wendy knew there was something up, I could tell from the way she flicked her eyes at me. I had to let her know but how could I with Cath watching me like a security guard? A minute later I made a general announcement to everybody in the tap room and invited them to come. Only one draw back though, they had to wear evening dress. Oh yes, it was men only.  
 
    'That's a liberty,' complained Cath, 'I'd like to see you box.'  
 
    'You'll get your chance Cath, don't worry about that.'  
 
    She didn't moan when I saw her home for 10 o'clock and promised I'd see her at the first opportunity on Tuesday. I still couldn't kiss her properly because my mouth watered.  
 
    Yorkshire Television were recording the fight at the top of the bill as a follow up to the documentary they'd shown of Malpass last year and with a bit of luck there might be some film left to record me. Tommy had told me this when I'd arrived and was showing me to the dressing room. It was the ladies' toilets in the hotel and the opponents were in the gents. It was pleasant and comfortable. A fitted carpet, a row of sinks and plenty of room. I was the last bout of four. There were two young lads laid on the floor with towels over their heads resting and psyching-up. Peter wasn't about, nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Norm had turned up with four of his mates, including the feller with the gold tooth who'd been the library red-band in Leeds last year, the one who'd told me to look Norm up. They were all as smart as paint in evening suits and looking forward to seeing me fight.  
 
    Delroy had brought another gang and Burky had brought all the lads from the Manor in his new Land Rover Safari.  
 
    Not had a fight yet and I'd sold more tickets than all the others on the bill put together. The old feller came into the dressing room wearing a charcoal-grey suit he'd bought for his mother's funeral 20 years ago. He had a bow-tie too. Where he'd got it from I couldn't say but no doubt it had been somewhere in the house. He was nervous and timid but underneath I could feel his pride. Don't worry Dad, I thought, this is only a formality to get me underway. In a month or two you can worry when I'll be fighting people who'll be dangerous.  
 
    This feller tonight wasn't. In fact Tommy had ordered me to stay in the dressing room in case he saw me.  
 
    'If he sees you, he'll pack his bag and go home.'  
 
    The two young lads shadow-boxed, laid down, bent and stretched, laid down, shadow-boxed as nervous as prima donnas. The first one came back walking on air and talking at a 100 m.p.h. to his second. He'd won on points over 4 rounds. The other came back repeating 'Get me him again, get me him again.' He'd lost on points over 6 rounds. It was the main event and I wouldn't miss seeing Malpass for anything.  
 
    It was a certainty I'd be fighting the winner, there wasn't another heavyweight in the north worth a carrot and when Tommy had mentioned the television he'd confirmed my suspicions. Apart from the lad who'd lost and his second there was only me in the dressing room. The doctor had been to check me over and I'd donned my kit. I was ready as soon as it was over. The foyer was deserted, everywhere was deserted.  
 
    Peering through a crack in the door the first person I saw was Mal-pass, standing in the corner of the ring nearest me and talking to George Biddles, his manager.  
 
    The atmosphere was that of a tap-room on a Sunday dinner-time. It wasn't a very big room, about the same area of a basket-ball court, and it was crammed with long tables and fellers in evening dress sitting either side. The ring was at the far end and behind it was a high table like the bench in a Magistrates court. Maybe 8 fellers were sitting there but they were too far away to recognise. The room was dark apart from the lights above the ring and the air was blue with cigar smoke.  
 
    The first round Peter bustled forward bobbing and weaving, looking busy but doing nothing. Malpass stayed his distance behind a long left hand. Not a punch but a paw as if he was measuring the distance to throw the right. That's all he had, Dave Owens had told me last year at the Castleford gym. He'd sparred with him a few times.  
 
    'Watch out for his right,' he'd warned, 'but you'll know when it's coming because he cocks it first.'  
 
    Malpass didn't throw a worthwhile punch and neither did Peter all the first round. A minute into the second I saw him launch it, watched it travel to Peter's chin and watched Peter collapse. I'd seen enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kenny Daniels came into the dressing room, the feller who trained Tommy's lads in Manchester, and seconded them when they fought. He gloved me and asked if I was ready just like the young screw who'd opened my door in Durham last year.  
 
    'Ready Kenny? I've been ready years and years. Come on let's get it over with.'  
 
    Where Peter had changed was a mystery to me. Surely he couldn't have his own dressing room. Superstar status with being top of the bill. Maybe he'd demanded one to save him the embarrassment he'd had at Liverpool. It wasn't worth asking about him now he wasn't the champion, I thought, entering the room and looking for Del and the rest of my supporters. I could see him across the far side, the only black face in the entire place. He looked distinctly nervous. I was slightly, but it wasn't anything more than excitement.  
 
    The opponent Tommy had found was a Scottish feller who now lived in Barnsley. He wasn't 6 feet tall and I doubted he'd weigh more than 13 stone.  
 
    We shook gloves after the referee had warned us about obeying his orders promptly and I'd hardly got back to the corner when the bell rang.  
 
    A straight left followed by a right-hand and the kid was dumped on his arse. It was more the shock than the power of the punch but he didn't regain his feet until the ref reached seven. Wading in like Jerry Quarry used to with a variety of hooks to the head and body he made me realise I wasn't hitting a punch bag, by hitting me with a thumping right-hander.  
 
    Hang on I thought, this kids a pro, you've got to be more careful. Yeah, but it's only a two-minute round and I haven't got time to mess about. Anyway he's not good enough to carry my boots. Not big enough either. Going all out for a one hit knock-out I realised my timing wasn't quite right when I'm hit in the throat with a karate chop. I couldn't breathe, the air wouldn't go in, there was a rough brick wall across my windpipe.  
 
    Fucking tobacca smoke I thought with disgust, the rising panic nipped in the bud. Stepping back out of distance I dropped my guard and relaxed for a moment, giving the sphincter muscles in my trachea time to adjust. I was so attuned to clean living they'd contracted in revolt. Two seconds later I'm stabbing with the left hand to smash his  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    face in and adjust my timing when the bell rang. It was only a two-minute round I remembered to cancel the timekeeper from cheating. I wouldn't put anything past the likes of Tommy's mob.  
 
    Sitting on the stool, lost in my body's control rooms, pulse, respiration, energy levels, the readout said, I wasn't properly warmed up. The stokers in the engine-rooms were only just coming awake but working like mad to make up for lost time. Nice and steady in the next round and then flatten him in the third.  
 
    'It's all over,' Tommy said very quietly to Kenny and then beamed at the fellers on a table two yards from my left glove. He waved his hand carrying a thick cigar and a big gold ring. He turned to look at Kenny and said in his normal voice 'I'll see you later,' and then strolled away nonchalantly grinning like a Cheshire cat and nodding to the fellers either side of the aisle and saying, 'Not bad is he, not bad?'  
 
    'It's all over Kenny? The kid's not cut is he?'  
 
    'No,' he said dithering about wiping my shoulders and the back of my neck. 'I think he's hurt his hand.'  
 
    'Hurt his hand. How can he hurt his hand Kenny, when he's not hit me yet?'  
 
    The punch he'd landed didn't carry enough power to break bones. He was a pure Endomorph with short thick bones. Strong bones.  
 
    'It'll be the excuse they're using to stop him being hurt,' he explained in a matter-of-fact voice as if it was an everyday occurrence.  
 
    To stop him being hurt? He's packing up before I touch him' I thought' feeling cheated as I tried to see between his cornermen. They parted a fraction and the kid looked pink and soft. Smooth, fleshy and young. He didn't have a single body hair on his pale pink skin. I'd fucking kill him, a tough old cunt like me I thought, recalling what I'd heard about Bobby Neil. His seconds were only preventing the inevitable. I didn't blame anybody for cutting it short. It was a humane decision but it wouldn't please the crowd.  
 
    Nat Basso announced the verdict, and from the cheers all the lads who'd come to see me first and foremost were satisfied I'd won fair and square and they’d not been cheated. I then felt pleased for the first time. They'd seen enough to want to see me again, I'd not disappointed them. The rest of the crowd clapped but some at the far side; two or three tables with 6 on each, all too busy talking into each  
 
      
 
    other's faces to remember it was polite to cheer. They'd probably be the bookies or something, or maybe managers and promoters discussing business. Either way I'd got them talking.  
 
    'Right on brother,' Del shouted with a slice of melon grin, standing to attention and giving me a thumbs up.  
 
    Norm haw hawed somewhere, his laugh telling everybody he was tickled pink. As I passed the last table before 1 left the room half a dozen lads from the Manor leapt on me like bagsnatchers.  
 
    'Well done, Paul lad, well done. Tha's showed em nar,' little Kev yelled with pride and spirit: he'd lost both legs and an arm in the Army but still lived life to the full with artificial limbs. He was in the darts and pool team for the 'Malt' and Manor and with half a chance he'd have played rugby too. The other lads gave him no quarter and often took the mick. Les Cullun knocked him out of the way while he patted my back and said much the same.  
 
    'We're with you all the way Paul lad,' echoed in my ears as the doors swung shut behind me.  
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    Les, a good looking lad of 19 fancied Wendy something rotten. He'd give his right arm to fuck her he'd told me more than once, and over Christmas he'd walked her home from the 'Malt'. He'd only been allowed a kiss as they'd parted at the gate. He walked home 'sick as a parrot' he'd said.  
 
    'Didn't you ask her Les?'  
 
    'Fucking right 1 did,' he answered grinning. His eyes dancing like gas jets on low and showing lovely white teeth. We'd been in the 'Malt' the following night.  
 
    'She didn't let you Les?' 1 acted surprised, 'well that's all I did and she said yes.'  
 
    'Yeah, but I'm not you am I?' he answered, still grinning. His eyes hadn't been dancing though. They'd been wistful. The memory came back the Tuesday morning laid in bed and thinking of how he'd said 'We're with you all the way.' No jealousy, no sycophancy, just genuine words. Like Delroy 's 'Right on Brother,' and Norman's laugh. Fuck the rest, just as long as I'd please them.  
 
    The old feller was chuffed in his own quiet way, proud as Punch he was. He'd been to the paper shop already and it was only 7  
 
    o'clock. I'd been still asleep when Mother and Kay had gone to Goldthorpe market. He'd woken me up with a pot of tea and announcing 'Two lines in the paper' and then left me to come round. It was Tuesday morning February 6th, Wendy's birthday.  
 
    Tommy wanted me across at his shop this morning for some reason. I couldn't remember what but it sounded important. I'd go across and see what he wanted and then see Cath. Tell her I'd won and take her out somewhere late. Musn't forget Wendy's what's it, Estee Lauder perfume though.  
 
    Tommy was standing behind the counter of the gent's department in his clothing shop, a small, split-level corner shop in the Town Hall block in Halifax and smiling. A nice friendly smile.  
 
    'Now I've got some good news for you,' he greeted me cheerily. 'You'll be fighting Malpass on the next show!'  
 
    'When's that Tom?' I asked, thinking how I'd have to plan my training.  
 
    'First Monday of next month.' He sounded as though he'd won the pools.  
 
    Less than a month. A week off, no, not a week. Five days and then build up.  
 
    'How much money will I be on Tom?'  
 
    He'd paid me £125 last night. Not enough to see me through without having to get some more. I'd have to have a week off to whiz round and keep in touch, renew old friendships never mind about Wendy and Cath. Money was important, that's why I was boxing.  
 
    'Oh don't worry you'll be well looked after,' he said quickly. 'I'm not taking anything you know,' he added solemnly. 'I give you it all until you're on your feet.'  
 
    Leaving the shop and walking up the road in search of a perfume shop I thought about what he'd said.  
 
    Malpass needed a few quick wins to build him up again. Since knocking out Danny Mcalinden he'd been KO'd himself and lost on points to Tom Kiely from Brighton. A nice quick win last night and another next month and George Biddies had a meal ticket again. He'd lost Richard Dunne now, in fact Malpass had been his sparring partner and from what I'd read had been responsible for retiring him. Broke his sternum with a right-hander. Who was I? Some old feller 
 
      
 
    having his second fight. Biddles and Malpass would jump at the chance of fighting me.  
 
    Tommy knew I'd beat him. No doubt he'd have asked the lads I'd sparred with and the lads Malpass had sparred with. Only Dave Owens had sparred with us both, oh yes and Richard Dunne. Biddles would have asked Richard and Tommy would have asked Dave.  
 
    Dave said it was positive, couldn't be avoided that I'd fight Malpass. 'Just watch out for the right and you'll have no trouble,' he'd said. A few weeks later I'd sparred with Dunne. I'd been very careful to give the wrong impression, labouring like an old man and very tentative. At the time I'd fancied we'd be matched and it was important not to show too much to the opposition or he wouldn't fight.  
 
    Dave would have told Tommy, who in turn had mapped out the route well in advance. Tommy had just lost his meal ticket like Biddles with Peter retiring, and like Malpass I was Tommy's new hope.  
 
    Television cameras, the tickets I'd sold. I wouldn't be on £125 now, not any more, and after I'd beaten Malpass I'd be able to claim some right money. For now, though, I'd forget about him and just concentrate on getting fit and finding a perfume shop for Wendy's Estee Lauder.  
 
    She held the parcel on her lap all wrapped up in fancy paper with a wide, blue ribbon. She was running her hands over it and feeling the shapes.  
 
    'Go on,' she implored 'Tell me what it is?'  
 
    She ripped the corner of the wrapping paper, thoroughly exasperated at her not being able to find a way in and my silence. I'd told her it was Estee Lauder once. Let her find out.  
 
    It was 6.30 and we were sitting in the car round the corner from her home. We'd had a drive to a little quiet pub that opened at 5.30 and now I'd brought her home early, bursting to see Cath. She'd had the parcel on her lap ten minutes pleading for me to tell her what it was. It was one of everything Ester Lauder sold and it cost £47. I had Christmas to make up for as well as her birthday.  
 
    She ripped a corner, peered, ripped a bit more and then gasped. 'It is Estee Lauder.' She clapped her hands and leaned to kiss me on the cheek as a reward, quick and eager.  
 
    She ripped a bit more and then cried with delight. 'Oh Paul, I've always wanted Estee Lauder soap.' She was too excited to breathe.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She leaned over again and kissed my cheek, only this time with less haste.  
 
    'What will your Mam say, Wendy, when she sees that lot?'  
 
    'I'll keep it in my bedroom,' she announced.  
 
    'Doesn't she come in your bedroom then?' I asked. 'Is it out of bounds?'  
 
    'She doesn't go through the drawers. I'll put it in the very bottom one.'  
 
    'But she'll smell it Wendy, or are you just going to wear it outdoors and have a wash before you go home? Mind you Wendy, that wouldn't be a bad idea. You're looking a bit mucky lately. Is the hot water off or something?'  
 
    'You're a cheeky pig,' she snapped. 'I get washed every day at least twice. '  
 
    'Yeah well,' I said languidly, 'I suppose that's all right if you get a shower at school every day or a bath at home, but you don't like P.E. do you, and you're always playing truant'!  
 
    'I do like P.E. and I've only played truant with you.' she flared.  
 
    'Anyway I'm not arguing,' she continued, 'I'm too excited to argue for wanting to get home and see what's in here,' she patted the box tenderly.  
 
    'Yeah well,' I said, 'I hope you use it and I've not wasted my money.'  
 
    'Ooh Paul,' she tutted, 'you cheeky pig.' She opened the door and stood in the road. 'I suppose you'll be going for HER now.' She slammed the door and walked home. Composing herself and thinking of an excuse for the parcel.  
 
    'Mind your own business,' she'd say. 'I'm 16 now and got friends of my own.' Something like that. She might try to hide the parcel and say nothing. She might break down and confess, sobbing into her palms and crying, 'I love him, I love him' in anguish as though her heart was breaking. Just like the kid who'd been living with Pauline had, climbing over the back fence. No Wendy wouldn't do that. Wendy wasn't the crying kind, and she wasn't the type to confess either. I didn't think so but I didn't know for sure, not like little Cath.  
 
    I knew little Cath inside out and yet she still had me baffled. She still made my mouth water too, I thought, starting the car to pick her up. Nobody in their house would bother to ask if she went home with  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    a parcel, and if they did Cath would snap 'scent' and nip any other questions in the bud. Little Cath wouldn't stand prying from anybody, not even her mother. She'd fought all the way and let me have snippets of information like losing teeth when I'd questioned her, and she didn't even speak to her mother. Kay knew Cath's secrets but she wouldn't tell me anything, I'd had to find out myself. Before the abortion she wouldn't even tell me if she liked something, a colour or a taste, just sat there in silence. She did now though, very quickly and she had something to say about most things.  
 
    'Is that him?' she looked at Malpass. 'He looks a reight cocky swine.'  
 
    She was standing at the side of the car in the car park of Yorkshire Television watching Malpass go into the reception the Friday before we fought, both of us to be interviewed on a programme called 'Yorksport. '  
 
    'He'll be a cocky swine on Monday Cath,' I said. 'He won't know what's hit him.'  
 
    'He looks bigger than you.' She sounded in awe. Was there really somebody bigger than me?  
 
    'He's taller Cath, but we're near enough the same weight and anyway I don't care how big he is.'  
 
    We entered the studio reception and gave them my name. They knew it, they'd seen me on telly before, the night Malpass KO'd Peter.  
 
    They'd phoned this afternoon and asked if I'd come and when I'd told Cath she'd wanted to come too, to see what it was like. Already Cath's dad had told me what I'd to do, I had to forget about the British title.                
 
    'Bloody British,' he'd snorted. 'Forget that, go for the European.'  
 
    We'd been in the concert room for the Old Time dancing at Alverthorpe club and he'd been letting everybody know he had influence with the local star.  
 
    A two-minute showing 3 weeks ago and I'd had more shouts of encouragement and offers of advice than any other local star. There wasn't any other local star apart from Malpass and he wasn't local really, South Elmsall is 8 or 10 miles away. 'Give it that Malpass Paul,' Steve Riley had called from a manhole in the middle of the road one morning as I'd run past. The lads from the Manor had  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    shouted when they'd seen me, old neighbours walking their dogs, all kinds of people. Mother hadn't said anything and neither had Kay, totally unaffected by the ripple of excitement I'd caused. Come to think of it Wendy hadn't commented either. She thought it was all a joke, some elaborate joke I was pulling on everybody. She'd know differently soon, after Monday. We were taken to a little room without windows to wait.  
 
    There were flasks of tea and coffee on a low table with copies of 'Punch' magazine. Facing us, sitting down was Malpass and his mate. He sneered in derision but didn't speak. He whispered to his mate. If you spoke in a normal voice everybody would hear, like a doctor's waiting room.  
 
    Cath was quiet flicking through a magazine, so I laid back and closed my eyes, or tried to, and wondered if I was fit enough. Ten 3-minute rounds was a half-hour of non-stop graft providing I didn't knock him out. I'd knock him out. Tire him out, wobble him and he'd pack up, his corner would throw the towel in even if I didn't get a clean shot. I'd do the same to him as I'd done with the kid up at Middlesbrough last year. I'd body-punch him. I'd belt him in the ribs.  
 
    He'd soon get sick of that and it wouldn't be hard with a tall kid like him. It would soon knock the cockiness out of him.  
 
    'You've only got to see that last fight of his to know he's not fit,' Malpass pointed out.  
 
    'Look how he had to step back to get his breath. He'll be no problem.'  
 
    Fred Dinnage turned to me.  
 
    'What have you to say to that Paul?'  
 
    'He'll know how fit I am on Monday night, and so will all the people who've paid to watch.'  
 
    The interview was over, 3 minutes at the most and Malpass was the cockiest bastard I'd met for a long time. He'd even said before the interview started he could knock me out sitting down and offered to show me how with his clenched right fist. I was too angry to think of any witty retorts after that but I'd said what was expected.  
 
    'Nicked is it?' he called, looking at the car, a new Datsun Laurel Del had lent me. He was driving a 240Z. He slid into it leering arrogantly like a screw pressing the alarm bell when somebody has refused to sew mail-bags.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I'd fucking kill him. I'd rip his fucking head off and smash all his ribs.  
 
    'He's a cheeky bleeder,' Cath said with her little hands clenched and her plump little knuckles white. 'He's a reight cheeky bleeder him.'  
 
    Wendy said he was dishy and she hoped he'd kill me but she didn't mean it. She might have done though, I wasn't sure yet. I didn't know her well enough to be sure. She'd left school now, had a cushy job in the typing pool at George Lees Mill. Her mother had gotten her the job. She liked it. Liked it! you'd think she was George Lee himself. She made Eddie, Cath's dad, into a dissident. She even went back early from her dinner break. Ten minutes sometimes. I reckoned she hadn't got into the hang of it yet and went back early to make up on the backlog. She passed the orders to the typists from the various departments. We'd made love once in the last three weeks but we'd had plenty of long talks. I was still gaining her confidence.  
 
    The confrontation would really have made her brain work, all kinds of conflicting emotions hitting it for the first time. Cath's fury, the naked violence a breath away after being the best of pals since they were toddlers in the infants school. Me standing behind Cath and laughing. Double-crossing Cath blatantly and saying I loved her. I'd never said that to Wendy. She'd be tossing and turning wanting to fight back. Who could she fight, not little Cath surely? How could she fight Cath when Cath wasn't to blame? She could fight herself but she was already doing that. No, it was me she had to fight. But she couldn't because she was either spellbound or laughing. I smothered her in charm, like I'd smother Malpass in punches and didn't give her the chance to fight. When she'd said Malpass was dishy and she hoped I'd be killed it had been a half-hearted swipe, the one and only weapon she'd used. Her confidence was returning. After the fight I'd turn up the volume. She was already having a bath every day and some long walks round the common. Her skin now was magnolia-coloured and she was filling out. She was opening like a rosebud, a petal at a time and growing more fragrant every day. I kissed her without my mouth watering and she was the best kisser I'd kissed. We sucked tongues, top and bottom lips and bit each other, all the natural animal bits people do when they turn each other on. She rubbed my dick through my trousers and melted against me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The second I stopped, she did, and looked as if nothing had happened. I'd be almost splitting my trousers and aching to put my hand up her skirt to see she wasn't acting. Physical proof of her arousal like my dick. I didn't know Wendy yet, not properly but I would, I'd bet my life on that. There was one possibility I wouldn't because there was a letter waiting for me when I arrived home from YTV, a letter telling me on Monday, the day I fought Malpass, I had to stand trial for Mick's ear at Huddersfield Crown Court.  
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    'It's bloody evil Betty!' Kay said. 'It is, it's bloody evil.'  
 
    'You know what they're like,' Mother said as if she was on about woodworm or germs.  
 
    'Well I mean why not bloody Tuesday. Who does owt on a Tuesday, or a Wednesday or any day for that matter. Bloody evil it is.'  
 
    The old feller nearly shit himself. He went pale and started to worry immediately. To put his mind at rest I told him I'd be all right. On the evidence Mick would give, no judge would send me to prison. I had a career now, hadn't I?'  
 
    To make sure Mick hadn't developed the needle, I called into his new local that night, the 'Peacock Hotel', to see him. I'd not seen him since just before Christmas, since I'd started training. He'd sold the shop and the stock and moved into a council house. He was living on the dole and the odd car he sold. He didn't miss a night in the 'Peacock' though and always had a few quid. I'd given him a vibrator for Christmas and he'd offered to pay for it. He bought me a large Glenmorangie instead. I thought it was the perfect gift and he did too. He'd laughed like old King Cole outside the Funhouse as he'd watched it rattle up the counter, a normal ladies ' vibrator for internal massage.  
 
    'Tha's a reight cunt thee,' he said loudly the instant he saw me. He was perched on a stool like Barny the Bashful Bullfrog sitting on a lily pad, perched on a buffet in the corner of the bar. The Pub looked to have been built round him. He'd not moved an inch in two months, the last time I'd seen him.  
 
    'How do you mean Mick, what for now?'  
 
    He snorted, leapt to his feet; 23 stone of suet dumpling with a face  
 
    like a wet coalsack suddenly bursting into action was a sight I constantly  
 
    enjoyed. Fat Mick had some real power in his legs. He was a powerful feller all over. He had forearms like hamshanks and could lift any car engine out in his arms. He'd grunt a bit with a 3.3-litre but he could juggle others. He'd always been strong and he'd always been idle. He'd copy off me at school in every lesson but art. He was the teacher's pet in art but in all the other classes all I'd hear was, 'what's number so and so?' 'tell us the answer to so and so.' Not every answer but plenty. He'd finished higher than me twice but the second time was the last.  
 
    The next time I gave him all wrong answers and the teacher sussed he'd been cheating. He had to sit on his own afterwards and he'd called me a reight cunt then.  
 
    'Gizza large Glenmorangie, Mary,' he shouted. She came from the other side while he turned.  
 
    'Tha remember t' vibrator? Well our lass sleeps on her own now. She's bloody left me. Now then Mary, how much do I owe yer?'  
 
    Laughing with delight I looked at his face. A basset hound or a cocker spaniel; one of those dogs with droopy ears and sagging eyeballs which look at the world and see nothing but misery.  
 
    'Straight Mick. She sleeps on her own?'  
 
    'Aye. Sometimes she gets in wi' kids. She wain't gerrin wi' me though.'  
 
    'Well, you know how to change that Mick.'  
 
    We seated ourselves. Mick lit a Park Drive, settled his bulk comfortably and then said if he didn't get pissed he couldn't sleep. He couldn't stop his brain from whirling with thoughts of responsibility, the kids, Janet, his mam and dad, making a few quid. He had to make a few quid to pay for his ale, at least £ 15 per night, to forget about the rest.  
 
    'Reight then,' I said when he'd finished, 'what yer worrying for? You know where she is now don't you Mick, so what're you slagging me for? Fucking hell Mick be right. '  
 
    'Aye I suppose you're reight.' He nuzzled at a fresh pint.  
 
    "As tha come to see me about Monday? Ah've telled yer tha' s no need to worry. Just worry about Malpass on t' Monday. Leave t' rest tome.'  
 
    He bounced down the aisle like an Arab's tent. Where he'd found the suit I couldn't say unless it had fallen off the back of a lorry.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nobody would buy a suit with a humbug pattern. He took the oath and opened the evidence for the prosecution.  
 
    An hour before, Dawson and the sergeant in charge of the case had been to see me to offer a deal. 'Plead guilty and I'd be given a suspended sentence, and would I ask the old feller to drop his complaint.' It had been said in the cell area below the court. I'd forgotten all about the old feller's complaint.  
 
    'The police sergeant gave objection to bail by using perjury.'  
 
    Mick had proved it was perjury when he'd asked for my bail in the Magistrates. Twice the sergeant told diabolical lies under oath and the old feller could prove it. They'd nicked me for the turkeys on the day I should have fought and told lies then to stop my bail. The old feller's complaint had made them bring Elaine to court in case the same happened again and it had. They'd put me on trial the day I was fighting again and they'd have done it the first fight if they'd known.  
 
    'I'll never get promotion now.' The sergeant moaned, 'It’s on my record if he withdraws it or not.' He wanted sympathy, but acting like coppers do when they're wanting a statement. So phoney I wanted to strangle him. What an evil bastard, and a fucking coward too. His mate, Dawson, detective constable Dawson, tutted. 'It's a shame, poor lad, no promotion. Have you no sympathy?'  
 
    Dawson, 6ft Sins, a face like a vicar's and built like a heron's neck. One with a fish half-way down it's throat. What a horrible bastard. He'd been about Wakefield so long they put inspectors with him, new ones who'd just started, inspectors and sergeants, Dawson trained them all. He had 5 kids and a big detached house, a police house. A half-acre garden and a separate garage all for freemans. He didn't want promotion, he was already running the show and had all he wanted. He told them what to do and if anybody complained somebody else carried the can.  
 
    His hobbies were breeding pigeons and doing up old cars. He came from Normanton, a mining town where everybody had pigeons and old cars. He'd tried to coerce the kid, whose cheek I'd bitten in Heppy's the night I slapped Elaine, into making a statement. Fannied him, threatened him but the kid had told him to fuck off, he'd sort it out himself.  
 
    Dawson had been present every time I'd been arrested, and I'd been arrested 25 or 30 times. Not just fly-pitching, the turkeys, the  
 
      
 
    ear, armed robberies, house-breaking, burglary, handling. I'd complained to Waiter Harrison the MP who said it was a clear case of police harassment but there wasn't anything he could do.  
 
    One night just before Christmas I'd nipped in to Heppy's about 11 o'clock. I wasn't tired after dropping Cath off and I didn't fancy watching the telly or going to bed.  
 
    He was standing at the bar next to me supposedly looking for the Ripper, or so it was generally thought, and he hadn't seen me. The bile rose in my gorge and I remembered the last time I'd seen him in here when he'd accused me of barging into him and spilling beer on his sleeve. How I wanted to clip him, just once, right in the belly.  
 
    'Hello Mr Dawson, how are you?' I said pleasantly.  
 
    He turned and nodded over his glass, his face nicely shocked registering surprise.  
 
    The barmaid took my order and had given me the change and he still hadn't answered.  
 
    'I can't understand why you keep harassing me you know, Mr Dawson. You know I'm behaving myself.'  
 
    'If you are, then how come you've got that?' He meant money. My trousers were that tight and my hands so big I could only manage to get my thumb and finger into my pockets. I'd pulled out a few tenners in a wad to pay for the drink and was shoving them back.  
 
    Didn't he know I'd been nicked for fly-pitching I'd thought, didn't he know anything? Or was it a crime now to have a few quid? No, the prick was jealous because I had a few quid in mid-week. All the pubs were empty in mid-week, never mind night-clubs in Normanton. There wasn't a night-club in Normanton anyway. All too knackered after a shift down the pit. I didn't work down the pit or anywhere else so I had to be a crook. What a fucking dummy!  
 
    'I'll tell you what I'll do Mr Dawson. I'll pick you up in the morning and take you with me. You'll know then where it comes from and  
 
    you'll be able to tell them to leave me alone.'  
 
    'You know I can't do that.' He looked down his nose.  
 
    'Why, aren't you working tomorrow?' I asked innocently.  
 
    'Yes I'm on duty but not allowed to come with you and you know  
 
    it.'  
 
    Putting my face into his I said with sarcasm, 'well follow me then.  
 
    You'll get permission for that.'  
 
    I'd walked off before I lost my temper. He was a bad man, an evil, narrow-minded bastard, and he was wanting me to get the old feller's complaint dropped. The old feller had told them to get fucked and he didn't swear normally. I could persuade him to drop the complaint even if they couldn't, but should I?  
 
    They were threatening me, drop the thing and you won't go to prison. There was always the chance regardless of the evidence on a guilty plea, and I couldn't plead anything else. Mick had lost a lump of ear and I'd been the cause.  
 
    I couldn't say it was an accident, although it was, and hope to prove it, or blame somebody else. I agreed to see the old feller and tell him to drop the complaint.  
 
    The minute I knew who the judge was I wished I hadn't. It was the barrister who'd defended me for robbing the bookie with Ron, in Hartlepool. Alex had been his star witness. He knew all about my thwarted boxing career and he would know it was now under way. He couldn't possibly send me to the nick after hearing Mick and Tommy. They were my only witnesses, but no, there was another one. Mr Manny Goodall. Manny Goodall, the promoter. Now what's he want? I thought curiously as he went down the aisle, wearing a brown suit, to the witness box.  
 
    He didn't want his promotions to be lost tonight. I was on the verge of a career, and although I was comparatively old I had the potential to reach the top. It was his show, for members of the Yorkshire Executive Sporting Club. The old Blackpool side-show was back on the road and I was potentially the greatest attraction they'd ever had. I was precious, their key to big money. He didn't want the judge to lock me up, he wanted him to give me a chance.  
 
    He gave me one, 12 months imprisonment, suspended for 2 years, after he'd frightened me to death reading out his reasons.  
 
    1. You are a violent and dangerous man.  
 
    2. You have served long years in prison already to prove it.  
 
    3. You don't seem to have learned from them.  
 
    4. You deserve to go to prison again.  
 
    5. You caused a very serious injury once more.  
 
    6. You caused injury to a life-long friend. A very good friend, I might add.  
 
    7. He spoke up for you. He said it was his fault.  
 
      
 
    8. You have at last a promising career where you can channel that violence within the laws.  
 
    9. I have no alternative but to pass a sentence of imprisonment but,  
 
    10. I will suspend it for 2 years. You will go to prison for twelve months suspended for 2 years.  
 
    The Yorkshire Post took pictures of Mick with his arm round me, wishing me the best of luck for tonight against Malpass, and saying he'd be there to cheer me on. He was coming with all the lads to give me vocal support he said. He hoped I'd win but he didn't think I would. I was an old man like him and Malpass would be too fit.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Wendy came up the road with her mate, Janice Purnell. She wore her tatty jeans and bomber jacket. I was putting my bag in the boot and just setting off for 'The Norfolk Garden' in Bradford. She looked lovely. The wind was blowing her short, black hair back from her face and her cheeks were pink. She had to turn her head to focus her eyes and shield them with a hand to see me. It was a warm wind, a spring wind. It was flattening the jeans against her legs. They were so tight she was nude.  
 
    'Have you come to wish me luck Wendy?'  
 
    'Have I hell, you big ugly pig. I hope he bashes you.' She walked on.  
 
    'Oh thanks Wend. I knew you wanted me to do well,' I called. She laughed. I heard it on the wind. It sounded like a chorus of angels it was so happy. I'll give her a real seeing-to tomorrow I decided setting off with the old feller. The place was heaving, a penguin-colony of fellers in evening dress. Stepping round them on my way to the dressing room I couldn't see any familiar faces. The dressing room was heaving too, white pullovers and tuxedos all over the place. I threw my bag on the carpet to claim the space just like a nick changing room. There, 1 thought with relief, I can see what's happening now.  
 
    The place was besieged with friends old and new, but mainly old friends. There was Vinnie and all the lads I'd worked with in Blackpool nearly 5 years ago. Ronnie had brought all his neighbours, Del a bunch of lads I'd known in the nick years ago. John Spencley, his brother Tony, and Stan his mate. The same three who'd been with me in the Rolls outside Durham gaol. Burky had brought a few of his  
 
      
 
      
 
    wealthy mates and Norman had brought half his village. All the Manor lads had turned up and Alex had brought his entourage.  
 
    He had the needle, I knew the instant I saw him. Face set, shoulders back, wanting to cry because he was so upset but man enough to hold it back. He was followed by five of his friends. Now what had I done to upset him?  
 
    'You should have let me know Paul,' he said quietly. 'I'd have been at your first fight. '  
 
    'But Alex, it was 8 o'clock Sunday night. Even if you were in, it was too short notice to ring. I might have been nicked again in the morning. No Alex, I couldn't let you know until I was under way and I did that.'  
 
    'You should have let me know Paul.'  
 
    'I'm sorry Alex, but it can't happen again, can it?'  
 
    'No lad it can't happen again.' He stooped and patted my shoulder; I was sitting on the carpet with my back to the wall. 'Good luck tonight lad,' he said, and then left.  
 
    He had the needle with somebody and it wasn't me. When he had the needle with me he didn't call me lad. Somebody had upset him. I'd find out who in time I thought, plenty of time. There wasn't half, it was almost midnight before the fight started and I still hadn't found out. Two doctors, both slightly intoxicated with something more like the sudden influx of my pals rather than booze, had examined me. Some official had taken me to the hotel kitchen to be weighed, 15st 21b, and the rest of the time I sat in the dressing room trying to think.  
 
    Kenny, the trainer and second, had been with me for the last half hour complaining for being kept waiting.  
 
    'Who wants to listen to drunks giving speeches,' he'd said. 'The useless cunts. These lads have come to watch the fight not listen to them.'  
 
    He was amazed how many had turned up. Over a hundred extra places had been found to fit them in. I was bandaged and stamped, the top of the bill. Kenny had told me always glove-up in the ring. After I'd been bandaged the official who'd been watching stamped them both to prevent tampering, and I was ready, had been ready for hours.  
 
    'Come on Paul. Right Kenny,' Tommy ordered from the door. Malpass was waiting in the foyer. I was the challenger and as such I had to be first into the ring. He was standing to the side with his 
 
      
 
      
 
    second dressed in his boxing kit and leering like he'd done climbing into his car.  
 
    'I'll fucking kill you in here,' I said passing him. 'You cunt, I'll fucking rip your head off.'  
 
    'That told him,' said Kenny dead chuffed. 'He was there to scare you. You frightened him to fucking death.' He laughed. He had a trier this time for a change.  
 
    In all the fights I'd had in a boxing ring I'd never felt like this but I'd not fought anybody who didn't show respect. A bit of a kid, no amateur career, nothing but a big right-hand sneering at me. A feller whose been around years with all the best. He'd show me some respect after tonight.  
 
    The crowd cheered like mad as I was announced. They were only supposed to politely clap not take the roof off. Odd shouts greeted Malpass from the business executives and a smattering of light applause.  
 
    He grabbed, he mauled, he back-pedalled, he threw his right hand four times and pawed with his left like a big tart. He hadn't a clue. A whooshing left hook that wouldn't knock the top off a pint and a big right-hand. He winched it back to the side of his ear like a castle drawbridge. Snick, it settled in cocked and ready. He'd launch it when he saw the target. The first time I'd shown him my chin then ducked when it set off. My knees were bent and my eyes on it. It skimmed across my skull like a howitzer shell. I saw a sheet of fire from the friction. It was a 22 inch gun of a punch. After 6 rounds he hadn't the strength to even winch the drawbridge never mind fire the gun. He was that knackered he was floundering, very close to sheer panic. He reminded me of a kid I'd rescued when I'd been a lifeguard. A feller had been clinging to an upright under the south pier on a rising tide and the sea choppy. I'd grabbed his collar as I'd been swept past. He'd stuck to me like burning rubber. Malpass, 16 stone of professional boxer, grabbed me the same. I'd chased and harried, thrown punches non-stop from all angles, called him all the yellow bastards I could think of, stuck my thumb in his throat and spat on him. I'd given him one real dig in the ribs with a short right. His knees had buckled and if he hadn't been clutching me he'd have gone down. His arms were too long and I couldn't get inside with straight punches and when I did he grabbed me, grabbed me in grim death. I  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    still wanted to hurt him, I still wanted to knock him out and break something and unless he opened up I'd never get the chance. The next round was the 7th so I'd not much time.  
 
    'Just carry on and you've won this,' Tommy said, as though it was all fixed. He was standing at the side of the ring in his powder blue suit.  
 
    'You've won this Paul lad,' Kenny concurred happily. 'Just keep it up and stay out of trouble. He's knackered, looking for somewhere to drop.'  
 
    Malpass wasn't knackered. His strength was still there and his breathing wasn't heavy. He was just permanently defending, surviving, trying not to get hurt, to fight back.  
 
    'Seconds out,' the ref called.  
 
    He grabbed me round the chest in the first 5 seconds.  
 
    'Let go and fight you fucking coward,' I said and butted him.  
 
    He dropped like a stone to spread in a star on his back.  
 
    The ref started counting. At two he leapt to his feet and then dropped onto one knee obeying George Biddles's screams to get down, get back down. Get down, get down, get back down! 'Gerr up you fucking coward,' Del shouted, while others jeered as they watched Malpass win on a disqualification. Winning on a technicality but I'd won morally. I didn't give a toss about the decision. I'd shown him who was boss, and the ratings in the 'Boxing News' proved it the following Friday. I didn't get the decision but I'd won. Malpass was now 15th but I was 13th, rated two places higher, and I'd be fighting the first Monday of next month against Tom Kiely, from Brighton, rated 5th.  
 
    Two fights and I was top of the bill already in my own name. Paul Sykes from Wakefield had arrived on the boxing scene. Yorkshire Television thought so. They wanted another interview between me and Malpass, to give our explanations for the controversy. Apart from Malpass arriving too late because his car had broken down on the way and being alone it wasn't any different from the week before. Same little window-less room, same flasks and Punch magazines on the same little table. Cath sitting by my side.  
 
    What reason could I give for butting him? He wouldn't fight and I butted him hoping he'd lose his temper. I didn't want to hurt him any more than necessary. Just enough to provoke him. Nobody was more  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    surprised, when he went down, than me. He'd been out yes, but he was up at two ready to fight. He'd looked mad enough to do so until he'd heard George Biddles screaming. Too long and complicated for a television interview and besides everybody knows what happened, all those that matter anyway. He'd been glad to get back down Del had said and he'd sneered while he was counted out.  
 
    He apologised for his behaviour last week but he'd genuinely believed he'd beat me easily. He'd been genuine in his derision if he thought that, a bully 's mentality. He was only a lad really, a great big feller but only a lad.  
 
    He'd been cock of the walk years in South Elmsall, knocking kids sparko in night-clubs and boozers since he left school. It was this ability that got him into boxing. He'd knocked them over just the same in the ring until he fought Austin Okoy and he knocked Malpass out for the count of 10. A defeat like that should have given him some respect and then Tom Kiely beat him on points. If he were a bully he'd be thinking about packing in, but no, he'd flattened Peter, and genuinely thought he'd flatten me. Maybe he was thinking there couldn't possibly be another feller who could fight better living so near, like I did, but I was the best in Yorkshire and always had been. He knew it now. No sneers, leers, snide remarks, just a big nice lad in the company of elders and betters. Oh yes, I'd shown him who was the gaffer. I'd shown him how to fight in the ring, clubs and boozers. We were sitting in the same places before Fred Dinnage.  
 
    Malpass finished by saying, ' but I got the decision and that's what counts.'  
 
    'What have you to say to that Paul?' Fred asked, swivelling to me.  
 
    'My corner said I was so far in front all I had to do was use my  
 
    head and I'd win, so I did and I lost. '  
 
    A couple of cameramen laughed at the big dummy getting it wrong and the interview was over. I was pleased I'd made an impression, said something original and got a laugh. I'd stick in people's minds then. It would make selling tickets easier. Once they'd seen me they'd come again but I had to get them to come first.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Wendy was gorgeous, absolutely. She was almost in full bloom now she'd left school. She'd caught up with her work and the novelty  
 
    had worn off and she no longer went back early. She was the oldest l6-year-old in the world. On the cover of 'Vogue' she ought to be, I'd often think, watching her walk through the mill gates. She was a model for tweed skirts and sheepskin coats advertising the girl about town in winter. She was all legs and teeth and elegance. She didn't have a single feature which wasn't perfection. Her nipples were two pink football studs and the rest was creamy skin. No fried eggs and pink tramlines anywhere, stretch marks or sagging skin. At the top of her legs she had a rich tangle of black hair and she had fine black hairs down the front of her shins. She wanted to shave them off but I told her not to.  
 
    'Why can't I?' she snapped one dinnertime in the 'Smiths Arms' .  
 
    'Because I like it that's why,' I explained.  
 
    'But women don't have hair on their legs like fellers you know,' she argued fiercely.  
 
    'Now that's just where you're wrong,' I smiled 'You've got hairs on yours'  
 
    She had a drink while she thought of an answer.  
 
    ‘But they're unsightly. Walking about with hairy legs,' she complained.  
 
    'Not to me they're not. They show the natural side you're always trying to hide. What everybody tries to hide. Women shave under their arms but you don't. '  
 
    'Ah bloody would if you'd let me!' she exploded.  
 
    'OK, but if you shaved under your arms I wouldn't be able to smell you. You'd lather up with roll-on and then smother yourself in scent and all I'd get is chemicals up my nose. I like to smell you. You smell better than coal or oil from some poor old whale's liver. Anyway who knows best, him that gave you the hair or the ones telling you to shave it off?'  
 
    She couldn’t answer.  
 
    She had hair on her shins, under her arms, at the top of her legs and on her head, hair just like coal from the Kent seam. Black and shiny, and when it caught fire it lit the room.  
 
    Wendy lit every room she entered and like Kent seam coal there wasn't any warmth. She lacked warmth, she couldn't relate to people. She didn't know what to say. She was shy and covered it by withdrawing into herself and leaving everybody cold. She warmed  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    me though with her mad questions, her sulks, her tempers and her laugh.  
 
    She lived in the shadow of her sister, her clever, intelligent sister who worked in the NAAFI somewhere in Germany, or so she thought.  
 
    'Our Ann's lovely,' she'd say 'she's even got her photograph in the hairdresser's.'  
 
    She'd pointed it out, showing what a lovely haircut their Ann had, in the shop a week or two later. She wasn't in the same league as Wendy. She looked a real peasant from the Shangtung jungle in China. I'd know from the first time I'd made love to Wendy and got a whiff, a week since her last bath, that she was natural and lovely. I'd worked out the rest since. She was doing her best to smother her natural inclinations, smother her personality and now I knew why.  
 
    She'd been born with too many teeth, 36 instead of 32. As they'd grown so she looked ugly and to top it off she'd been knocked over by a car when she'd been a toddler which had scarred her face. It was ramped on her brain she was an ugly little swine and not a quarter like her lovely sister who worked in the NAAFI in Germany.  
 
    A dentist extracted the teeth and the scars healed. Her teeth were brilliant and the scars had vanished. She'd been an ugly duckling and now she was almost the swan, and she was gorgeous arid natural and growing more so every day. She'd let me do anything I wanted, whenever I wanted, and I saw her without fail every day in her diner-hour. Sometimes I saw her for an hour or so at night at the weekends, when I wasn't at the gym, but I was there Monday to Friday and saw Cath when I came home. Little Cath was pregnant again.  
 
    We'd been sitting in the taproom of the 'Malt' on her birthday when she'd said quietly, 'I've got something to tell you.'  
 
    In the morning I'd ripped round the circuit 12 times and trained in the gym harder than normal an hour before and I was knackered, totally relaxed and drained. My training was going like a bomb and I was all set for the jump into hyper-space. The transitional stage. I was contented. My arm was resting on her shoulders and I was thinking how lovely she was.  
 
    'You've got something to tell me? Go on then, what is it?' I said, with a sloppy grin.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sipped her beer, sucked the froth from her top lip, shook her head and said, 'No, you'll lose your temper.'  
 
    She couldn't possibly make me lose my temper. She could sicken me, she could make me laugh. She could inspire me, she could fill me with joy, but she couldn't make me angry. Her sheer presence worked on me like oil on water.  
 
    'How can I lose my temper if you don't tell me?'  
 
    She was so small and delicate regardless of her shape, so precious and fragile; her hands only covered the palms of mine and I could span her neck with my finger and thumb. I'd die if I hurt a hair on her precious head.  
 
    'Promise?' she glanced up from her glass, her eyes wide with trust.  
 
    'Promise.'  
 
    'I've not been taking the pill since Christmas Day!'  
 
    She'd missed a period, maybe two and thought she was pregnant. She'd bought a test from a chemist and confirmed it a few days later. Cath was having my baby. I'd been gutted when she'd told me, it would spoil her figure, tie her down, give me responsibility, tie me down. I didn't want tying down, a nail through my foot. What was the alternative? Have an abortion. No, not again, not so soon. No, the answer was simple. She has the baby and registers 'Father unknown.' She knows who he is and so do I and that's all that matters. If I wasn't down as the father not only was lout of legal responsibility but if he was ever battered the coppers might do something. He would stand more chance 'Father unknown' than having me. I'd do everything I could to look after them both, Cath and the baby. I'd give them all I could but I wouldn't be tied down. Having my emotions and feelings shackled. I was sick of being tied down with 13 years in the nick. I wasn't having shackles in any shape or form and the police were doing all they could to put some on.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ten days before the fight with Kiely I received a letter telling me the turkey trial would begin the same day. Kay said the police were worse than evil. Cath was having my baby, Wendy was gorgeous and the coppers wanted to stop me boxing. They wanted to nip everything in the bud.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The thing to do was train all the time and let time take its course. I went up to Middlesborough for a week with John Spencely, and trained in his new gym in the 'Wellington' pub in the town centre until late Saturday night, the Saturday night before the trial. The decision was made, if he gave me bail I'd fight. If he didn't I wouldn't and being fit didn't matter. Anyway I was fit, dead fit, and getting fitter all the time and making love wouldn't affect me. That's what I told myself but I knew I couldn't wait, I had to make love to them both, like a junkie needs junk.  
 
    The trial had been going on all day and the judge had given me bail without hesitation. He'd heard the prosecution evidence and seen Elaine and he only had to sum up in the morning.  
 
    It was another sell out and only over 8 x 2-minute rounds this time because Kiely demanded it, 8 x 3's would mean he'd miss the last train home.  
 
    It was a hard fight. I had to consciously push and push all the time, and he could fight too. A 6' 4" southpaw, 24 years of age and a long, long amateur career. I'd beaten Tom Kiely on points and was now in the top five in the country and my next fight, against Neville Meade, a KO specialist rated 2nd, was on the first Monday of next month, but first I had to give my defence.  
 
    Norm had been right, he had been charged to connect the turkeys to me. We both had the same charge now and had been given bail yesterday dinner time and night. Norm arrived late for the second day of the trial: he'd been out all night celebrating my victory with all the lads. He didn't care a toss when the judge stopped our bail for the dinner time and he wasn't worried while the jury was out to consider their verdict and we were in the cells under the courts. He wasn't surprised when we were both found not guilty but he was when I told him about my next fight, that really livened him up. It livened everybody else up too, I was a real superstar now and there wasn't anything the police could do to stop me. I'd been out of nick over a year and at last I was free, absolutely nothing hanging over me at all. There was only one feller could stop me now, my next opponent, Neville Meade.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    He'd been one of the semi-finalists with me back in '73. He'd been beaten on points in the final by the kid who'd beaten me. The following  
 
    year he won and went on to win a gold medal in the Commonwealth Games. Since turning pro he'd fought all over Europe and been in the top rankings for years. He was a big Jamaican who'd been in the RAF. He was fighting at Liverpool Stadium before he fought me against a Yank, a big black Yank I'd sparred with last year. The Yank wasn't up to much but he was big and strong. It would pay to see how Meade handled him at Liverpool Stadium I thought and decided to take Cath to see him, let her have a look at pro boxing and see my new game.  
 
    'He's a fat slob,' she said, seeing him for the first time. He'd taken his dressing-gown off to shake hands with the Yank and listen to the ref's instructions. He was a fat slob, she wasn't joking, and after the last fight her opinion of professional boxing wasn't up to much at all. In the fight that had just ended the bell had gone for the first round and a Frenchman, imported to fight Robbie Davies, had sunk to his knees after 5 seconds and he hadn't been hit. The ref counted him out while the stadium jeered, catcalled and threw things. Now Meade stripped to show a belly like a landlord's wife. It hung over his shorts like a willow tree.  
 
    'You'll beat a fat slob like him,' Cath announced. 'Just look at him, the fat pig.'  
 
    The fight was a minute old when he threw a right and the Yank did a back somersault and landed on his head still in a boxing pose. Nobody saw it until it landed, a real peach of a right hand with the power of a bomb.  
 
    The Yank climbed up the ropes until he was upright at the count of  
 
    9. He was in a neutral corner facing the crowd, still so dazed he didn't know.  
 
    Meade steamed in but he couldn't get a clean shot because the feller staggered and reeled, went up and down four times, grabbed and mauled, anything to survive. The ref should have stopped it but he had to keep the crowd quiet after the Frenchman, and the Yank managed to survive. Meade had shot his bolt and in the 3rd the big Yank won. Meade had been too knackered to defend himself. Nothing to beat but another big right-hander like Malpass. But unlike Malpass he didn't advertise it was coming and looked to land it all the time. He'd thrown 40 in the first round and 20 in the second, all lethal, all instant winners. How the Yank had climbed the ropes at 9  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    was a fucking miracle. He did a complete back somersault and landed on the top of his head still in the pose, like a cardboard cut-out. He weighed 221 lb, almost 16 stone and all muscle. Neville Meade was dangerous, really dangerous. The thing to do was train for speed, box him 3 or 4 rounds until he was knackered, then move in for the kill. Yes, I could beat Meade, providing he didn't land the right hand that was.  
 
    Cath's opinion of the stadium and boxing in general was about the same as mine. It was a racket, a big phoney racket. She'd spotted the frauds, even those not as blatant as the Frenchman had been. She'd perked up like Tweetie Pie at the young kids and the old plodders who were giving their all. She'd had no favourites and agreed with the verdict every time. She jeered at the Frenchman and threw her cup' a little plastic one that hit a feller a row but one in front on the head. She ducked behind the seat when the feller turned round, giggled and put a finger across her lips saying ssshh!  
 
    She thought boxers were supposed to be fit and tough and what she'd seen tonight told her they weren't, or not many. What she didn't know was how the racket operated right from the top, from the promoter. Opponents were carefully vetted, very, very, carefully vetted, for the top of the bill. The promoter didn't want his draw knocking down, he didn't want his meal ticket taken away. No upset decisions. I was Tommy's hope and Manny Goodall's. I was the star attraction now but I had to get past Meade before I could be properly exploited. It was a chance they had to take. They were fairly confident I'd win but you could never be sure against Meade. Manny was surer than Tommy because he was arranging for a feller from the States to come and watch me, a feller with inside knowledge of States side boxing. A big wheel. Manny twitched his nose and said he was arranging for me to move into the States if I won this. We'd be going into the big-time. NBC statewide television, national networks, big money, known opponents. Oh yes. if I won this there'd be no stopping me.  
 
    Manny Goodall, big time promoter had. started with a shoe stall on Blackpool Golden Mile. He'd worked shoes like I'd worked jewellery, or like the lads in the mock auctions. Being tricky he'd spent his money shrewdly and now he wasn't only a big time promoter but owned property and businesses all over. I'd been given the full SP on  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Manny Goodall from the Vinnie who'd worked in Blackpool season after season. And been there as long as Manny, who'd moved from Hunslet, a suburb of Leeds, to Blackpool about the same time Alex had moved to London.  
 
    The plot was thickening rapidly all round now. Alex had been needled the night I'd fought Malpass, not with me but with Manny. Manny had nicked me, Tommy and Manny together, from under Alex's nose. I'd been all set 5 years ago and the bastard stopped me. Alex had done all the work and now the penny had dropped exactly who was to blame. A feller from the same street more or less, 'Back Pear Tree Street,' a red-brick one up and down row of terraces in Hunslet.  
 
    £125 for my first showing, £250 for Malpass. £250 for Kiely. Manny had made three grand profit at a tenner a ticket, Alex told me and added Manny was the meanest man he knew. He didn't like Tommy either. He said they were greedy. The lot of 'em were, the whole lot. He was right I thought and when I appeared before the full board of the Northern Area Council to answer a charge of bringing boxing into disrepute by butting Malpass and not having a spare pair of shorts, I knew I'd been right from the start.  
 
    Nat Basso, Manny Goodall, Tommy Miller, Kenny Daniels, Tommy's lad, a referee, all the firm were the Northern Area Council, all the officials at every show and the ones I'd seen at the stadium when Conteh fought. These were all the ones who stopped me before and now I was on the firm. They cautioned me for butting, said they all understood my frustrations perfectly, fined me £2 for not having the spare shorts and invited me to be the boxers' representative on the council. I declined and wondered if I'd made another error. Should I have joined the firm and tried from within? I'd have been wasting my time like Manny had giving me the spiel about America and television networks. Pure flannel, called in the trade 'The Nailer.' He thought I was daft and no matter what I'd say I wouldn't alter it.  
 
    I was just his latest line and doing a bomb.  
 
    What I had to do was find somewhere local, somewhere nice and big and more or less promote myself. That's what I had to do I told Bob Shaw, a friend even longer than Mick Sellers: his parents were my godparents and mine were his, and if anybody knew about  
 
      
 
      
 
    promoting he did. He'd been in full-time show business since leaving school.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Bob had been married and divorced and was married again now. Since I'd first come home I'd been seeing him now and then, every few months depending on where he was working. He'd started out as the drummer in a pop group, Ronnie Storm and the Stormbeats and over the years worked with groups until he had the best comedy duo in Yorkshire, 'The Diamond Boys.' They won the best club entertainers twice, £2,000 each time, to prove it. He knew the very place.  
 
    'It's perfect for boxing,' he said. 'It's made for the job. Plenty of seating, a good view and I know the feller who owns the place is keen to put on boxing.'  
 
    He took me to the Wakefield Theatre club to prove it, let me have a look for myself and introduced me to the owner. Bob had appeared here himself as support to the Stylistics, Abba, one or two others and said they couldn't follow him, they weren't good enough. The big stars were pricing themselves off the market, £27,000 Abba wanted for 3 nights, £ 17,000 the Stylistics wanted, and the likes of Tom Jones and Tony Bennet he didn't like to think. Professional boxing was just the ticket. The theatre club made all its profit from drinks and food and the ticket money paid the acts.  
 
    He was dead right, it was perfect. A beautifully upholstered amphitheatre with thick red carpets and reeking of opulence. To be the top of the bill here would be marvellous and in my home town too. It was real class seating for well over a thousand, four to a table in its own alcove and bags and bags of room. Once I'd beaten Meade I'd tell Manny about it, I decided. Once he'd seen it he couldn't help but promote me here. At the side of the stage was a steep flight of wooden stairs and at the top on the right was a small bar for the artists and on the left a rest room. It wasn't Bob who told me, I found them myself the following week when I took Wendy and her sister Ann, who was home from the NAAFI on holiday from somewhere in Germany, for a night out.  
 
    Wendy was thrilled skinny her sister was home. It meant she could have a night out and it didn't matter what time she came home because  
 
      
 
      
 
    she was with their Ann, her beautiful, intelligent sister. She couldn't wait to introduce me.  
 
    Watching Ann, with her old friends and acquaintances in the 'Mitre' I thought I'd made a mistake. She smiled and chatted and greeted people like a duchess. All her old mates whom she'd worked with at the Magistrates courts, where Wendy said she'd been an usher but I reckoned she'd been one of the girls in the typing pool where fines are paid, came and paid their respects. She was sophisticated, articulate and gave me the impression she was talking down to people, as if she was better than they were. Seen more, been about a bit and pitied their ignorance. She'd never heard of me.  
 
    'But you must have,' Wendy spluttered. 'Everybody knows him. He's the latest thing. Been on the telly and in the papers.' She was aghast.  
 
    'Yes Wendy,' Ann said patiently, 'but I've been in Germany.' Wendy had lapsed into silence and played the younger, inferior sister ever since.  
 
    Sitting with my back to the wall watching Ann, I was in two minds. Her thick black hair, her wide forehead, the slight tilt to her eyes, the bridge of her nose, her cheekbones, all said, so I'd originally thought, she was a native beauty from the jungle around Shantung. Her nose was too broad at the bridge, her cheekbones were just too heavy and prominent, her eyes were just too far apart to be anything but coarse and all her sophistication couldn't hide it from me. She was as coarse as rendered concrete.  
 
    'Would you like to go to the Theatre club?' I asked at last orders.  
 
    Wendy clapped her hands with glee, 'Ooh yes. Come on Ann it's ever so posh.'  
 
    Ann couldn't leave her two friends so they were invited along too. After Bob had introduced me to the owner of the club and I'd met  
 
    the lads on the door I knew I'd have no problems getting in free of charge but taking 3 guests was a bit of a liberty. They'd have to stand at the back and be grateful for small mercies.  
 
    No sweat, Tony Fletcher, the resident doorman and a feller I'd known since I'd been a nipper let us in without question and said we could use the seats through the doors from the foyer.  
 
    Ann was really impressed sinking into the carpet and looking at  
 
    the huge photographs of the stars who'd appeared here. It was a small  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    plot of Las Vegas and the mucky back streets of Belle Vue outside the door were thousands of miles away. They all seated themselves while I left for the bar to get them drinks. They were astonished at the grandeur of the place, looking every way hoping to see a star. Nipping the velvet on the chairs and settees to see if it was real. Touching the carpet and the tables. It was all too much and, like Wendy, they were all thrilled skinny. I had to be the top of the bill here.  
 
    'Aren't you going to speak then?' a voice called as I was returning with the drinks. It was a smart feller in his 50s, with a suntan and plenty of jewellery.  
 
    He was familiar but I couldn't place him.  
 
    He told me his name and everything fell into place. He'd played me a few games of scrabble when I'd been in Liverpool on my last sentence. He'd been serving 5 years for some fraud involving Rolls-Royces. He was greasy and slippery, a feller I had to watch all the time and if I did he was nice enough, a pleasant, happy-go-lucky sort. He was the road manager of the group who were topping the bill.  
 
    Four little black fellers, bushmen from Zambia in mohair suits who sang as if they had a vital part of their anatomy trapped in a vice.  
 
    'Are there any birds about?' he asked. 'I could do with a bird.'  
 
    After I'd introduced him to Wendy, Ann and her two mates he beamed and gave them each a signed photograph of the group, and asked if they'd like to meet the boys back stage when the act had finished.  
 
    'Ooh, yes please,' they chorused.  
 
    He shook my hand and said he'd see me later.  
 
    Not only had I brought the girls in without paying but I'd managed to introduce them to the stars. Wendy's chest came out now I'd justified her claim I was better than sliced bread but I was troubled, there was something wrong.  
 
    He'd asked me if there were any birds about and when I'd introduced him instead of buying a few drinks and chatting them up he'd given out photos and asked them back. He didn't want a bird at all, he wanted them for the group. Road manager he said. More like bird arranger, the slippery bastard.  
 
    He came back when the show was over to escort us to the steep flight of wooden stairs at the side of the stage and then left. The girls  
 
    trooped in to the rest room to glance nervously at the four bushmen  
 
      
 
    with bow-ties and jackets off lounging about and a minute later we all trooped back down the stairs.  
 
    All but Ann, and she was nowhere to be seen. We waited a minute, two minutes, and then I went to look for her. She was still sitting in the rest room on a chair inside the door.  
 
    'Come on Ann, we're off now.'  
 
    'I'm not,' she snapped 'I'm staying here.'  
 
    'Not with me you're not. I brought you and I'll take you home.'  
 
    'I'm old enough to do as I like.' She turned away as if I'd been dismissed.  
 
    'If you're not down the stairs in two minutes,' I said as a matter of fact, 'I'll come back and drag you out by the hair of your head.'  
 
    She came down the stairs looking haughty and arrogant, a real beauty from the jungle round Shangtung. If people could read me as well as I could read people the world would be a better place, I thought driving them home. On the way to Outwood to drop Ann's mates off a record by the Drifters came on the car radio and I suddenly had an overwhelming urge for a pot of tea. Ann didn't speak to me again and slammed the car door when I dropped her and Wendy off. Wendy hadn't any inhibitions or hang-ups when it came to sex but her sister was something else.  
 
    She told me the following day she'd fallen out with Ann and from the way she told me the shadow she'd been living under had gone, vanished. She was beautiful in her own right now and she knew it. She ought to know, I'd told her enough times and anyway I'd more to occupy me than kinky sisters.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    On the big new roundabout at the bottom of Kirkgate, with its subways and steps, where it joins with Peterson Road, and hidden in the shadow of the huge white Social Security offices, is a little chapel, stone-built and black. It's been there for at least a hundred years, tucked away minding it's own business and I must have passed it a million times without knowing of its existence until Jerry took me to see his gym. Jerry's gym was two rooms on the top floor each the size of the average council house living room. One room had a boxing ring rigged up from lengths of oily tow rope and the other had a couple of scruffy kitbags hanging from the roof joists. There was a  
 
    smattering of rusty weight discs under the window. This was the building where I trained and had done since the week after the Malpass fight.  
 
    Jerry's wife, who stood the next stall to Mother on Wakefield market on Mondays, had listened to what Mother said about the difficulty I was having finding somewhere local to train and she'd told her husband the first time she remembered. He leapt on his moped the minute he heard and came straight to the house to offer the use of his gym. It had been early Sunday morning when he'd come and in the midst of a howling blizzard. He showed me the two rooms the next day where he taught the local scallywags the rudiments of boxing but I wasn't in the least interested because downstairs, where the Barclay's Bank badminton team practised, the ladies' keep-fit league ponced about and a karate club broke tiles and bits of wood, was just what I'd been praying for. A standard prison gym. It had a badminton court with a nice margin all the way round and two sets of wall bars. Everybody used it at night and I used it at 3 o'clock when Jerry had finished the shift emptying bins.  
 
    He'd never heard of circuit training and shuttle running but over the weeks he'd got into the hang of timing me how I wanted to be timed although from his face he thought I was wasting my time. And his. Afterwards had me upstairs to pound his bags for the fight's scheduled distance with a 30-second rest between rounds; he said if I could pound the bag non-stop for the length of the fight then the fight itself wouldn't be any trouble.  
 
    I'd refused at first. 'But Jerry,' I'd explained patiently, 'what's the point of a 30-second rest? Surely I've got to train for a minute's rest not 30 seconds. Anyway Jerry, how can I measure my improvement unless 1 throw more punches per round and then it all depends on how hard 1 hit.' Jerry was the old-fashioned traditional type and stuck to his guns. Going up the stairs 1 continued to argue, 'I want to break bones Jerry, punching the bag breaks mine not the other fellow's.' He wouldn't listen because I hurt his ears, 1 made his dustbinman brain work. He had had me finish with a series of calisthenics and belly exercises. If it had been anybody but him I'd have told him to go and ride his bike but Jerry was such a quiet, inoffensive feller 1 hadn't the heart. Besides 1 appreciated what he was doing with the kids and 1 didn't want to upset him. Slowly, methodically, and inevitably my fitness  
 
      
 
      
 
    had improved until now I was as fit as I'd ever been. I'd enjoyed pounding the bag and my shoulder muscles, the anterior deltoids, had never felt better. Neville Meade hadn't a chance.  
 
    Wendy came up the road just as I was setting off like she'd done for every fight. As she drew level, Mother said distinctly 'The bloody towrag' over my shoulder. Wendy hurried past with her head down and then she called 'I hope he bashes you', and laughed. Mother had gone back into the house. How she knew there was something going on between us had me beat but now wasn't the time to think about it. Or Wendy looking divine in her tatty blue jeans and ripped bomber jacket.  
 
    At Tingley crossroads I had to stop the car to be sick I was so wound up; three weeks I'd been going over this fight, punch by punch, tuned into Meade's right fist like 10drell Bank tracking station. Half a pint of tea gushed onto the grass verge and it was as if all my fears and doubts had been used for milk and sugar. I felt purged, ready for anybody. Jerry said it was on account of being so fit but it wasn't, I'd been terrified of losing. I wouldn't lose, Meade wouldn't hit me.  
 
    It was heaving again. All my mates, and their mates, and their mates, everybody it seemed had come to see me. The dressing room door opened and closed like a taproom's with them coming to wish me luck and laugh when I told them what Kay had said to Dawson this afternoon. He'd come to the stall to tell her and Mother about a coach crash at Newton Hill. A coach carrying coppers on their way to Blackpool for the Police Federation Conference had crashed. It was awful he said, policemen lying dead and injured all over the place. Kay looked at him and said with a straight face, 'The lengths you'll go to upset our Paul when he's having a fight.' Norm almost burst his bow-tie and Del let out a screech that had the fire sprinklers flickering. Telling the tale kept me busy and my mind too occupied to worry about losing.  
 
    The time from arriving to climbing in the ring had become less with each fight. The after-dinner speakers had to take a back seat now and the Yorkshire Executive Sporting Club was no longer a Blackpool sideshow. It wasn't an excuse for a night out with the lads. It was fight night not after-dinner speakers.  
 
    Sardines would have been smothered in the Bronte suite and stretching right across the top table was a huge banner with  
 
      
 
      
 
    'Welcome to George Kantor' printed across it. Manny's sidekick had arrived from the States.  
 
    Keeping my head down to avoid catching the excitement, con-centrating on staying calm and saving energy, I didn't see anything until I was under the spotlight looking at my opponents boots, I looked up.  
 
    Meade gazed from under lizard-like eyelids when the ref gave his instructions and he'd trained for this fight. He'd come down from 17st 100b to 15st 100b but he was still fat. Not much though. His back reminded me of a brown cell door as his second gave him instructions before the bell rang. Oh yes, he was confident, very, very confident.  
 
    At the end of the first round he was still confident although he hadn't touched me. My left hand had smacked into his face time and time again with all the speed, power and accuracy of a piston. Twice he'd launched the right and twice I'd swayed out of range and twice it had settled back onto the launching pad, ready and primed and waiting to land.  
 
    The second was a repeat of the first plus a sickening right hook into his belly up to my wrist. It was easy, like hitting the punch-bag but more fun. Halfway through the third I realised I was standing in the neutral corner on the left of my corner where the floor boards sagged. It felt as if I was on a scaffolding plank. This was my fourth fight in this ring so I knew every inch of it and it was only a small ring anyway. Tommy said a small ring was better because it wouldn't allow my opponents to run but the real reason was to cram more punters in. I'd told him about these boards, the cheap skate bastard I thought, when the next thing I'm laid on my back. The lights were spinning above the ring. Four of them in a blur of blinding light. The crowd was howling like some enormous animal caught in a trap and in agony and I was thinking all my training, all my caution and planning had been in vain; Meade had thrown his bomb and I'd caught it flush on the chin. But I wasn't out, was I fuck out. The light had slowed and I could see. I got up and steamed in to prove it. The bell rang and Alex pushed his face into mine and ordered me to pull myself together. 'Fucking pull yourself together, now this minute,' he cried on the verge of panic. It may have been the shock of hearing him swear for the first time or the surprise of seeing him standing on the apron in full evening dress but for whatever reason my brain  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    crackled as if cellophane was being stripped from it. The same crackle I'd had in the showers after sparring with Dave Owens. I realised I was sitting with a stupid grin on my face suitable for outside the Fun House on the pleasure beach. The fourth I bumped him off no different to the first, ice-cool and deadly accurate and in the fifth he blew up, knackered, spent, unable to defend himself. He'd laid back against the ropes after I'd clipped him with a short right so I'd followed up with a combination to finish him off. The ref yelled so I stepped back but he'd been telling Meade to defend himself, the cunt. He should have either stopped it or shut up. Two seconds later he yelled it was all over and he raised my arm.  
 
    Del, Ronnie, Norm, were the first I saw but there were so many good lads. Some were standing on chairs and punching the air and screaming 'Yahoo' over and over again. Going through the doors the lads from the Manor clambered over me as if I was something in the kids playground. The old feller came into the dressing room when the rush had gone and stood looking down at me with a beatific smile.  
 
    'Chuffin' 'ell Paul,' he said in wonder, 'I thought it was curtains when he hit you with that punch. It's a chuffin' miracle how you got up.' He patted my shoulder, the light glinting off his glasses and said Burky had bought him a drink. He wandered out as if it was all too much for him.  
 
    It was a miracle how I'd got up. When I'd gone down I'd buckled my leg and torn the ligaments in my right knee and now it felt as if my leg was being wrenched off. My concentration had been so absolute I hadn't noticed. Tommy came in next, his face flushed with the excitement of having the number one contender and told me to get myself upstairs to Manny's office.  
 
    The copper's psychology, a rank amateur move that put my back up. 'Tomorrow Tom, tell him I'll see him tomorrow.'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Manny's office was on the fourth floor of the hotel, a tiny room which could easily have been a converted bathroom. He was sitting behind a desk with the American, George Kantor, sitting by his side, a ringer for a fat Woody Alien. Burky was with me. I'd asked him to come because I valued his opinion when it came to money, and the reason Manny wanted to see me had to be about money.  
 
    'Sit down Paul, sit down,' Manny said, his nose going like the clappers and wearing his shiny brown suit.  
 
    'Before I start, let me assure you I've discussed what I'm going to say with Tom and he's given me his full backing so you don't have to worry about what he will say.'  
 
    He wanted me to sign another contract to give him exclusive rights to promote me, which in effect made him my manager. He would pay all my expenses, hotel bills, training kit, air fares, and in return he would collect 50% of all my purse money.  
 
    The contract I'd signed with Tom was a standard 3 years one which gave him 25% of my purse money and 33% for title fights and fights abroad and in return he would act in my best interests. He'd done that to the letter. Not another manager in the country could have got me where I was now in such a short time and he'd only taken his cut once, last night, when he'd taken £125. My purse had been £500 because Manny was now in the act.  
 
    'It's a standard American contract,' George Kantor assured me with the smile of a bishop. 'All fighters have this contract in the States. '  
 
    Yeah, I don't doubt it is but England isn't the States where a fighter living in New York gets a fight in Seattle or Buffalo, or anywhere for that matter and it means an airflight and an overnight stay. Managers will have to pay the expenses to make sure the feller turns up. It doesn't happen here, and besides, if things go according to how I hope, I'll only be four miles from the venue, a 30p bus ride.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mind you I didn't want to fight anywhere else. Certainly not Leeds Town Hall where the atmosphere was about the same as a Magistrates court. Liverpool stadium could be a possibility or the King's Hall in Manchester but even so my expenses wouldn't amount to a carrot. Supposing I say I'm perfectly happy with the contract I already have, what would happen then? Suddenly Tommy wouldn't be able to get me any fights. The blocks would go on. He'd grovel and whinge and blame promoters and drop dark hints I ought to sign. Fucking blackmail me like they've been doing since '73. The difference now though, was I was in a position to call the tune. Four fights in three months and I was at the top of the tree. Not bad for a feller a couple of days short of his 32nd birthday and almost 13 years in the nick under his belt.  
 
    Over Manny's shoulder was a pigeon on the window sill pecking at the ledge. If I made the wrong decision that's how I might end up, just another skint working peck like all those I'd seen this morning standing at the bus stops on Broadway when I'd hobbled to the paper shop.  
 
    'It's got to be worth a few bob Manny, to sign a contract giving you exclusive rights.'  
 
    'What do you think it's worth?' He leaned back in the chair ready to negotiate, his nose still and both eyes taking a step closer together.  
 
    'Three grand Manny. It's got to be worth three grand.'  
 
    'Paul, three grand's a lot of money. I've been losing money up to now to get you where you are. It's cost more than you can imagine to get these fellers to fight you.' He wasn't explaining as much as pleading. My signature on a contract with anybody from the Northern Area wasn't worth the paper it was written on. I had no feelings of loyalty for any of the people who'd stopped me from boxing earlier, in fact I wanted to get revenge if I could and a court case for breach of contract would give me the opportunity.  
 
    If any promoter offered me a decent purse then it would be a court case but no promoter would unless I won a few more fights and really got known and Manny was the one to ensure I did. Until I did though, what I settled for here would be my future purse money. It was a feeling I had, a sort of premonition. The contract was me, how much are YOU worth, he meant.  
 
    It was another catch-22, take what he offered and sign the contract or I wouldn't fight. He paid me a grand, sliding two plastic envelopes  
 
      
 
    with £500 in tenners in each across the desk while Kantor looked on, still with the soapy smile and nodding. Manny listened without interest when I told him about the theatre club and said I hadn't a clue of the headaches involved promoting a show.  
 
    'Just come and have a look at the place Manny. It's all arranged for you to come and it won't cost you a penny. The gaffer wants you to. He wants to put on boxing and it's tailor-made for the job.'  
 
    'All right. Arrange it for sometime in mid-week,' he said with resignation to keep me happy. 'Sometime when the place isn't busy. Now Paul, have you got a passport?'  
 
    'Yes Manny, I've got a passport. Why?' I had a brand new 10 year one that Del had insisted I get last year.  
 
    'Come across on Sunday morning. I'll ring and let you know the details before and bring it with you. I'm going to get you a visa for the States.'  
 
    Visa for the States. Yeah Manny I've heard that one before. Once you ' ve seen the theatre club there'll be no trips to the States even if what you've said is true.  
 
    He didn't mention my leg at all even though he couldn't help but notice. It had seized up over night and wouldn't bend. All the time we'd been talking it had stuck out stiff and straight. Surely if he was genuine my health would be his first consideration but he hadn't even noticed. I didn't like Manny. His brown suit, his twitching nose, his air of careful selfishness and greed. His eyes so close together he could use a telescope with both eyes at once. He was a feller who wanted watching or he'd cock me up but Burky didn't agree. He said I'd done well to get the grand and Manny would get me some real fights quickly to get his money back.  
 
    His assessment of the situation confirmed what I'd been thinking but I had a nagging doubt he was on Manny's side and not mine.  
 
    The more money people had the more he seemed to respect them and he wasn't bothered how they'd got it. He'd thought Charlie's perfume factory was a money machine. 'Why do you think I've five kids.' He'd grinned evilly and then told me there was a fortune in perfume. That's when I'd first begun to have doubts about him. He was mercenary when it came to a pound note.  
 
    When I'd promised to chase up the luminous necklaces on  
 
    Christmas Eve I'd gone to a place in Dewsbury to have the formula  
 
      
 
    analysed and when they'd distilled the fluid it had exploded. From there I'd taken the last two to the analytical department in Leeds University only to find out they were under patent and the feller who'd invented them had been a professor there. They gave me his telephone number in Amsterdam which I'd given to Burky and he in turn had finished up tracing the feller to New York. The necklace was coming on general release later in the year the feller said but in the meantime he told Burky where he could buy them wholesale in some industrial estate in Hendon. He'd been making them up ever since and stockpiling them to sell during the illuminations in Blackpool. Apparently the chemical reaction stopped in extreme cold and Burky already had freezers full arid was still making them. He'd got a firm in Ossett to make the plastic tubing at half the bore of what the others had been so he could get twice as many from one lightstick and double the profit. He didn't miss a trick didn't Burky. If the worst came to the worst I'd get myself a living selling them but I didn't want to. I wanted to get my leg better and start training before I lost the fitness I'd grafted so hard to achieve and earn enough from boxing to go into something I liked.  
 
    Wendy, looking like a dream, came with me to meet Manny on the Sunday morning with my passport. I didn't tell her where we were going otherwise she might begin to worry about missing her dinner and I didn't tell her who Manny was. I wanted to discover what she thought about him without any bias from me. There was a dry, cold wind blowing from the sea and he was standing in a penny arcade on the sea front wrapped in an old brown, herringbone overcoat and blowing his fingers. It was early season yet and holiday-makers and day-trippers were as scarce in Blackpool as in the steppes of Russia. Penny slot machines cost nothing to run and he had nothing better to do, he said, in a blowsy cafe round the corner as he examined my passport to see if it was genuine. He couldn't understand how I had one with being in the nick. He ordered tea and explained I had to have a visa before I could get into the States. He was thinking very seriously of selling the arcade and moving hook, line and sinker to Miami and if things went according to how he hoped I'd be going with him. My style of fighting would please the American television networks no end, and that's where the big money was. He was selling me a line like any sea front grafter. He couldn't help it and not for a second did he reckon I had the brains to know.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Coming home in plenty of time for dinner Wendy said she thought he was the feller employed to give out the change and looked a real scruff.  
 
    The feller to see was Alex, I was thinking, to see what he had to say about these latest developments. On cue he telephoned to invite me to come and stay with him for a few days and we would go to the Sobell centre to watch John H. Stracey fight. He didn't mind in the least if I brought Cath along and when I told him she was only 16 he said that's all Anna had been when he'd first met her; Anna was his lovely wife who called a spade a spade and always made me think of Ascot races. In her I could see the mixture of Cath and Wendy in 20 years.  
 
    She took Cath to see a film in the West End called 'Saturday Night Fever', a film all the country knew about and not yet on general release, while I went to the boxing on a crutch Terry Downes lent me. Alex discussed what Manny had said with him and if anybody knew about the boxing scene in America Terry Downes did; brought up in the States, ex-US marine and ex-World middleweight champion. He said if! did go, all I'd fight were gorillas and other animals who were too dangerous for their own fighters. All I'd get in the States would be the bums rush and used. I was thinking about this watching the big young lad I'd trained with in Middlesborough last summer fighting chief support to please his dad. He hadn't improved, still boxing without any heart. I had to get Manny to the theatre club. It was the only way to get anywhere.  
 
    It was a peaceful few days out in the country. Back in '73 when I'd stayed while I'd been sparring with Joe Frazier I'd seen a blue jay in the bushes at the bottom of the garden and his home was only 10 miles from the West End. It still remained the only one I'd seen. I couldn't help but think his home was out in the country. It was worth the trip to watch Cath's mouth drop when she saw two television stars sitting in Alex offices in the Haymarket, passing the time of day, and asked in wonder if they were real. It thrilled her far more than seeing 'Saturday Night Fever'.  
 
    The minute I reached home I began to pester Manny about coming to the theatre club until he agreed. It all went smoothly, the meeting between him and Steve Bartlett, a myopic, balding scouse feller who was the gaffer, the following week. Manny took full advantage of the  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    free tickets by bringing half his family and Tommy and his wife. Manny wandered all over the place viewing the stage as if it might disappear any second and not really believing his luck. He was trying his damndest to find a fault so he could crow in my ear about the headaches of promoting but there wasn't a fault to be found. It was purposely designed so it didn't matter where anybody was seated they had a perfect view and all the tickets were the same price, about £5 on average.  
 
    'I do wish Manny would sit down,' Tommy's wife said to Cath.  
 
    'Yes, I do too,' agreed Cath. 'He's whizzing about like a blue-arsed fly.' She clapped a hand over her mouth as though she'd like to cut her tongue out and blushed.  
 
    'You've picked a nice one here Paul,' Tommy's wife said patting Cath's knee.  
 
    Manny acted the town surveyor for another hour and then came back.  
 
    'Right Paul, we're going in here.' He swept the entire place once more checking he wasn't making a mistake. 'Oh yes, we're going in here all right. You'd better start training because you'll be up against a rated American this time. '  
 
    The rest had done me a power of good and after half a dozen visits to the physiotherapy class in Pinderfields Hospital I was ready to start full-time training again and I had to start because I was top of the bill against a feller called Dave Wilson from New Jersey, next month.  
 
    The weather had been glorious for a week and the treatment had given me the flavour for swimming; it was part of the therapy, swimming in the hospital pool. So one morning I decided to either kill or cure it by swimming the length of Horbury sand quarry. After I'd swum to the motorway and back, taking it nice and easy and concentrating on the leg movement, about an hour and a half altogether, I saw a tall, fair-haired feller standing on the bank with a camera hanging from his neck. He was a photographer for the 'Wakefield Express' doing a follow-up story to an accident that had happened a week or two earlier.  
 
    'Never mind all that,' I said. 'Get your camera primed and take a  
 
    picture of me. '  
 
    'Take your picture.' He laughed. 'Why?'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Cos I'm the number one contender for the British heavyweight title and next month I'm fighting a Yank top of the bill at the theatre club.'  
 
    All the city knew on Saturday dinner-time, the place was alive with the news. My photo was on the front page, a big photo of me standing up to my knees in the sand quarry.  
 
    The rest and the swim had cured me. I'd repaired and regenerated and was raring to go. All 1 needed was the badminton court and a clock, nothing else. Jerry had to work at the time I preferred to train but Burky, sometimes Bob, came to the chapel and helped me warm up with a couple of games of badminton or football and then manned the clock while I did the rest. Training early gave me more time to recover before the evening session in the gym in Manchester, and to say it was out of season it was full every session. Tommy had made up the rest of the bill and all the lads on the under-card were training together. There was a team flavour in the gym now and not all individuals doing their own thing and the comradeship was marvellous.  
 
    Just to put me in my place and let me know 1 wasn't running the show 1 was summoned to appear before the Northern Area Council again; same charge, 'not having a spare of shorts.' Sunday afternoon, Piccadilly hotel, Manchester, 2.30. Why me? Both boxers were supposed to carry a spare pair in case they clashed with the opponents. Meade is black and I am white. And nobody could possibly make a mistake between us.  
 
    They were all there pretending I'd made a grave and serious breach of the rules. They were only doing their duty by upholding the law. They were so sanctimonious, so pompous, so horrible and so fucking stupid I could easily have battered them all, everyone. Why didn't they have non-tIiers up? The people like Tommy who regularly over-matched his lads to make up the bill? The likes of them who backed the opponent? The likes of Manny who reduced something noble to a sham? Why me? For the same reason I'd been on rule 43 in Durham, that's why. They wanted me to know 1 wasn't the gaffer and besides I'd been in the nick hadn't I? They had to keep to a strict code of discipline to keep me on the straight and narrow and show the public they wouldn't stand for any messing. They fined me £2 and warned me not to let it happen again. I came close to leaning across the table and asking Manny if he would pay it now seeing as  
 
      
 
      
 
    how he was paying all the expenses. It was his show. One day I'll start the revolution I thought, driving home, and all the cunts like them will be melted down into soap. It was a regular thought that gave me comfort and eased the knot in my belly. Being angry burnt energy and I needed it all to train.  
 
    Manny arranged with Burky to organise the posters and handbills. What he'd said I didn't know but it must have been a promise of some kind because Burky had them all over the town and hadn't earned a shilling. He told me he'd heard that Malpass had been in town telling everybody I wasn't fighting a Yank, I was fighting him. Malpass was top of the bill not me. I didn't believe a word of it but the rumour persisted until a couple of days before the fight when I asked Manny about it. 'Yes that's right Paul,' he said in a chocolate voice, 'I thought you knew. Dave Wilson is contracted to fight a day or two before he should have fought you so I just daren't take the chance. He might get a cut or be knocked out and have to pull out. Malpass was the only other boxer I could find at such short notice. I'm sorry Paul, but I thought you knew.' He hung up.  
 
    A new venue in a town that was aching for a celebrity of its own, not a team but a star and Manny was scared he might lose money. The chief support was a young lad from Leicester, a middleweight called Tony Sibson. He was on the bill because every time he fought he brought 300 supporters and Malpass was on because he was a local lad. Two local lads had more chance of selling tickets then one and Dave Wilson had been fiction. Dave Wilson probably didn't exist and the name had been used as a draw. No, he'd exist alright but who in Wakefield had ever heard of him? ' Manny was cashing in on the controversy and publicity the first fight had generated and in his heart he didn't give a fuck about me just as I'd reckoned all along. How could he when Malpass was 15th in the ratings. How was I furthering my career by fighting him? It's a no-win situation for me and all I am is a meal ticket for all the snides who keep fining me for not having a spare pair of shorts. The biggest event in my life has been reduced to a Blackpool side-show. Malpass won't care, he'll be scared of getting hurt but he won't care. He's everything to gain and nothing to lose and he's sharing top spot with me, a prick like him. If he wasn't a prick how comes HE didn't get the theatre club. If I'd had his chance this would be my 20th fight there not the first. No, I didn't blame  
 
      
 
      
 
    Malpass, it wasn't his fault, but I despised Manny and I'd make him pay one way or another and soon.  
 
    He said in the gym on my last training night, 'This fight will put you well in with the police Paul. They '11 love you after this.'  
 
    Nothing but my crucifixion in the Bull Ring would put me well in with the coppers and what's more I didn't want to be. I was free of coppers. They went their way and I went mine and that's how it would stay.  
 
    'How's that Manny?'  
 
    'I'm employing them to keep order.'  
 
    'To keep order, ' I exploded. 'To keep fucking order. What is it, a football match?'  
 
    'You know what your friends are like.'  
 
    It was impossible to speak I was so livid. He was referring to my  
 
    first fight at the 'Norfolk Garden' when Norm and Breezy, the little feller with the gold tooth who'd been the library red-band in Armley, had gotten into a fight of their own when some ex-pudding heavyweight had said in the bar afterwards he could beat me himself and shaped up to show them how. Norm had sparked him with one hit and the feller's mates, all paid up Yorkshire executives, had shaped up to join in.  
 
    Breezy had whipped out a flick-knife and told them to try. They were picking on the wrong fellers but the slags had crept away and sent for the coppers. Norm and Breezy had spent the night in the Bradford police cells but Breezy had dumped the knife before they arrived and nothing came of it, until now. It had been Manny's members who'd caused the trouble and not my friends. What made it worse was the fact tickets were a tenner each on average and the coppers were getting in free and the money was coming out of my purse. I was paying the coppers to keep their eyes on my pals. They probably wouldn't come now.  
 
    Fuck him and Tommy. I wouldn't fight. Fuck the boxing, fuck everybody. I'd buy a bit of gear and start fly-pitching. But what about little Cath? What about the old feller? What about all the training I'd done? What about the thoughts I'd had in Durham nick? No, I had to fight and go along with them for Cath's sake and our baby's when he came; there was no doubt it would be a boy. I'd have to fight for them but I didn’t want to, no way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The old feller said he was very pleased I would be fighting Malpass when I told him, looking for a bit of sympathy.  
 
    'He's not like you, been pushed and trained since he was a little lad. He's had no father behind him like you. The poor lad's an orphan. Been brought up in them council houses behind South Elmsall market and done it all off his own bat. He deserves another chance.' That's all I'd wanted was to be fighting a poor little orphan.  
 
    Mother didn't care if I was fighting King Kong. She told me in no uncertain manner she didn't want me living under the same roof. I had to leave and the sooner the better. She had found two vibrators under the mattress of my new bed and she refused point blank to live in the same house with me.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    There wasn't anywhere to park. The three-acre car-park of the theatre club was crammed and all the roads in every direction had cars at the kerbs on both sides. A world title fight couldn't attract more people. Every seat was sold and there were 400 standing. They were all here, and their wives and girlfriends. There were six coppers on the doors and four more guarding the entrance to the dressing rooms. The concentration needed wouldn't come and it was vital I had the right frame of mind but I wasn't bothered in the least. I didn't want to lose though and I didn't want to win either. The dressing room was a small, luxurious flat complete with a shower and TV. All the officials coming and going gave it a holiday air.  
 
    Nobody came to see me, not the old feller or Del, Ron, Norm or anybody that always came. When I asked the coppers guarding the entrance to the dressing rooms if anybody had been, they said they had orders not to let anybody in. Once again I was so livid I couldn’t speak. The time swept past in a red haze and then I was told we were on.  
 
    The ring had been erected on the stage which had been lowered to leave a narrow ledge directly behind. Sitting a yard from my corner were fat Mick and Janet. They were both looking at me with the same expressions they had the night I'd gone into the 'Clothiers ' with Elaine. I smiled and Mick nodded. Janet pretended to straighten her dress. Bollocks I thought and glanced across to the Malpass corner and thought I'd been hit in the mouth with a wet fish. John Spencely  
 
      
 
      
 
    and his brother Tony were his seconds and then I remembered George Biddies had died a month back and the rumour was John was his new manager. It was for the Central Area title, Nat Basso announced majestically. We rabbited to each other all the way. The ref told us almost every round to shut up and get on with it. Malpass was twice the man he had been the first time, fitter, tougher and he moved and threw plenty of leather but I let him, I couldn't be bothered. At the end of each round I winked at Mick to let him know the fight was a joke but he only stared with bags under his eyes like car tyres.  
 
    The crowd lifted the roof when it was declared a draw which gave me a terrible feeling of guilt for cheating, especially when Malpass sank to his knees to offer a prayer. I wanted to grab the microphone and explain but it would take too long and nobody would understand and besides they were all happy. They all thought they'd had value for money. Next time I fought, and it didn't matter who, I'd make absolutely sure they really did get value for money.  
 
    Everybody was pleased but me. Steve Bartlett, because he'd taken £10,000 behind the bar, John Spencely because he had the Central Area champion and Manny because it was a sell out. He gave me a grand and an extra £100 to cover the disappointment of fighting Malpass again and told me to have a week off.  
 
    'Have a week's rest,' he ordered, 'and then start training. We're going on again next month and this time it will definitely be Wilson. He's fast and tricky and George Kantor says he's the nearest boxer in the States to Mohammed AIi. If you're fit you'll beat him but it won't be easy.'  
 
    He knew now who the crowd-puller was, not Sibson or Malpass but me, Paul Sykes from Wakefield. 85% of the crowd had come to see me and if the others on the bill hadn't taken tickets for their own supporters I'd have sold the lot, everyone and then some. It was time now I took advantage and solved a few of the problems that had accumulated over the last few months and got myself into the proper frame of mind before this next fight.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    There wasn't any need to go to Cath's the following morning like I'd done after every fight to let her know the result because she'd been there and seen for herself the  
 
    feller at the housing offices and heard what he had to say when we'd gone about a council house.  
 
    Cath had a certificate to prove she was pregnant and the addresses of twelve unoccupied houses near her Mother's. We were sent from King Street to Castleford, where the main offices were. It was like downtown Los Angeles with lawns and fountains and bright new concrete. It was a block of a building taken from the next century for all the council workers. Not the lads digging the roads or emptying the bins but those who gave out the jobs. It was a Labour town too. Already I was feeling like I used to do in the nick when I was waiting to go into a governor's office, with it's fitted carpets, subdued lighting and central heating, and I was in a freezing cold cell with a feller who snored, whose feet stank and who was as daft as a brush. This place had all that and more. Lifts, and enormous rooms with paintings and acres of windows.  
 
    The feller we saw could have been an assistant governor with his polyester suit and imitation Gucci shoes. He listened to Cath with the standard Home Office look of sympathy and then said with a smile we could go and live in a commune with nine other families, a place called Welfare House.  
 
    'Bollocks, you fucking live in it,' I'd exploded and then demanded to know why we couldn't have one of the empty ones on our estate. He didn't try to answer but threw the ball back by saying it was the best he could do and looking for the alarm bell.  
 
    'You fucking arsehole,' I said vehemently. 'This is Welfare House and you can stick it right up your fat arse. I'll buy my own fucking house.'  
 
    'You've ballsed it up now,' Cath cried on the pavement. 'We'll never get a bleeding house now. '  
 
    'You just worry about the baby,' I assured her, 'and leave the rest to me.'  
 
    She snuggled nearer, almost tripping me and peered up with eyes full of trust and whispered, 'All right love, I will. '  
 
    That was weeks ago and I knew now how I'd be able to keep my  
 
    word. Manny would be feeling like he thought I was after beating  
 
    Meade when he'd asked me to come to the office. He'd be euphoric  
 
    with last night and he'd want to restore his credibility and show he  
 
    really was acting in my best interests. Only a full-blown half-wit  
 
      
 
      
 
    could see I wasn't at my best last night. Distracted, unable to concentrate, mind on other things, and Manny was nobody's half-wit. He'd want me at my best for this Yank and it was only a loan anyway. I rang him and asked if he would lend me the money to buy a house, I couldn't concentrate at home and my girl was pregnant. Not a mansion or a villa but a little house for me and Cath and the baby when it came. Nothing elaborate or outrageous but it would have to be cash and it would be in his name. All I'd be really was the live-in caretaker. He agreed, thoughtfully. An hour later Burky had me in an estate agent's; like Alex asking Terry Downes to find out about fighting in the States, Burky was the man to see about buying houses. He knew everything from swopping deeds to property searches, he even knew how to avoid the tax, and estate agents had to be the first stage in the operation. He asked for the brochures in FIVE agents on property for sale up to £10,000. We had 50 houses to see and the next stage was having a look. We began in Ossett, where the property values were rocketing and whatever I bought would double, or even treble, in the next 12 months, or so Burky said, but I liked Ossett and always had done.  
 
    The first house was a red brick terrace cell I didn't even stop the car for but the second was exactly what I'd had in mind but never thought I'd find. It was a 400-year-old farmhouse complete with yard, stables and barns that had been divided into a 3-bedroomed and 2-bedroomed house, but we didn't know that, only its price, £4,500.  
 
    We drove under the umbrella of stately trees standing at the side of the narrow lane leading into the yard at the rear and the house I'd come to see was in the corner adjoining a stone barn all boarded up. It was a little witch's house I thought going through the door and seeing an iron pot for boiling cats and hedgehogs lying in a heap of soot at the bottom of a great chimney with an open fireplace. Tiny window-panes in bottle glass were mostly broken and the floor had risen. Doors were hanging off and plaster had fallen to expose bare stone walls. It was dark and dingy and completely filthy.  
 
    'This is it,' I said to Burky. 'I'm having it. What's the next step?'  
 
    'You're not serious?' He couldn't believe his ears.  
 
    'This is what I want you to do,' I said. 'See your mate Ray, the builder and arrange a meeting. Give him this.' I gave him a plastic envelope with 50 tenners inside, half my purse. 'That's to show good  
 
      
 
      
 
    faith and tell him it's a rush job. I want a house-warming party before I fight this Yank.'  
 
    Half an hour later he'd persuaded the owner, a young lad living next door, to accept three grand cash and the builders were on the job the same day to secure the deal.  
 
    The walls were 22" thick and there hadn't been a sign of damp throughout and all the woodwork was sound too. The kitchen was massive and so was the front room. It had a lovely big bedroom and a nice sized one for when the baby arrived. The place had potential, bags and bags of it. I hadn't taken the City & Guilds in bricklaying for nothing or read a thousand colour supplements. It wanted gutting and rebuilding to my specifications and I'd have it turned into a palace. It would be unrecognisable from what it was now and would feel like a brand-new house. I couldn't wait to tell Cath, but I had to wait until she came home from work, about 5.30.  
 
    'I've bought a house Cath.' She hadn't taken her coat off yet.  
 
    'You haven't.'  
 
    'I have. '  
 
    'Well let's bloody see it then,' she snapped. It was one of her bad days. She hated working in the Double Two shirt factory. We drove past all the big detached houses on Kingsway. She asked hopefully at every 'For Sale' sign if this was it until I turned the corner onto Dewsbury Road and stopped. The farmhouse was hidden behind a high stone wall, a scraggy privet hedge and a patchy, overgrown garden. Her little head turned this way and that looking for a sign but the only one she could see was 50 yards in front, outside a pair of bungalows that were still being built.  
 
    'Where?' she asked suspiciously.  
 
    'There love, over there on the right.' I pointed to the sign blending in with the hedge.  
 
    She glanced, she stared, her mouth opened and closed.  
 
    'Fucking hell,' she drawled. 'It's not is it?'  
 
    'Yes, but wait until it's finished. You won't know it then.'  
 
    She didn't say a word only stared. Imagining living in the place.  
 
    Tramps wouldn't.  
 
    'Do you want to go in and have a look round?' I'd point out the potential and what the builders were going to do on my instructions. The plans I had that were already under way.  
 
    'Do I hell,' she said hastily and gave me a glance which plainly said I was mad, completely mad.  
 
    'I'll see it when it's ready.' She giggled. 'I'll borrow our Mick's crash helmet. '  
 
    It was finished before I took Wendy, and then it was only to ask if she'd mind scrubbing the floors before the carpets were laid. 
 
    'You don't mind do you love?' I asked. 'I'd do them myself but I've to go to the gym.'  
 
    She was on her hands and knees scrubbing away like a borstal boy before I left and when I returned 90 minutes later the job was done. The entire house was spotless. She hadn't argued or complained or looked down her nose, just got on with the job with the same casual air she'd had the first time I'd asked if I could make love to her, but that's how she was, nothing bothered her providing she was with me or doing something connected.  
 
    The song Charlie Rich sings, 'When we get behind closed doors', summed up my feelings for her exactly, in fact I thought every time I came over the brow on Broadway on Sunday nights the song had been written especially for us.  
 
    Sunday nights were the only night she could stay out late but even then she had to be in before her old feller got back from the club. She would be standing at the bus stop at the bottom of Gargrave Place wearing a scarlet skirt and a midnight-blue cardigan, her best clothes, and wouldn't look out of place on Hollywood boulevard. She'd give me a smile of welcome when she saw the car which totally obliterated the worry of subterfuge, lies. (Cath thought Sunday nights I went with the old feller into Ossett for a pint), and the pressure Mother was giving me. Nobody existed but Wendy and me. We always went to a WMC in a little town called Penistone, that held a livestock market every Tuesday. It was on the Moors between Sheffield and Huddersfield. Cath hadn't heard of the place and the chances of her, or Wendy's parents finding out we were together were non-existent. It had a massive concert-room and the acts on Sunday nights were good enough for the Palladium. It had been Bob who'd first brought me to watch him win the club awards. All the people sitting at the tables knew who I was; I'd been on the telly another couple of times but they didn 't try to impose on our company although they nodded and smiled and made us feel welcome.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Wendy went to the bar because if I went I'd never get back for people wanting to talk. That's what I told her but really all I wanted was to watch her walk across the room and compare her to the others. She'd glide back to her seat as though on wheels and my chest would almost burst with pride seeing the admiration on the feller's faces as they looked over their wive's shoulders and the old fellers pausing as they lit pipes or had a swill from a glass. She made all the women conscious of their figures and lost youth. She was a rose among ragworts. She had as many prizes for ballroom dancing as her old man had for fishing but the dancing lessons she'd had hadn't given her the grace. She was as natural as a breath of fresh air. Cath didn't know any of this and she didn't know Wendy had scrubbed the floors either.  
 
    The carpets were laid, the furniture installed and the invitations sent and the house had been transformed like Cinderella going to the ball. Picture windows, new floors, beams across the roof, Tudor-pattern woodwork, oil paintings and subdued lighting. The outside had been pebble-dashed so it was brand new inside and out. The last £30 was given to a technical college-educated chef, a young fat kid Burky had found to do the catering, and he'd laid out a spread along the breakfast bar that would do justice to the Dorchester.  
 
    At 10 o'clock I dropped Wendy off and brought Cath from home knowing there would be murders when she found out. Kay whispered in her ear straight away but I felt now Cath had seen the finished product I could get away with anything. She glared through narrowed eyes and then shot across the room to stand in front.  
 
    'You had to bring HER,' she said threateningly.  
 
    I was the gaffer now in my own house and if she didn't like it she could lump it. The promises I'd made her had been fulfilled and besides Wendy had scrubbed all the floors. How could I not bring her?' I wandered away too happy to argue.  
 
    Manny had come to inspect his property although he hadn't paid for it yet and the kid next door was screaming for it.  
 
    He'd pay now he'd seen what an investment it was but it was only his on paper. It would take donkey's years if he wanted to evict me. Burky knew all about the rights of sitting tenants and now I did too. He brought a nickel-plated tea service. Del brought a Chinese handmade rug which was exactly what the front room needed to add the  
 
      
 
    final touch of class. Burky brought a crockpot and Norm and Ronnie brought huge appetites.  
 
    'Haw haw haw,' Norm laughed and rubbed his hands together. 'This is o'reight, this lot,' he announced heaping a plate high with piles of everything. Ron did the same then went to inspect the alterations like a clerk of the works. If only Davy Dunford had been able to come then all the lads would have been here. Lads I'd shared choky blocks with, winning goals, bad letters, grief, torment and anger, all the emotions being in the nick gives and leaves, an affinity like no other. With Davy there my happiness would have been complete. He'd just started a IS-month sentence for ringing a car. We toasted his health instead. I wanted to sit down and cry I was so happy. The yard was packed with big new cars and the road at the front had a line 30 yards long and it was marvellous, wonderful, glorious and the first party I'd ever had.  
 
    'Did you hear that Netty?' Tommy asked his wife, a little white-haired woman all the girls seemed to like.  
 
    'It's the first party he's ever had.'  
 
    'Ee, it's not is it?' She patted my leg. It was all she could reach from the depths of an easy chair.  
 
    'It won't be your last though will it?'  
 
    Not if they are all like this one I thought, but didn't say so.  
 
    Tommy would think my training days were over.  
 
    About 10.30 Manny and Tommy went home and then the genuine  
 
    guests really came to life. It was like the teacher had left the classroom. Del had us all troop into the yard for an ancient Nigerian custom to bring Cath and me good luck and prosperity in our new house. We had to stand in a half-circle while he mumbled something and then throw our drinks over the step.  
 
    'Nay. ' Ave o' ny just filled the bloody thing,' Norm complained.  
 
    'All the better,' Del answered. 'It will bring more luck.' Norm swigged a good half and murmured it was a waste of good whisky. I thought so too. It was Del's way of keeping the party going longer. A breath of fresh air and throw your drinks away.  
 
    The last thing I remembered before I fell asleep about half two,  
 
    wrung out like a dishcloth of energy and emotion, and alone, in the  
 
    big new bedroom, was the chef challenging somebody to a race, lamp  
 
    post to lamp post out in the street and listening to the hoots and  
 
      
 
    squeals as it was organised and wondering if I had any policemen for neighbours.  
 
    Little Cath was curled by my side wearing all but her shoes the next morning and the house was spotless. Josie, Cath and Molly had shifted a ton of empties, washed up, and hoovered.  
 
    Norm was asleep on the settee. He awoke the instant he heard my voice.  
 
    'As tha been training?' He demanded. 'Tha's feighting a Yank an' tha'll 'ave to train to beat a Yank tha knows.'  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Nobody had to remind me I had to train. I didn't have to do anything unless I wanted and I wanted to train, it was the only bit of reality in my life now. The rasping of my breath, the thump of my heart, the steady drip of my sweat played music I danced to every day, every day without fail. Circuits were a pleasure, the clock was a challenge, shuttle runs were agony and I loved it all. Manny had been right. I had complete peace of mind but it was too good to be true, it couldn't last. It was only 18 months since I'd been released from Durham and 9 months since I'd been in Leeds on remand and now I had a house that was paid for, everything in it paid for, a beautiful girl having my baby and everything for my ego. A new car and a rosy future but it couldn't last, something had to happen to spoil it. Something always did. Six of the local task force had nicked me for speeding; 4Smph on Ings road, a new dual carriageway with the old 30mph limit the council had forgotten to up-date. It wasn't anything to worry about even if I had employed two of them at the theatre club. If something serious was going to happen there wasn't anything I could do to prevent it, just make sure I didn't break the law and bring it on myself.  
 
    Burky had distributed the new posters and handbills and Ronnie had done the same in Blackpool and the fight had been announced in the papers. All I had to do now was win in spectacular fashion and justify the publicity.  
 
    Manny turned up at the gym in Manchester a week before the fight to see what kind of shape I was in, or so I thought until I'd finished and changed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'This is Dr Mcgill, Paul. He'll be stopping with you until the fight to keep his eye on you. '  
 
    After we'd shaken hands the reality of what he'd said sunk in.  
 
    A doctor staying with me for a full week before I fought made me more than a side show now. But was I?  
 
    Dr Mcgill was known to me and had been for ages but Manny wouldn't suspect a big thick ex-con like me would know about the private life of a doctor. In '74 I'd been on 1.5 landing in Liverpool while Mcgill had been on trial for committing GBH on a girl at Blackpool's north shore golf club. He 'd been found not guilty and not long afterwards the girl had been found washed up near the north pier. Four cells from me had been the girl's brother. He said the coroner's verdict of suicide had been correct. His sister had drowned herself because she couldn't face the shame of being thought a liar and she had a profound belief Mcgill was laughing at her and rubbing it in. Last year I'd been walking through Blackpool when I'd noticed a big shiny brass plate where a brass plate had no right to be. It was like seeing traffic lights in the desert. It said Mcgill was a member of the Royal College of Surgeons and a member of another eminent clique who were psychiatrists.  
 
    Handy people to know when it comes to a judge's summing up I thought recalling the trial. Never mind him keeping his eye on me. I'd keep my eye on him and there was plenty to see. He didn't slot into the usual concept of a doctor, or any I'd seen before. He was a big feller and kept himself fit. He'd be about 45 or not much older and he didn't smoke or drink and had an avid interest in all sports although by the end of the week I realised he had very little knowledge of any of them. He was a real sharp dresser too. He brought a big plastic bag full of meat and another full of food supplements, among which were two bottles of urine-coloured fluid.  
 
    'Tis the drip,' he explained, the minute we reached home, 'It contains as much protein as a full-grown cow. Ha ha. I want you to drink both bottles before Sunday.'  
 
    It was his first instruction but not his last. He ordered me to run  
 
    and forget about the circuit in the stuffy little gym. It didn't matter  
 
    what training I did with only a week left so I agreed without a word. I  
 
    did think the protein of two full-grown cows would be put to better  
 
    use, retained more completely, doing the circuit than running. The 
 
      
 
      
 
    weather was ideal the first morning, a cloudless blue sky with enough heat to dry the dew. After a lap round the perimeter of the common I felt I was wasting my time, it was too easy, and the waste of protein was winding me up; it was no different to drinking 30-year-old piss that had been stored in a fishbox, and drinking it was too much of an ordeal to taste. It was utterly vile. I stopped and suggested doing repeated sprints up the highest and steepest hill. He didn't know the hills on Ossett common were pit stacks covered in grass so they wouldn't be an eye-sore to the motorists on the MI, three massive hills made from the slag of Old Roundwood pit. He agreed and every morning he would stand in the sun on the highest hill like a battle-hardened general surveying troop movements watching every stride as I did one lap to warm up before the hard work to follow. And it was hard work. 60-yard sprints up the side of a pit stack. He waited at the top while I came up like an express train and shouted 'Keep going, you big lummax.' He would call for me to stop and back down the hill for a repeat. Every day he added another run and 10 yards at the top. When I'd finished he would take my pulse and blood-pressure, even the morning the BBC turned up to film me for the local programme 'Look North'.  
 
    If the first fight at the theatre club had grabbed the public's imagination this one had picked it up and shaken it like a salt pot. It made every other sporting occasion Wakefield had held into a game of hopscotch. People could relate to me, they knew me or knew of me. A local lad off Lupset estate who'd worked down the pit, on building sites, been in the nick. I wasn't some university blue with a neutral dialect but one of them for good or bad. Many wanted me to win and plenty wanted me to lose. All the rotten, narrow-minded ones wanted me to lose. Why should I climb out of the gutter? Me who'd been in the nick and went about with schoolgirls. Oh yes, plenty wanted me put in my place and brought down to size and they were the ones who'd be sitting in front of the telly watching 'Coronation Street' while those who wanted me to win would be shouting their heads off. This time I'd give them plenty to shout about. I'd never felt more like fighting in my life.  
 
    Mcgill noticed every move I made, heard every word I uttered and monitored my pulse and blood-pressure as though I was an astronaut. His attention was far from distracting, in fact the responsibility of  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    manning the readout had gone onto his shoulders. If he noticed he didn't say but I suspected he did. We would come back from the common and I'd go to bed. Up for dinner and back to bed. Up for the gym and back to bed. All I did was train and sleep for the last week and he made sure I slept with little green pills called euhypnos, a mild sedative, 3+2+5, in that order and I slept like a top. It was magic, I'd never been able to sleep during the day before but now I could close my eyes and sleep at will. When I wasn't asleep I was training and never had the time to worry about Wendy and Cath.  
 
    Both had sulked and tried to' row since the house-warming party but now Cath had her feet under the table and a lovely round belly, she'd gone quiet. I'd told everybody the baby was mine and now she had packed her job in she ought to be happy but I wasn't sure. She had still been wanting to row until Mcgill came on the scene and now she daren't bring it up otherwise it would appear she wasn't on my side by upsetting me before this fight. His presence and title told her all she needed to know but I was sure he'd marked her card. Explained the importance of winning and the money involved if I did. She wouldn't know he'd marked her card but he had with gentle hints and harmless jokes. Sinking in the seeds of enlightenment, while I'd been asleep, and telling her I was the meal ticket for life. Row with him later he might have said, and then claim half.  
 
    He was a red-faced Dubliner with plenty of blarney and came from a family of doctors. He told me he had three brothers in the States who were all in private practices and earning fortunes. He told me he used to drink but stopped the night he killed his pal in a car crash. He had never smoked and loved a bet on the horses. He wasn't married but had been years ago. From his tone he'd rather not think about it.  
 
    Maybe he'd killed his, pal in the car crash deliberately over the woman who'd been his wife and the girl who had drowned herself had been telling the truth.  
 
    What difference did it make now what he might have done? I liked him and I was in the best shape of my life. He went to a betting shop with the old feller on a dinnertime; him and the old feller got on famously discussing and backing horses, while I took Wendy for a walk in the rose gardens for an hour. No kissing or thoughts of anything physical, just a daily hour of relaxing in the sun. She understood the importance of this fight like Cath and nobody had told her any-thing. She'd worked it out herself. 
 
 
    Cath wouldn't come to bed until I was asleep and when she did she wore knickers, bra and slip. During the day she wore her tattiest dress, pit socks and didn't brush her hair. She had the first day or two and then she'd altered. It was Mcgills doing, I was sure.  
 
    The day arrived and the tickets sorted out; there'd been rows galore over who had which seats amongst the lads who'd been with me from the start. They hadn't jumped on the band wagon and had priority. If they could all pay £1,000 to sit on the apron they would and still argue about who was nearest my stool but now they were all satisfied. And Wilson had arrived and was staying in the Piccadilly Hotel, Manchester.  
 
    It was a 1 o'clock weigh-in, all official in the centre of the ring, open to the public, press and television. Yorkshire Television had a camera for the 6 o'clock news. This was the big league, International heavyweight boxing. It said so in lights along the front of the theatre club with my name and Wilson's underneath.  
 
    He had a basin crop and appeared lethargic, he moved like the Bengal tiger in Chester Zoo. He'd flown in from Spain where he'd been training with Alfredo Evangelista, the European champion who was preparing to fight AIi for the World title. His glossy black skin was stretched tight and he glowed with health. This was no Frenchman.  
 
    He was lighter at 14st 100b to my 15st 31b, 71b of prime red steak difference. 71b of muscle and power and I was dying to use it. There wasn't an ounce of fat between us.  
 
    There was a shout from the top corner of the theatre as I stepped from the scales, 'You show 'em lad.' It was half a dozen women in headscarfs and pinnys employed to clean the place. Hurriedly putting my shorts back on I thought I would, I'd show everybody and it wouldn't be my arse like now.  
 
    Looking into his yellow-flecked eyes as we shook hands I could detect a hint of mockery, a sort of horizontal limey reflection. He'd think differently tonight. If Manny had employed Mcgill to peak my training and put me in the right frame of mine he'd succeeded beyond my wildest expectations.  
 
    The running had lubricated my joints, my lung capacity had been extended and I was as sharp as a razor. Never had I been so ready to give my all or die.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dinner was ready when we reached home.  
 
    'When you've finished just leave everything,' Cath said casually. 'I'll see to it later.'  
 
    None of that in my house I'd told her. No sinks full of washing up. It didn't worry me mucking in with the house-work and if she wouldn't wash up I would. It was me who'd taught her how to make a dinner anyway. I wasn't having her slipping into ragbag habits because Mcgill had told her to dress like one and using the fight as an excuse for being idle. Not unless she had to rush somewhere. The maternity clinic for instance.  
 
    'Why Cath. Where are you going?'  
 
    'To me mother's to get ready for tonight.'  
 
    'But all your clothes are here.'  
 
    'Ah ah.' She smiled triumphantly. 'That's what you think. I've bought a new dress for tonight and I've loads to do first. Just leave it and I'll see to it later.' The back door closed and she was gone.  
 
    It was the most she'd said put together for a week. She was excited, it was fight night again. All the lads agreed they were easily the best nights they'd had and it looked as if Cath had caught the bug too. I rinsed the plates, put them away and thought she was another one over on Wendy. I went to bed. No mild sedatives now, not so near. Laying on my back I drifted into thoughts with the conclusion being I was at last making people happy instead of miserable, even the coppers. They had a job again tonight lounging about doing fuck all. Even they couldn't distract me from the job in hand.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Dave Owens was sharing the dressing room I was pleased to see. I liked Dave and was grateful for the tip he'd given me about Malpass.  
 
    'Now then Dave lad, how are you?'  
 
    He nodded and carried on checking his kit. He was a man of few words and distinctly suffering from nerves.  
 
    'I'm really looking forward to this tonight,' I said with enthusiasm, trying to put him at ease. 'I've not had a pint or a fuck for three weeks. I feel as if I'm bursting.'  
 
    'I had two this afternoon,' he said quietly.  
 
    Trained and fully fit he just made 11st 61b. Had he been training too much for this fight and needed the fluid to increase his weight  
 
    quickly? Had he been ill? He was a local lad and I wanted him to 'show ' the crowd, another sell-out with 400 standing, just how good he really was. I wanted him to turn it on and then Manny would have three local lads to build the shows around. Young Rodney, a light middleweight from Huddersfield, one of the lads I trained with, was building a following of his own. He was on tonight and now Dave. Soon it would be local lads versus the rest.  
 
    'What did you need two pints for Dave?'  
 
    'Not pints, fucks. I had two on the rug this afternoon while the bairn was asleep.' He wanted to be beaten, he was only half the man he was at the gym.  
 
    A minute later I'm walking round the car park to escape his company. I had to bum energy slowly under control. There were five luxury coaches and one of them was from Penistone WMC. It said so on the destination slot on the front. Dave was forgotten for thinking of how I could avoid them seeing me with Cath. They all thought Wendy-was my girl and seeing me with another might deter them from coming again. Little farming towns were noted for their prudent views on sex but just the same seeing the coach filled me to the brim with inspiration. I'd make their trip worthwhile.  
 
    Kenny was bustling about with towels, bandages, vaseline when the word came we were on in two minutes. It was make or break time. If I lost here I would be a laughing-stock.  
 
    The lights were out and I was standing at the entrance to the arena waiting for the fanfare and the spotlight. To my right were the row of seats Wendy and her sister had been sitting in. Five seconds later the fanfare and spotlight came on together and with them an eruption of sound not far short of the one Conteh had received lifted the roof. Listen to that you fucking scrubber I thought, and then tell me you've never heard of me.  
 
    On my way to the ring I didn't see a strange face, man or woman and they were all wanting me to win.  
 
    Wilson wanted the eyeball to eyeball confrontation but I looked at his boots. Well worn, old laces, Adidas ankle socks. Plain black shorts that wouldn't clash with my stripe. He was on his arse with the first punch I threw more from shock and being off balance than the power it contained. He leapt to his feet, a cocky grin on his face and beckoned me to him. He stayed half a step out of distance for the rest  
 
      
 
    of the round. He was a slick, co-ordinated mover promising bewildering speed when he opened up but the minute he did I'd nail him. The crowd were unusually quiet. As if they'd received a fancy parcel unexpectedly and they didn't know if it was a present or a bomb. They were quiet in case I would be flattened and their hopes blown to bits. They'd no need to worry.  
 
    The second round he danced and grabbed but I shook him off and opened up with hooks and uppercuts. Del screamed 'It's ten rounds, it's ten rounds,' as if he was frightened I'd blow up like Meade had done and I hadn't trained. I could fight all night against anybody. Wilson covered so I could only hit his arms and shoulders. I wasn't worried, he'd know now he was in for a fight.  
 
    Left right, left right. He hit me on the retreat, no power to hurt but I was hit with four punches so quickly I hadn't time to defend. The bell rang and the crowd were silent.  
 
    No cheers or claps or shouts of encouragement just stunned silence for ten seconds, then a noise like a bumble bee broke loose and grew in a second into a jumbo jet. The four punches were the first Wilson had thrown and they were plenty to talk about without applause. Kenny and Tommy were rabbiting on but I wasn't taking the slightest bit of notice. I knew exactly what I would do. I'd cut him off and kill him.  
 
    Halfway into the third I caught him with a right and stunned him. He was leaning on the ropes defenceless, hands down, eyes shut, head back, too fit to collapse. I aimed two right-handers just below the point of his chin, full-blooded right-handers with enough power to break his neck. They crashed home in a second. The ref had seen enough and leapt on my arm and raised it. Wilson slid down the ropes into a sitting position and the crowd stood and roared in unison and I was king of the world.  
 
    Dave was next on and was back in the dressing room before I'd got both gloves off, beaten with a body-punch in the opening seconds. Changing quickly to see the lads before they left I heard him say he'd had enough and was retiring. Retiring at 23 with more talent than 'Opportunity Knocks.' It was too much to comprehend.  
 
    Cath was waiting at the dressing room door wearing her new maternity dress and her hair gleaming. She was so proud her eyes had a film of tears.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'Ee lad,' she whispered, snuggling close, 'You were on form tonight.' She said it exactly the same after we'd made love now and then. I'd made her 'come' watching me. She said I did every time I touched her but now she only had to look. Her words and radiance made everything worthwhile. I loved her fit to burst.  
 
    'Come on. Let's see Norm and Del and the rest of 'em love.' People were passing in a continuous stream and I didn't care if anybody from Penistone saw me or not. People stopped and asked for my autograph for sister, sons, daughters and very ill mothers. Not one for the person who asked, too embarrassed to acknowledge they were impressed and proud: it isn't Yorkshire tradition to take the chance of giving people a big head.  
 
    'They've teckon Wilson to 'ospital,' Norm announced very seriously. 'He collapsed off his buffet after you'd gone an' they put him on a stretcher an' carted ' im off. '  
 
    'That'll teach 'em.' Cath laughed and kissed my cheek on impulse.  
 
    Del and Ronnie said they were going to Heppy's to celebrate.  
 
    Davy Dunford was drunk and said he was going home. He'd been released that morning and had been boozing all day. I'd see him next week at the latest, I promised. Kay and Diane said they were going to Heppy's and I'd to come and bring Cath. If I didn't THEY were taking her, and they were going now. Norm was stopping for a drink with Sammy, the travelling man, Norm's old dealing mate. Breezy and Vinnie were staying too. Burky was nowhere in sight. Manny said I had to have a rest.  
 
    'Have a few weeks rest, you deserve it,' he said and gave me the 30 pieces of silver, a straight grand in two plastic envelopes. He'd be in touch later.  
 
    Another sell-out, local lads, no heavy expenses and my purse was the same. The house was mine and he couldn't do a thing about it. In fact I owed Ray, the builder, a few quid yet and I still wanted a fair bit doing. This money would pay for it and there wasn't a court in the land who would evict me. Yes Manny I thought, I'll have a few weeks rest while you count your money but I'm in the house and possession is nine tenths ownership and I'll get what I'm worth one way or another.  
 
    The continuous, uninterrupted training had built up my energy level to fight all out for ten rounds and I'd hardly scraped the surface.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Heppy's would see me until dawn. No, until Wendy came out for her dinner break tomorrow. I'd tell her about it. She knew them all and thought Karen absolutely wonderful.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    It was the first time I'd been in Heppy's since Christmas and tonight with Del and Ronnie and all the lads I'd make up for lost time, relax and have a laugh. Everybody was singing as I walked to the bottom bar as if they were at a party and I didn't have to push or jostle. There was a gap between the people, people who were singing and staring at me. The words of the song penetrated, 'For he's a jolly good fellow', and they were aimed at me.  
 
    The disc jockey, the fabulous Mick Mcginley was leading the singing, a skinny, poncy kid with smarmy looks and manner.  
 
    His brother was a sergeant in the Regional Crime Squad and he'd won the raffle at the Norfolk Garden the night I'd fought Meade. It sickened all my mates.  
 
    The others who were singing had been round the pubs and were unaware of the action earlier in the theatre club and didn't know or care about me or anybody else. They were singing because Mcginley was. It was so phoney and cheap I ignored the pats on my back. The adrenalin was pumping and the aggression bubbling. One wrong word, one snide comment and I'd react. I'd have to watch myself tonight and sit with friends. Del was edging a cork from a bottle of champagne and laughing like a hyena. Josie, Karen, Cath, Molly and Diane were watching. Danny Singleton, Teddy Laing, a whole heap of Ronnie's neighbours were in. There wasn't a cat-in-hell's chance I'd lose my temper with this lot. I liked them all. These weren't phoney even if most had criminal records. I was pleased Farrell wasn't in.  
 
    'Has it upset you love?' Kay asked concerned about me. My thoughts must have been written on my face.  
 
    'Has what upset me?'  
 
    'You know, Wilson being rushed to hospital.'  
 
    'No, has it hell.' I laughed. 'He should have ducked.' Nobody could accuse him of taking a dive.  
 
    'When I saw him in the corner before you came,' she put her hand on mine, 'I thought, "Bloody hell is our Paul fighting him?'"  
 
    She was proud of her big brother and she'd been worried about me too. It gave me a lovely sense of nearness and belonging. Close and family. Christ Almighty 18 months ago I only knew her name and now I had a lovely little sister. She was a real little beauty too. My pride in her was enhanced because she was feeling sorry for my opponent.  
 
    'You're wanted on the phone,' a girl called, pointing at me.  
 
    On my way Del called across, 'Get this down your neck brother,' and waved a glass of champagne.  
 
    'Let's see who this is on the blower Del. Won't be a minute.'  
 
    It was Alex ringing from Pinderfields telling me to come quickly.  
 
    'He's in a bad way lad. Come as quick as you can.'  
 
    'OK Alex. Five minutes.' I hung up feeling angry at Wilson for being soft but pleased he'd given me the chance to see Alex. Apart from when I'd been in my corner I'd not seen him all night and thought he'd gone back to London.  
 
    Wilson had been taken straight from the ambulance into the operating theatre and if it hadn't been for Mcgill he would probably have died from a brain haemorrhage.  
 
    'How do you mean Alex? Why, what happened?'  
 
    We were in a small, dark, lobby, Alex, his son Greg, and me, somewhere in the labyrinth of corridors. It was Greg who answered.  
 
    'The Board of Control doctors were drunk or something.' He was angry, fuming really. 'They hadn't a clue.' He narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips thinking of what he'd like to do with them. 'This feller, him in the white tuxedo who was with you, climbed in the ring while they were scratching their heads and pulled off his boot. He yelled at the others, 'Send for an ambulance,' and the next thing he's brought here.' 'It's touch and go,' Alex added quietly.  
 
    Not in Pinderfields it wasn't. It was the best hospital in the world for brain and spinal injuries. Brains having priority. Anyway a haemorrhage wasn't much. A tiny artery bleeding a bit. Doctors and nurses getting all kinds of overtime poncing about. Wilson will come out with a wad of cotton wool in his ear and a prescription for aspirins and they were all pretending to be worried because it was the proper thing to do. I didn't care if Wilson was in one room and his head in another. He meant nothing to me, only a reason for spoiling a good night out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A nurse came into the lobby. I hated nurses, always had done. Looking to marry a doctor and hanky-panky on the night-shift with the coppers. They were phoney and the bedside manner was something they adopted, wore it like a cloak and it wasn't genuine at all. A variation of being a screw. 'Get off that bed,' 'No smoking,' 'Sit up straight.' Yeah, nurses couldn't kid me.  
 
    'Come back tomorrow,' she ordered. 'He'll be in the theatre most of the night. '  
 
    'How is he?' Alex asked.  
 
    The standard, phoney sympathetic smile. 'It's too early to say yet.'  
 
    'You get yourself off,' Alex said. 'Come in the morning. I'll see you here at ten o'clock.'  
 
    Alex loved fighters, all fighters and now he was proving it.  
 
    Wilson's manager had told him he couldn't stay as much as he'd  
 
    like to because he had other boxers back in the States to look after, schedules to keep. Alex had volunteered to stay and he'd got his telephone number in New Jersey in case anything happened.  
 
    Going back I wondered why Manny or Tommy hadn't been or even made any enquiries. If it was me they would be just the same, too busy counting the take, and what about Mcgill whipping the feller's boot off? He knew the game did old Mcgill, a tricky feller all round. No doubt he'd be on the firm soon. Northern Area Council resident doctor giving out tonics to the others. Bollocks to it, it had nothing to do with me. All I was to that lot was a pound note on legs like Wilson.  
 
    They were leaving as I entered, all thinking I'd gone for good and unable to celebrate without me.  
 
    'How is he love?' Kay asked. She was more worried now but I wasn't sure if it was for me or Wilson.  
 
    'He's all right. They've everything under control.'  
 
    The news didn't revive the spirit, it was as if Wilson's injury had knocked the life from them. Del and Ron had to get off, a long drive and all that. Burky had turned up in my absence and he too had to go, he had somebody to see in the morning. Kay, Diane and Cath were going although Cath would have liked to stay if she hadn't been pregnant she said with a grin, blaming me.  
 
    It wasn't Wilson's injury I realised, driving home, but the excitement of the fight. It had knackered them completely.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Cath had to be carried in from the car. She'd fallen asleep in the passenger seat like the night of Kay's gymkhana, the same dreamy curve on her lips. I kissed her forehead and thought of Wendy, wishing I'd never seen her and blaming Cath for introducing us. Her eyes stayed closed.  
 
    Sleeping hadn't been difficult with the 5 little green pills and I awoke about my usual time, or near enough, about 6.20. No training today I thought, a nice relax and take things easy. See Ray about a path for the front garden, a shower for the bathroom, a proper one with doors like the one in 'Psycho' where Norman Bates stabs the bird, and then I might take Cath away for a couple of days. She deserves a break to put her mind at rest. But if I do I won't see Wendy and I must see her. Feeling guilty I went downstairs to make a pot of tea.  
 
    Cath had her nose in the mug sitting up in bed. Her breasts were full, pointed and always in the way. Her back was round, stretching creamy white skin and her hair had fallen down the side of her face. The tip of her nose and the curve of her lips were all I could see. The crease in her elbow was as deep and as sexy as the one between her legs. I could feel the heat coming from her and her little warm foot was nestling against my knee. First thing on a morning Cath was the most fuckable girl on earth. Even better than Wendy.  
 
    Terry Wogan was chirping away about a feller called Major Road-works wanting a record playing for the BBC virgins and I had a horn like a Belisha beacon.  
 
    Cath placed the mug on the bedside locker then turned my way and snuggled under the blankets. She placed her little hand gently round my dick and rubbed her groin against my thigh. I cossetted one of her big firm buttocks and kissed her neck.  
 
    'An American boxer is fighting for his life after being knocked out by the Wakefield heavyweight boxer Paul Sykes last night. Dave Wilson, from New Jersey, was rushed from the ring to Wakefield's Pinderfields Hospital after he collapsed a minute after the fight had been stopped in the third round.' That's me on the national news. Me, Paul Sykes from Wakefield. Fucking hell that will make a few people sit up.  
 
    Christ Almighty I'd done it now, everybody would know me.  
 
    Sell outs, bigger halls, a proper house with more rooms. No stopping me now.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'That was me he mentioned then on the wireless wasn't it Cath?'  
 
    She was sitting up again drinking her tea. She nodded and banged her nose on the mug. She was always doing it and saying 'ouch'. She made me laugh. It had to be her paddy mother I reckoned.  
 
    'It was me then wasn't it?' ' 
 
    Yes.' She rubbed her nose with her palm, mad at herself for being clumsy.  
 
    All thoughts of sex had vanished, including the horn as I got out of bed, remembering I had to see Alex.  
 
    'He's in a bad way lad and it's still touch and go,' he said in the lobby where we'd been last night. He'd stayed throughout the night but Greg had gone. He was saddened and tired. He couldn't look worse if it was me and I'd been considering that on the way. In fact I'd been thinking lots of things connected with boxing.  
 
    The way Wilson had been leaning on the ropes with his hands down and chin tilted had been a pure invitation to belt him. Had he been paid to lose or had he really been stunned? Was he such a rank amateur he hadn't developed the instinct to keep his chin down? No, he'd been out, definitely out but too fit to collapse. Leaning back with his head dangling. If the ropes hadn't been there he'd have been on his back. He wasn't in my league though just the same, and what about not wanting me beaten, Manny and Co wanting to keep the golden goose alive?  
 
    Wilson had been hand-picked with the knowledge he hadn't a chance like the Frenchman for Robbie Davies or Peter for Leon Spinks. Cannon-fodder that's all he was and I'd treated him as such. He'd got me on the national news and bags of publicity so his contribution hadn't been wasted and I'd fight somebody worthwhile next time. The public would demand it, and it wouldn't be long before I was earning real money. I'd Wilson to thank for that.  
 
    'You can see him,' Alex suggested. 'He's in the ward across the corridor inside the door on the right.' I'd shake his hand, say I'm sorry and ask if he wanted anything. Play the game with him.  
 
    Alex was wrong, the feller in the bed on the right was a little grey old man with white hair, but he'd been so sure.  
 
    Stepping nearer for a closer look I saw it wasn't white hair but a  
 
    wide crepe bandage and he wasn't grey but black, a pale black. It was  
 
    Wilson lying so still he could be dead. He might have been 70 years  
 
      
 
      
 
    old and dying of cancer. There'd been a mistake, this wasn't the same feller I'd fought last night. It might be his dad, but it wasn't him.  
 
    'I'm afraid you can't visit now,' a tall, skinny nurse informed me as I stood at the bottom of his bed. An icy trickle of dread running down my leg, a head full of guilt and my heart beating like a gong.  
 
    'Why not Miss?'  
 
    'Because he's in a coma and it isn't visiting yet, not till tonight.'  
 
    'Is it Wilson Miss?'  
 
    'I'm sorry.' She smiled in sympathy, a genuine smile. She realised I was the feller who'd put him here. 'Yes it is but you're wasting your time love. He's in a coma.' It sunk in. He was in a coma. It had to be more than a tiny ruptured artery.  
 
    'How long will that last?'  
 
    'You can't tell love.' She walked right up to me like screws do when they want to lock up and then opened the ward door with a winning smile and backed me out.  
 
    Normally I wouldn't have gone along but this wasn't normal. My brain was reeling with thoughts and emotions hitting it like I'd hit Wilson.  
 
    The poor bastard, the poor lad, the poor, innocent lad. I'd killed him as I'd intended. Alex had me by the arm leading me back to the lobby. I didn't want to go, I didn't want to feel the impact of what I'd just seen. I'd killed the poor, innocent lad. Reduced a magnificent man to a withered, grey cadaver. Suddenly my stomach welled and I burst into uncontrollable sobbing. It wouldn't stop and I couldn't hold it back. Alex put his arm across my shoulders and led me to a corner in a tiny annex.  
 
    'There lad,' he urged. 'Get it out. Go on, it'll do you good.' The poor lad had been set up. Set up by Manny and Co. for me to beat to increase the box office appeal and he hadn't a clue. They would have told him I was a pudding heavyweight having his sixth fight and I'd lost two already. Just a straight kid who was earning a living with his boxing skill and those despicable, mercenary bastards had fed him to me like bait to a shark. And now I'd killed him or near enough.  
 
    I'd been so happy, so pleased, so fit and full of confidence I'd for-gotten all I'd learned and swallowed all I'd been told like a rank novice. And who did it benefit? Not me and not Wilson, that's for sure. Poor Wilson, thousands of miles from home and not a friend. The poor sod. The poor, poor lad.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I knew it had been too good to last. I knew something had to happen. But why to him and not to me? I was the villain.  
 
    Was I fuck a villain, not compared to Manny and Co. They were real evil, mercenary bastards. It was them I ought to have killed. I was under control now. Alex passed me his hankie. 'Here lad, blow your nose. He'll be all right now you just wait and see.'  
 
    He came to the theatre club where I had to sort out some ticket money but when we arrived a bunch of television men were waiting. A microphone was thrust into my face and a feller asked how I was feeling. Alex led me away again and said to leave the tickets. I couldn't speak for fear of repeating the hospital scene.  
 
    Fifteen days he lay in a coma and fifteen times I went to sit by his bed and then he recovered. It was just as if the spirit of life had climbed back into him. He seemed to grow and regain his colour. His face filled out and he was alive, alive and out of danger. It was as if I'd been pulled from a quicksand I was so relieved. He had visitors from all over the shop, all people who lived locally and knew of his fight for life. Kay and Diane went to see him, the old feller and Burky. He had more visitors than York Minster every day. A doctor called me into his office 5 days after he'd regained consciousness, a youngish, sporty looking type.  
 
    'What must happen before I can send him home,' he told me over the desk, ' is to let him have a few weeks in civilian life and check him afterwards. If there're no ill effects we can let him go home.'  
 
    Wilson moved into the spare bedroom and I set about trying to make it a time he wouldn't ever forget. He had no money for a start, not a red cent and his clothes had either been stolen or his manager had taken them back.  
 
    'But I gave his purse money to his manager,' Manny explained over the phone. 'You know what boxers are like for borrowing money on the strength of a fight. '  
 
    Wilson had to take things easy and not get upset. If it had been me I'd be dead now. I wanted to pull Manny apart like a fly. In the end he said whatever I spent he would make it up but I was almost skint myself. I had no debts but I had no money, or very little.  
 
    For two weeks we were bombarded with invitations and one of the first was from Penistone WMC. It amazed me how many people wanted to send him home with happy memories.  
 
      
 
    Watching him sign autographs and drawl in his Alabama dialect, he'd moved to New Jersey to further his boxing career, I felt like crying. He was such a gentle, quietly-spoken feller who'd only boxed to get out of the ghetto. He had no trade, no skills, only boxing, and I'd shattered his dream and was sending him home with his health in ruins.  
 
    'Man ah don't blame you. 'Taint your fault. You jest did what yuh had to do,' he'd said when he'd been in the hospital. "Taint nuthin' to upset yourself about. '  
 
    He was passed fit after a fortnight and on the eve of his departure we had a farewell party.  
 
    Heppy, Margaret from the 'Malt' and a couple of others contributed the drinks and glasses and Burky laid on the chef again. It was more or less the same crowd as before with the exception of Del. He was in Kenya studying the horticulture but Michael came in his place. Davy Dunford turned up with a gang I'd never seen before with hair like multi-coloured hedgehogs and if it hadn't been for them the party would have been a wake. Punk rockers from Sheffield who didn't know or care about Wilson or anybody else. It wasn't the fact we all liked him and he was going home but the fact he was going home a cripple with his boxing career over.  
 
    Tommy came for him bright and early to take him to the airport in Manchester, and brimming with bonhomie. It was the first time I'd seen him since the night it happened.  
 
    We shook hands on the pavement and wished each other luck, both knowing the chances of meeting again were negligible. He had to blow his nose to hide his feelings before he got in the car and drove off.  
 
    Cath didn't attempt to hide hers. She blew out her cheeks.  
 
    'I'm glad he's gone,' she announced. 'It's bad enough with you clomping about the house without him an' all.' She had been in a state of perpetual wariness with two huge fellers in the house. I was glad to see the back of him for different reasons.  
 
    Manny had already fixed me up with another fight and this time it was a genuinely noted fighter. One promising to reach the top unless somebody stopped him on the way. It was to be held in the Miami Beach Convention Hall over ten rounds and very probably televised live on State television. With Wilson in the house I'd kept the news to myself and repeated that two serious injuries were as likely as  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    being struck twice by lightning. How many boxers have two near fatal injuries on their record?  
 
    Plenty had one but none had two. Go home Wilson old pal. I've done my best and you'd have never reached the top anyway so maybe I've done you a favour while you're still young enough to try something else. You've had a few birds, plenty of late nights, some good food and I've done my level best to make it right. Now fuck off and let me start training again. With all the late nights and booze I was beginning to feel sloppy and daft.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The feller Manny had said I was going to fight in Miami was called Tom Sharkey, a white heavyweight with a string of KOs behind him. The minute he'd told me I had the feeling I wouldn't. It had all sounded too pat, too straightforward and smooth. It was to keep me on my toes and not let what had happened to Wilson play on my mind. Not the injury, but the way he'd been conveniently forgotten afterwards. Then what my old pal Vinnie had said in the theatre club; during the time Kay had been laying down the law concerning Cat~ going to Heppy's, had to be taken into consideration. Vinnie knew Manny from way back, when Manny had started out life fly-pitching and then auctioning shoes from a pitch down south shore. Cheap shoes to the holiday-makers.  
 
    Vinnie had kept me out of the nick back in '73 for a while longer and he'd marked my card about the Rhyl pension; every time I saw him he either showed or told me something to my benefit. From what he'd told me I gathered no more than what I already knew. Manny cared for nobody but himself and immediate family. And a pound note.  
 
    Burky and his mate were going to Miami to watch me, with the two ticket sellers, and all the Yorkshire Executive Sporting club. Manny had sent my ticket with the instruction he would meet me at the airport and I'd have 10 days good sparring before the fight and would be staying in the Thunderbird hotel, some junta he organised between two hotels, to make an extra few quid and have a cheap holiday. Fitness wasn't a problem in the old chapel and it only took me a week to pull round but the gym had closed until the new season and I needed some sparring before I fought. With two weeks remaining he sent word the fight was cancelled, Sharkey had hurt his back during training, and to give the air ticket to Burky to bring over. Burky and his mate were still going.  
 
    He'd also said Wilson was contracted to fight a few days before I fought Malpass but when I'd asked Wilson he'd said he'd known for  
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    over two months the date we were fighting and trained specifically to peak on the date. If he hadn't been injured, something Manny hadn't been able foresee, I wouldn't have known for sure I was being kidded and conned and used, although nobody could say I didn't suspect it.  
 
    Manny came back and demanded to know why I hadn't come across with Burky for the holiday, deliberately omitting what he'd instructed me to do but I couldn't be bothered pointing it out.  
 
    'Anyway Paul, I've some got some marvellous news for you.'  
 
    He paused, building up the tension. 'You are going to fight Jody Ballard, and you've to come with me to London to sign the contract tomorrow.'  
 
    'You go Manny. It'll mess up my training. You sign it on my behalf.'  
 
    He gave a short, breathless laugh and then his voice changed to chocolate. 'Yes I know all that, but I want you to meet Don King and Larry Holmes. Jody Ballard is Holmes's main sparring partner, you didn't know that, and Don King is his manager.'  
 
    Another load of old bollocks I thought as he carried on explaining what a lovely feller Don King was and how the fight would be broadcast live coast to coast, and how I would be made afterwards.  
 
    'It's in the Sportsmen's Club Paul. A press conference now Holmes is the World champion. You'll meet them all and sign the contract. Get yourself across and we ' ll go in my new car. A dream of a car Paul, like riding on a cloud, not like the ones they make over here.'  
 
    'What is it Manny?'  
 
    'A Cadillac Paul,' he bragged.  
 
    'All the way to London in a Caddy. It'll cost a few quid that Manny.' He laughed, playing for time while he thought of an excuse.  
 
    'No, no, not all the way to London. There's nowhere to park in  
 
    London. We'll go in the car to Preston and then catch the train.'  
 
    Before I hung the phone he added ominously, 'Oh by the way, don't tell anyone!' He meant Alex but daren't say so outright.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Alex had taken me twice before to the Sportsmen's Club on Tottenham Court Road but Manny didn't know that, wouldn't guess in a  
 
      
 
      
 
    million years. There were fellers employed to jump in your car at the door so parking was never a problem and he didn't know I knew that either. He didn't know his stately old Cadillac had the tappets knocking, or the date of manufacture was moulded into the rear brake-lights and unless he found a right mug he wouldn't draw a penny more than scrap for it. He didn't know I'd rung Alex either until he saw him waiting on the station for us.  
 
    Manny pulled the belt tighter on his grey mac and braced his shoulders, preparing himself for the worst.  
 
    'How did he know we were coming?' He asked from the side of his mouth.  
 
    'Because I told him Manny. Me and Alex have been pals for a long time and I want to tell him about Wilson. Alex loves happy endings, you know.'  
 
    'Oh yes. I was forgetting.'  
 
    We all shook hands like old friends and then Alex zipped up two or three side streets and back alleys in his new white Rover. Five minutes later we were sitting round a table at the back in one of the spacious banquet rooms, listening to Don King telling about a hundred of the press what a great honour and privilege it was to be managing the World champion.  
 
    Larry Holmes went on about the honour and glory for a while and if he hadn't had a lisp I'd have gone to sleep. It was so predictable, all clichés, and all boring. It sickened me. The press could have had a field day but they were more concerned with being fed at the running buffet then asking questions, and the way Holmes had won the title was more than a little controversial in my book.  
 
    Ali had been battered for 15 rounds by Leon Spinks, having his 7th pro fight, in much the same way he'd battered Peter in his first. On paper he hadn't a chance and every reporter had predicted it was another easy $3 million for Ali. A short while later Leon was captured with a bit of dope, a cannabis spliff, and was immediately stripped of his title. Ken Norton, one of Ali's ex-opponents had the vacant title given to him without having to fight but was matched in record time with Larry Holmes, who was Ali's main sparring partner.  
 
    King was the manager, promoter, minder and both parents to Holmes, the undisputed champion. He'd been paying him a regular wage  
 
      
 
      
 
    since Holmes had been a teenager and now he was reaping the rewards. On paper it all looked like a fairy tale but it went far deeper.  
 
    King had been the local numbers man, and according to what I'd read he'd punched a non-payer to death. He served 4 years of a 7-year sentence for manslaughter. He came out of gaol quoting Shakespeare, took the heavyweight title by the scruff of the neck and monopolised it ever since.  
 
    If I'd been a reporter I'd have checked up the laws on slander, libel and defamation of character and then wanted to know the connection between the Caesar's Palace Hotel in Las Vegas, the heavyweight title and the numbers racket. How did King become involved after he'd come out of the nick?' The running buffet would have to wait until I was satisfied with the answers.  
 
    Manny was into King like a used-car salesman the second he finished and by the time the last reporter was putting sausage rolls on his plate he had him standing at the table. 'This is the boy I've been telling you about,' he crowed. King was a ringer for the late Yancey Durham, 6ft 4ins with a huge belly and skinny legs. He weighed me up with a calculating twinkle as we shook hands and I could smell the mint of dollars coming from him like aftershave. He introduced me to Holmes, and from the way he did it I thought it was for a second opinion.  
 
    Holmes wasn't half the size he looked on the telly but he had some fair shoulders accentuated by his head. It was the size and shape of a speed ball. The smallest I'd seen on a man.  
 
    'You can't let this guy fight Jody,' he lisped as we shook hands.  
 
    'This guy's a giant Don. Just look at the size of the guy's hands.'  
 
    His were half the size.  
 
    We had our photos taken five or six times and then the meeting was over. Alex had a rabbit to King for a minute and then he disappeared into the casino leaving us all high and dry. There hadn't been a sign of a contract.  
 
    We hung about in the foyer for the car to be brought and five minutes later King came through and informed Manny casually that he'd lost seven grand sterling playing roulette while he'd been waiting for his car. I would have liked to punch his head in. Manny said I'd get $5,000 for Ballard.  
 
    On the train back to Preston I couldn't get over it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Manny had been bragging coming down about how King had made Ali and Frazier $10 million dollars each for their fight, 'Thriller in Manilla,' and for me they'd earned every penny but not King, and he'd had $10 million too. That's what Manny wanted. He wanted to promote the World champion and go halves. That's what the contract was all about. He didn't give a toss about the boxers, didn't even know the rudimentary moves, a press-up would probably bring on a heart attack, but he understood the money involved promoting it.  
 
    How he'd dismissed Wilson's purse money, how he'd been standing in his arcade like a vulture on the Sunday morning I'd taken Wendy, how he'd wanted me to come to the office straight after the Meade fight, those and a dozen other indications to his character caused me to dislike him; but by far the worse was the way he genuinely thought I was daft. He thought everybody was daft but no particular group of people were dafter then fighters, and with me having been in the nick he thought I was the ultimate in stupidity. The way he patiently explained his plans step by step but left out the middle ones, the important ones and thought there wasn't a chance I had the brains to work things out for myself.  
 
    The biggest and best promotions he'd had apart from the Conteh fight, and from what he'd said about that he'd cocked John up because now he didn't want to know him, had been at the theatre club.  
 
    Manny was sitting opposite telling me about how King had met his wife while they'd been in Miami, and what a clever feller King was when I had the answer.  
 
    'Is it right King had been paying Holmes a wage until he won the title Manny?'  
 
    'Oh yes.' His nose slipped into 3rd gear at the mention of money. 'Yes that's right, why do you ask?'  
 
    By the time I reached my car parked outside his bungalow I'd convinced him I would have total peace of mind if he sent me a cheque for £80 every week to pay the bills and leave me free to concentrate on training. He agreed but would subtract the money from my next purse. It was a feat to get a penny up front because he had only just paid for the house, a measly £3,093 including the solicitor's fee.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The American Consul had sent my passport back with the visa stamped underneath the eagle saying my reasons for entry were multiple and my length of stay indefinite but I wouldn't be using it. I knew when Holmes had drawn King's attention to the size of my hands and I'd not seen a contract I wouldn't be fighting Jody Ballard and a week later Manny confirmed my suspicions. He would try his best to fix me up with a fight as soon as the new season started, less than six weeks away. I was glad, really pleased. I'd never been more contented in my life and six weeks was a lifetime.  
 
    The song which seemed to be playing almost everywhere began 'Love is in the air' and I thought it had been specially written for me. I was in love with the world.  
 
    Every morning I went to the chapel for a game of badminton with Burky or Bob, and after I'd whiz round the circuit a few times to keep ticking over and then I'd meet Wendy for dinner to make sure she had her statutory hour's exercise.  
 
    She was a big, fine girl whose complexion suited the sun but she wasn't too bothered about fresh air.  
 
    Hoffmans, the butchers, would supply me with half a pound of roast beef in sandwiches and two bottles of milk. She needed something substantial although she would much prefer a cream cake or a bag of chips, and then it would be Newmillerdam, a lovely stroll through the bluebell woods: or Coxley Valley, with it's quiet lake and bubbling stream that slipped through leafy glades and under willow trees: or Sandal Castle, where two kings had been imprisoned during the Civil War and the Grand Old Duke of York had marched his men to the top: or Cannonball Hill where Cromwell's army had fired upon them, but my favourite place for dinner was the rose gardens in Thornes Park.  
 
    It was utterly magical sitting in the sun listening to the bumble bees busy collecting nectar from roses a mile high and smelling like a rainbow. Ancient red brick pillars holding the veranda aloft, vines of wallflowers between stone crazy paving, smooth with age and silent like me. The high walls surrounding the gardens were covered in ivy so thick it absorbed all sounds and could easily have been Nature's padded cell. Some Rose beds were always lying fallow under a thick slice of manure, proper manure with straw and cobbles of horse shit. If it had been Nature's padded cell the smell would represent the pisspot in the corner.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A few weeks after I'd come back from London, Wendy came through the mill gates at 12.32, walking separately from the others in the typing pool. She hardly bothered with them at all. She saw me waiting in the car and immediately her walk became jaunty and her face broke into a smile. It was the smile she had when feeling sexy. Just the opposite to me. First thing this morning I'd had a session with Cath and then I'd just had a hard session in the chapel. Five minutes later we were sitting in the rose gardens and soaking up the sun.  
 
    She talked of this and that, what her work mates had to say, who she liked and didn't like. When we were alone she was full of energy, youthful exuberance which built inside her in the office and at home and was released with me. She would shriek, pout, sulk, argue, flounce, but she laughed the most. It warmed me to hear her laugh. It was deep and throaty and started where her babies would form. Every time I heard that wonderful sound I couldn't help but think of the pit ponies when I'd been a lad and they'd been released from the depths of Old Roundwood pit for their annual two weeks holiday. They would gallop all over the field punching their back legs in the air, stop and roll over a few times and then up and away again until they were knackered. Her laugh brought back the memory because it was the sound of rapturous freedom.  
 
    Wendy didn't like me because I was too quiet. She wanted to hear me ask if I could put my tongue up her bum, lick her arm-pits, tell her how gorgeous she was like I usually did, but today I was content just to listen.  
 
    She changed the subject and for the next ten minutes she fired non-stop questions I ignored. She was on about Cath. I didn't listen. I refused point blank to discuss the subject. If she didn't like it she could stop seeing me. She put her arms round my neck and kissed my cheek.  
 
    'Well how do you expect me to feel?' she asked quietly, looking for sympathy.  
 
    'Feel the heat in the sun Wendy. It'll burn the blackheads out of your nose.'  
 
    She tweaked my 'tash again, hard and backed off.  
 
    'If you do that again,' I warned, 'I'll slap your arse and I'm not joking.'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wheedled alongside and put her arms round my neck and kissed my cheek. 'I'm sorry love, but it does upset me when I think of you sleeping with her every night. I get jealous and cry myself to sleep. '  
 
    She gave my 'tash a real yank but I caught her wrist before she could move. I knew her well enough to expect it.  
 
    'Don't, don't Paul, please,' she begged, between shrieks and giggles. 'Don't. I promise. I promise.'  
 
    As easily as lifting a rag doll I laid her on the narrow grass border of the nearest rose bed. She wriggled, giggled and kicked, glad at last she'd captured my attention. I lifted her skirt to expose bare thighs and a pan tie-covered bum.  
 
    'Don't, don't,' she implored, laying perfectly still to make it easier to pull her panties down.  
 
    Until that moment I'd every intention of slapping it two or three times, not hard, but enough to let her know that sometimes I was serious and she had to behave.  
 
    It was the very first time I'd seen her bum in the full light of day and it's glory took my breath away. I rocked back on my heels unable to come to terms with such a beautiful sight and noticed for the first time the border on which I'd laid her surrounded a bed of white roses. Petals were inches from my nose. Her bum had more of their colour, more of the delicate funny warmth, and had more exquisite shape. To slap it would be sacrilege.  
 
    It would be the equivalent to straightening the Leaning Tower of Pisa. Cutting the ropes that held the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. Bombing the Taj Mahal in the moonlight.  
 
    Leaning forward I kissed both cheeks reverently and caught her fragrance. It was enough to give a eunuch balls.  
 
    'There's somebody coming,' she hissed, and started to kick and then realised I wasn't there. I'd slipped back to the bench to view her at a distance and savour her scent.  
 
    She was sitting by my side a minute later, flushed and silent as two elderly women strolled by. When they were out of earshot she said angrily, 'You slack pig. I told you somebody was coming.'  
 
    'Don't you lose your temper with me young lady,' I said like a headmaster, 'because two old ladies come and not you.'  
 
    She flashed her eyes and pouted. Her smile appeared a moment later when she realised she'd been found out.  
 
      
 
    She was getting out of the car at the mill gates not much later when I saw her old feller's car pull up right behind. It wasn't a car I could mistake, a royal purple mark 2 Cortina, and sitting inside was her old feller and her mother.  
 
    It wasn't the first time he'd caught us bang to rights. At Easter Wendy had been given permission to spend the weekend at her mate's on Flanshaw, which proved to me they didn't really know their daughter at all. If they did they would know she hadn't any friends at all apart from Pauline and Janice, and they both lived across the road. We'd gone to Blackpool and spent the weekend at Ronnie's. Wendy said it was the happiest time of her life coming back. She asked me to drop her 50 yards from the house and as I pulled up her old feller had pulled up behind. She sailed from my car to his and said I'd given her a lift from town. Naturally he asked why I hadn't dropped her at the door. She said she'd asked me to drop her where I had to avoid being questioned. She was sick of always being questioned. If we were captured again the story would be the same. I'd given her a lift.  
 
    Wendy slammed the car door, cocked her head and set off for the mill gates. Her mother scrambled from the car and yelled. I couldn't make out what she said but from the tone she obviously wanted to scrag her. She called again and this time Wendy turned and yelled something back. She carried on then, her back rigid with dignity and suppressed rage. Her mother continued to shout and hurriedly moved to the pavement outside the 'Smith's Arms' to keep Wendy in sight.  
 
    The old feller locked the car and then strolled across and joined her. Before he guided her through the door into the saloon bar she yelled at me sitting in the car, shaking her fist and looking distinctly ugly.  
 
    Wendy's parting words had been, 'You gave me a lift from the top of Westgate,' and no doubt she would stick to them through thick and thin during the inevitable cross-examination when she reached home tonight.  
 
    There wasn't anything to do but sit and think and hope I'd make the correct decision. I could drive home and wait until I saw her again to find out what had happened. I switched the engine off. I wasn't going anywhere and besides I wanted to meet her parents. I was confident I could diffuse her mother's temper but I'd have to tell lies,  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    lead her and the old feller up the garden path and I didn't want to do that. But what alternative had I if I wanted to give Wendy a hand? They wouldn't understand the truth, not a feller who spliced ropes for a living and a woman who worked on the mill floor. They would be conditioned from birth to think along the usual narrow channels. Set patterns of peckhead thinking. They wouldn't have the faintest idea of what T. Dan Smith was on about when he'd said on television after he'd been released from the sentence he'd received in the John Poulson bribery case, 'Put a lad in prison aged 18 for 7 years and when he's released he will still be 18.' It was true and my fitness proved it. Look how I'd carried on when I'd gone with Cath and Kay for the walk into Ossett when I'd been jumping the stream and doing short arm hand springs over 5-barred gates. Not the normal behaviour for a feller my age. Spiritually I was a lad but they wouldn't understand.  
 
    Just before Christmas I'd been sitting in the 'Wine Lodge' enjoying a glass or two of Aussie red when a young woman on her way to the toilet recognised me. She pulled her mate to a halt and pointed an accusing finger.  
 
    'You're Paul Sykes,' she said sneeringly. 'Why don't you get a woman your own age?'  
 
    Thinking she had to be a pal of Elaine's, I gave her my most charming smile and stayed silent.  
 
    'You can't handle a woman your own age,' she stated in the same sneering tone, and then carried on to the toilet pleased with herself for putting me in my place. I could handle you I'd thought, with a nice sharp slap across the mouth.  
 
    Her words had played on my mind until I'd realised I didn't want a woman my own age, not at any price. One like Janet or Elaine or Pauline. One rotten and twisted and warped.  
 
    Not much later Kay told me there was a rumour flying round the town I'd raped a schoolgirl and her parents daren't complain in case they were petrol-bombed. If I didn't then my mates would. I was a gangster. Everybody knew. It was a rumour I was sure had been started by Farrer. It was right up his street. Maybe Wendy's mother had heard it. No, if she had heard anything it would be the rape and she would think it had to be Wendy and know it was rubbish.  
 
    No, she was shaking her fist for the simple reason she thought I was too old to be her daughter's boyfriend. And she'd known she  
 
      
 
    had a boyfriend since the time she discovered the Estee Lauder perfume.  
 
    But what about Cath? She would be at home now playing houses with the new front loader, or more probably going through my pockets hoping she would find something to argue about. I could start the car and go home and not see Wendy again. Cath would be ecstatic. If I did I'd be gutted, hollow and empty, and so would Wendy. How could I possibly give her the feeling I'd suffered when I'd been in the kitchen in Durham gaol and waiting for a letter from Pauline? A letter which hadn't arrived. What had Wendy done to deserve torment like that? Why can't people believe it's possible to love more than one? Parents love all their kids, kids love both their parents, and I love both my girls. I couldn't love Cath any more even if I didn't see Wendy again, in fact there was every chance I'd love her less for blackmailing my feelings. Only Del understood properly and thought it wrong the Christian marriage ceremony should make you vow to forsake all others. He'd said in Nigeria a man could have as many wives as he wanted providing he could support them. They were the true sign of wealth. Not here though. Women wanted everything, the greedy bastards, and fellers stood for it.  
 
    Yeah, well I'm not having anybody shaking their fist at me, especially a woman I thought, and two minutes later I entered the pub.  
 
    It was the first time I'd been in the 'Smith's Arms' and was surprised to see it was a nicely polished pub with fitted carpets and clean ash-trays. They were sitting at the far end of the long saddle drinking halves of bitter.  
 
    'Do you mind telling me why you were shaking your fist at me?' I asked her mother as the old feller looked on.  
 
    'Because you 're old enough to be her father,' she fired straight back.  
 
    'Not quite,' I smiled, 'but I know what you mean.'  
 
    She was pleased I'd seen her point and congratulated herself with a  
 
    mouthful of beer.  
 
    There wasn't a trace of Wendy in her, not a trace.  
 
    The old feller said in a slow, quiet voice, before I had chance to  
 
    elaborate, 'You had her at Blackpool at Easter and then we see you  
 
    with her now. You want to leave her alone.'  
 
    'You mean when you saw me dropping her off?'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded in the same patient way he'd spoken.  
 
    I couldn't see a trace of Wendy in him either, apart from his height. He was a tall, bulky man. His head was too small to be in proportion with his lumbering shoulders. He was a ponderous man and a ponderous thinker.  
 
    Mother was looking for clues, like the second copper does during interrogations, and pretending she couldn't care less.  
 
    'Wendy said when 1 asked why she wanted dropping at the bottom of Greaves A venue and not outside her house that if you saw her with me you would think evil thoughts.' 1 grinned in such a way 1 hoped it read 1 hadn' t had an evil thought in my life.  
 
    There was doubt in his eyes; but until I'd spoken he'd been utterly convinced Wendy had been to Blackpool.  
 
    Who'd told him? Probably Wendy had let it slip in the typing pool, another Gisela Kovaks.  
 
    'Did you have a nice Easter Wendy?' one of them would have asked, and Wendy would have said in all innocence, 'Oh yes, smashing thankyou.' Then unable to help herself would have added, 'I went to Blackpool. '  
 
    Mother, one of the shop floor stalwarts would have mentioned the old feller catching me dropping her off and one thing would have led to another. How many times had 1 told Wendy to keep secrets to herself? She hadn't learned her lesson from the Gisela Kovaks indiscretion last year. Maybe when 1 told her about this she would keep her mouth shut in future.  
 
    'Would you like a drink? ' 1 asked cheerfully. 'I'm getting one myself.' 1 didn't want anything but if 1 didn't have one it would look as if I'd only come to cause trouble.  
 
    'No!' Mother stood. She was wishing I'd leave. She wanted to convince the old feller what a dirty rotten liar 1 was. She changed her mind a second later and excused herself.  
 
    'No. I've got to go to work now.' She left our company and as she walked from the room 1 could see where Wendy had inherited her walk. It surprised me. She was a heavy woman with broad hips.  
 
    He said he'd have a half. He wanted to question me further. Find out if 1 really was seeing Wendy. Should 1 tell him about his other daughter wanting to spend the night with the bushmen from Zambia and then point out I'd been seeing Wendy for eight months? Tell him  
 
      
 
      
 
    she hadn't caused him to lose a minute's sleep since we'd met and he couldn't say that about her before. No, it would knock his plug in and be too much to comprehend. I'd play it by ear and give Wendy all the support I could.  
 
    His first enquiry, made as if he wasn't really interested, was how I came to be dropping her off outside the mill. What kind of questions were these to a feller who could earn a living selling snide jewellery?  
 
    'I was coming back from the gym when I noticed her running down from the top of Westgate. It's hard not to notice her with her being so tall so I pulled up and asked if she wanted a lift. She was pleased and said if! hadn't stopped she'd have been late. She'd been shopping or something. I forget now.'  
 
    His face was inscrutable and reminded me of a traffic warden's when they're caught slipping a parking ticket under the windscreen wiper.  
 
    'She's a big fine girl.' I remembered how her bum had taken my breath half an hour earlier. 'I reckon with some discipline and some proper training she'd make a decent runner. '  
 
    Those words were the key. His eyes brightened and his shoulders edged back.  
 
    'Yes, I know she would.' He was full of father's pride. 'She used to be a good runner at school until . . .' he paused as he recalled the night Wendy had spent in the kid's flat on Park Lodge Lane '... Until she left,' he added lamely. The ice was broken.  
 
    We talked of training and the discipline involved and then inevitably Trinity, the city rugby team became the topic. We were sitting like two four-ply 100% peckheads for 10 minutes and I went along to keep him sweet although I hadn't the slightest interest. He didn't want another drink and left to start the afternoon shift.  
 
    What he thought of me I couldn't guess but he didn't mention boxing once, didn't even come near. It was deliberate in case I started blowing my trumpet and making him feel what he was, a peckhead. He mentioned every hard-case who'd played for Trinity though, and from his tone he wanted me to know he thought any of them could put me in my place.  
 
    What did I think of him? Nothing much. He was just another predictable peckhead and about as exciting as a chimney pot.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Blackpool illuminations were switched on and Burky was across in his Land Rover Safari -'I'd draw two grand profit for this if I shipped it to Belgium. Screaming for these in Belgium' -before it was dark. He'd thousands and thousands of the green necklaces stored in freezer boxes and 10 lads off the Peacock estate to sell them. He was paying 10p commission for each sale.  
 
    The first weekend some of the lads earned more money than they had seen in their lives before. They walked along the promenade with the necklaces on their arms and crying, 'They glow, they show, they're fifty pee a throw,' and sold them hand over fist. Burky smiled often during the following week and once or twice had his dinner in 'The Wakefield Pride', a pub at the top of Kirkgate that gave a two-course meal for a pound. If I hadn't been training I'd have been with them even if I did think Burky had reduced the art of selling to something parrots could do. But I had to train.  
 
    Manny was promoting in Blackpool again, the first professional boxing to be held in the Tower for over 12 years. My opponent was to be a giant African, currently the biggest pro boxer in the world and his claim to fame was he'd never been off his feet. He had lost a few times but he'd never been knocked over.  
 
    'He's had plenty of fights in Europe,' Manny had told me, 'and he's got a fair record, but you shouldn't have any problems if you're fit. Get yourself fit Paul, because I'm in negotiations for you to fight Evangelista for the European title. Do this feller and there will be every chance you'll be fighting for it very soon.'  
 
    Another load of old bollocks to get me to train and keep the golden goose alive.  
 
    Every day I trained in the old chapel at the same time but my heart wasn't in it. I couldn't understand why I didn't want to race the clock or attempt times I knew would really hurt. It played on my mind until I came to the conclusion I was stale. It was my body telling my brain to change the routine and shock it into life again. It wanted a fresh challenge. Slow down and bore myself silly with the old traditional training and after a while I'd be screaming for some real work. I skipped, shadow-boxed, lifted Jerry's rusty old weights and generally messed about until I was lathered in sweat and out of breath but I still didn't enjoy it. First thing of a morning I started running and would pass the Town Hall clock in the centre of Ossett before 6 o'clock  
 
      
 
    every morning but I still couldn't shake off the feeling of lethargy. It felt as if I was running through deep mud. From Flushdyke primary school the last mile and a half of Dewsbury Road is a steady gradient which I dreaded now. It was only months ago it was a challenge I'd looked forward to. There was something wrong somewhere I'd think checking the time with the stop clock when I reached home. My times were quicker now.  
 
    Could it be Cath having the baby and the knowledge she had told me a lie, a rotten diabolical lie and I'd only just realised. 
 
    She had said on her birthday she hadn't been taking the pill since Christmas Eve, she'd missed her period and thought she was pregnant. It had been a lie and the expected date of birth proved it. She had been testing the water and when she'd thought I wasn't bothered had stopped taking the pill then. She wasn't aware I knew and to bring it up would be pointless now. Could it be playing on my mind?  
 
    Could it be the responsibility of living in the house knowing it wasn't really mine and kidding myself it was? Could it be the conflict inside my head between Cath and Wendy? Could it be a hangover from Wilson's injury? Could it be neither of my parents had been to see me in my new home and still thought the same about Cath? Maybe they were both right. I didn't know for sure but there was something radically wrong with me. I didn't feel right at all.  
 
    Alex wasn't coming to this show. He was going to watch Alan Minter on a show in London on the same night. He was the only one from my army of supporters who wasn't coming. There were dozens and dozens of local people who wanted to come and watch me but they couldn't because they hadn't any transport. A week before the fight I went to the bus company and asked if they could lay on a bus.  
 
    'No problems,' a fat feller wearing homed rimmed glasses told me, 'only too pleased to be of service. You'll have a bit of a problem though. It's too late now to advertise. You'll have to do it yourself.'  
 
    Fortune was with me, my old mate Bob was appearing on Sunday at Alverthorpe WMC by special request. It was just what I needed. A night out and a laugh and at the end of his act he could tell them about the bus going to Blackpool for my supporters. If he told them all officially from the stage it wouldn't be brushed off as a rumour and it would only take a day for all the town to know.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been last Christmas when I'd last been in the concert-room but I'd been in the club a few times in the afternoon to play Bob snooker. It had a brilliant snooker room and two first class tables. The last time we'd been in, the concert secretary had begged Bob to appear and Sunday night had been his only free date for months. He'd agreed later, when he'd checked his diary, but he wanted to put on a show here for old time's sake.  
 
    The place was heaving with people sitting on each other's knees, shoulder to shoulder standing four deep around the edges. Lots of the audience had known him since he'd been a little lad and lots had come to see him for the first time. Not really believing he could be good enough to be a pro.  
 
    He had them all in stitches in less than a minute and they stayed like that until he changed from Oliver Hardy into Elvis Presley and asked if they had any requests.  
 
    'Love me tender,' cried a middle-aged Ann Margaret, who worked in the Co-op on Batley Road.  
 
    It was Bob's favourite. They hadn't a chance of remembering he was Bob Shaw who'd gone to Snapethorpe school until he'd finished. The only reason he'd never made the top flight was his dialect but he couldn't change it.  
 
    'Nar then,' he stated quietly into the mike and instantly there was silence. 'I'm going to tell you all something toneet that you din't know.'  
 
    He related the tale of the first time he'd ever been to this club, Christmas Eve 1960. He'd left school that very day and came here to declare his undying love for the steward's daughter, Mary Jones, but she'd been upstairs watching the telly. He couldn't get a message to her without declaring he was under-age. He could throw stones at the window but he didn't know which window to aim at. He could tie a note to the dog's collar, or he could wait on the off-chance she would come downstairs. He bought a pint for himself and his mate while he waited. His mate bought the next. The rest of the night he'd been outside 'Spewin' me ring up at the side of me mate an' ah never saw Mary Jones again.' Plenty laughed but he wasn't looking for laughs.  
 
    'The lad who was wi' me that night is familiar to you all, and on  
 
    Tuesday a bus will be leaving from the bus station to take those who  
 
    wanna see 'im across to Blackpool to watch 'im fight at the Tower.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You all know 'is name and a lad I'm proud to say is my friend. Stand up Paul.'  
 
    It was Alverthorpe club. Full of flat caps, mufflers, old time dancing, Fred on the organ and Eric on the drums but yet I had a lump in my throat like a half brick as I stood to resounding applause. Sitting down quickly I couldn't believe the people I'd seen clapping, people who'd disliked and feared me since I'd been a school kid. The same people who'd looked down their noses because I'd been in the nick. People who had said I was nothing more than an animal when I'd bitten Mick's ear. They were all clapping fit to break their hands.  
 
    The sound rekindled the fire, I wanted to leave immediately and try for a PB on the circuit or tackle the climb up Dewsbury Road. I wanted to win, I wanted to win. That's what had been wrong with me, I hadn't wanted to win. It wasn't any of the reasons I'd thought but a lack of motivation. These people wanted me to win, expected me to win. I gave them hope just like Richard Dunne had given hope to the young lads on the under-cards. 'The bus will be leaving platform 18 at 3.30,' Bob was saying when I came to reality. All the times I'd fallen at the final hurdle I thought and I'd come close to doing it again. There would be no tripping and slips this time. I'd win hands down.  
 
    The day before the fight I went across to stay with Ron and let Cath get herself dressed up without having to leave home. Ron was forever predicting bad tidings about having two girls but he'd promised not to mention the subject or do anything to disturb my concentration. Ron was a firm believer in psyching yourself up. He had laid the law down to Josie because she crept about like a little mouse and clipped poor Jason a couple of times for making a noise. 'Sherrup you little bee,' she'd hissed and then he'd yelled.  
 
    It was Ron's home and if he thought I needed complete silence then that's what I'd have. I retired to bed and the uninterrupted peace made a pleasant change.  
 
    The weigh-in was held in the circus ring at one o'clock where the boxing ring would be erected later. The African had to be 6ft 8 or 9 inches tall, it was hard to be precise because he towered over me, and weighed 17st 100b. He wasn't fat and had a big bland, peasant face and couldn't speak a word of English. He lived in Switzerland and Manny said he spoke French. After the ceremony Manny had us go  
 
      
 
    onto the promenade to have our photos taken for the evening edition of the 'Blackpool Gazette' to advertise the fight. The African stared down at me. He didn't look bright enough to be using psychology but I couldn't be sure.  
 
    'Bon fortune,' I grinned. It may have been my pronunciation he didn't understand but he stopped licking his lips and glared suspiciously.  
 
    Mcgill called to see me during the afternoon to check me over and even he couldn't shake me out of the apathetic state I was in. My brain flitted from one subject to another like the bees went from flower to flower in the rose gardens and no matter how hard I tried I couldn't take this fight seriously. But I had to, this feller was a monster, and I had to have a battle plan. What battle plan against a feller his size? I'd take it how it came and bollocks to it.  
 
    A little feller wearing a black uniform let Ron and me in the back door of the Tower. Ron was carrying my kit and leading the way.  
 
    'How did you know about this way Ron, I didn't know there was a back door?'  
 
    He had been the boyfriend of the daughter of the resident clown and had once had an affair with a trapeze artiste. It was the smell that brought me back from thoughts of the positions I could fuck a trapeze artist, it was a million year-old pisspots all half full.  
 
    'It's the lions,' Ron explained. 'They stink fucking rotten.'  
 
    There was a lot of activity around the entrance to the arena.  
 
    The ring was in place; it looked miles high, and people were rapidly filling the seating.  
 
    'Come this way Paul,' a feller in a white pullover said. 'you've got your own dressing room.'  
 
    Ron disappeared and I followed the feller round a corner and there in front was the room complete with a red tinsel star fastened to the door with a drawing pin. He left me alone in the filthy, stinking, silent little room. It was worse than a punishment cell. No window and the heat was full on.  
 
    Changing into my kit slowly, taking my time, telling myself over and over again this was a serious business and trying to wind myself up, I knew it was a joke. I was really and truly a Blackpool side-show now. I stood to warm up and practice slipping inside. Bend the left knee, half a step to the left. Right hand over the top. Left hook, right  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    in the ribs, another left. It wasn't there. I tried for half an hour, bending stretching, throwing combinations but all the time I was thinking bollocks to it all. I'll take it as it comes. I couldn't for the life of me get in the mood.  
 
    Nobody came to see me and I couldn't hear a sound. Time dragged like a sack of potatoes. I was beginning to think it was all over and I'd been forgotten when little Kenny arrived with a chirpy smile to bandage my hands. Kenny liked me. I didn't give him any problems at all. He'd no need to bolster my confidence, worry about my fitness and he didn't have to teach me how to fight. I was a trainer's dream and he knew it.  
 
    We were standing in the entrance waiting for the ring to clear when the feeling I'd been trying to achieve swept through me. It was such a marvellous relief. I wanted to fight, my body was screaming for action and it was the sight of the giant African standing with his second about ten feet away that brought it on. He looked arrogantly my way and licked his lips, hunched his enormous shoulders and rolled his big head. He was about as mobile as an oil tanker. I'd sink him him with whacks in the belly, double him up and then belt him on the chin. A lump like him wouldn't be a problem at all. The crowd had come exclusively to see me from the cheers I received walking round the ring to my corner. The faces were too far away to recognise.  
 
    He didn't throw a single punch until the fourth and then he threw two which hit me on the nose and didn't hurt a bit. Every time I tried to get near him he put his hand on my head, locked his arm and I couldn't get any closer. I feinted one way and then another and tried every trick I knew but when I slipped his glove he leaned on the back of my neck like Ali did Frazier in their second fight. I couldn't hit him. My neck and back were aching when I came back to my corner at the end of the fifth.  
 
    'I'm bored,' I said to Kenny, sitting on the stool. 'Don't say that,' he panicked.  
 
    'Don't say that. Just keep doing what you're doing now but keep your guard up.'  
 
    I'd been dropping my hands hoping the feller would open up and  
 
    leave a few gaps but he wouldn't even take advantage of an open target. No wonder he'd never been off his feet. Half-way through the  
 
    sixth he pushed me onto the ropes as I tried to trap him into a corner.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I bounced off and caught him with a long sweeping left on the temple. It stunned him and his knees sagged. I leapt in and battered him with two right-handers before the ref bustled between us and raised my arm. The giant African slipped down the ropes into a sitting position and then lost consciousness.  
 
    His second nipped through the ropes and rushed to his side with a towel and a small bottle of smelling salts.  
 
    It was Wilson again, another prize dumpling for me to batter and I had. My insides turned icy and spread until I was numb and freezing cold all over. Please God, I prayed, let him be all right. Don't let me have hurt him. I didn't mean to hurt him only enough to win, that's all. Please God bring him round.  
 
    My heart was in my mouth watching the tiny second fussing over his man and sure enough he started to get results.  
 
    Slowly, like a man who ached in every joint, the African pulled on the ropes until he was upright. Then he walked round the ring holding the top and trying to find his bearings. The following night I saw myself on YTV clapping like a demented seal in my gloves. I couldn't remember clapping, just the overwhelming flood of relief at his recovery.  
 
    Lots of people came to the dressing room, all full of praise and stinking of booze. They were vultures gloating over a fat dead body and revelling in the fact their mate could cripple people with his fists. Breezy had champagne bubbling over the floor and others were looking at me as though they'd witnessed a miracle. There were others, faces everywhere.  
 
    Unlacing my boots slowly, making it last, not wanting to look at  
 
    them I went over what had happened.  
 
    He'd got up, a bit wobbly but he'd seemed all right. No, I'm getting paranoid thinking I've crippled him like Wilson. I didn't hit him at all like I did him. I deliberately aimed at his nose and he was on his way down when the second punch landed. He'd been below shoulder height so I couldn't hit him full belt even if I'd tried. No he's OK, and these aren't vultures either. They're pals, fellers I've known years.  
 
    'What did you say?' I asked, sitting up with my laces slack.  
 
    'Come on, there's a party at the Double O' It was Breezy, grinning  
 
    like a Cheshire cat. 'We'll all be there. Cath, your Kay, her mate.  
 
    You know, everybody.'  
 
      
 
    Until Manny paid me I hadn't got a carrot and even then I'd only £400 to draw if I was on the usual grand. I'd subbed the rest in eighty pound cheques.  
 
    'Get yourselves off and I'll be along as soon as I'm ready.'  
 
    No more than ten seconds after the dressing room cleared, half a dozen birds, the kind of birds I'd seen before, beer ponces, came steaming in as though they owned the place.  
 
    'Go on, piss off,' I growled, and slammed the door.  
 
    The last fight was over and the seating empty. Manny was standing at the side of the ring patting his pockets.  
 
    'I'm sorry Paul, I did think you said you wanted eighty pounds every week and I haven't a penny on me.'  
 
    'I'd have been on a grand tonight wouldn't I?'  
 
    His nose kicked into gear as he nodded. 'Yes, that's right.'  
 
    'Well I've kept a list of the dates of the cheques you've sent me Manny and you owe me £400 and I need it, I'm skint.'  
 
    'Oh don't worry Paul.' He laughed, a genuine laugh. I leaned towards him to catch the smell of booze but he was sober.  
 
    'You're on your way now. I can see the lights. You'll have the cheque tomorrow, don't worry.'  
 
    'And you'll still send the one for eighty every week?'  
 
    'If that's what you want, certainly.'  
 
    Cath, and the rest were downstairs in the '001', in the disco part. There were no chairs to sit and give my aching back and neck a rest and the music was deafening. It was dingy and the air stale and used but for all that I didn't feel too bad. Manny had saved me a nice few quid by not paying me. I'd have knocked a huge lump out of my purse if he had.  
 
    'Get yourself a drink,' a voice whispered and something was slipped into my hand. It was ten tenners and the feller had gone before I could say anything. He was one of Larry's pals. Larry, who had been one of my best pals in Hull gaol and was now standing in a corner grinning.  
 
    'What's his game Larry?'  
 
    'Oh, he's got his own business in West Germany,' he said nonchalantly. 'He's been a pal of mine for years. I mentioned you were potless. '  
 
      
 
      
 
    Larry and his pal had been two of the people I'd thought of as vultures in my dressing room. I was riddled with guilt until Cath joined us wearing the scruffy brown dress she wore about the house.  
 
    'Why are you wearing that dress Cath? Hinting you want some new clothes?'  
 
    She grinned merrily. 'Am I hell you silly bugger. I can't get owt else round me.' She pulled the dress tight to outline her belly. She had about six weeks to go and it looked as though she was carrying an elephant.  
 
    Suddenly the enormous responsibility of her condition hit me. She was 16 and giving birth to my baby. The floor above caved in and I was clawing my way through heavy lumps of concrete on my way to the bar.  
 
    'Don't you remember me then?' asked a girl sitting on a bar stool at my side as I waited to be served.  
 
    'No I'm sorry, should I?'  
 
    It was exactly 5 years since I'd last seen her. She had been 19 and one of the Golden Mile pin-up girls. She had the needle to me in those days because I hadn't tried to get her in bed but I'd been living with Pauline and she was too partial to boozing for my liking. I could see her beauty would only last a year or two and she would go fat and sloppy and end the shape she was now.  
 
    'Of course you remember me. You used to work for my Uncle Peter. '  
 
    'Sorry, you must have the wrong feller.' I walked away feeling much happier until I saw Cath sipping from a balloon glass of vodka and orange at the bottom end. Before I could get to her, Breezy was sparkling at my side.  
 
    'You've done it again then? '  
 
    'Done what again Brian?' I hated using his nickname.  
 
    'They've had to rush the feller you fought to hospital. He collapsed in his dressing room like the other feller did. '  
 
    It was the same drape curtain that fell before my eyes as the one when Cath told me she was pregnant outside the Mecca. I was engulfed under it's mantle. Time had no meaning and then I very slowly came to my senses. I analysed the punches I'd thrown again. He couldn't be hurt like Wilson. I hadn't hit him the same.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'No, no, Mr Sykes,' a nurse said hurriedly. 'No, he's all right. He's had X-rays but they were all normal. The doctor put it down to delayed action so don't worry, he'll be perfectly all right. He'll be kept in overnight for observation but his plane doesn't leave until ten in the morning. Yes, his trainer or somebody is with him. No, I'm sorry you won't be allowed to visit.' She hung up.  
 
    The whisky I'd bought tasted rotten. The disco stank and I wanted to leave. I wanted to lie on the floor and die. Cath was still sipping from the balloon glass.  
 
    'Home for you girl, ' I ordered. 'You need plenty of rest.'  
 
    She didn't argue or sulk but said merrily, 'I'm ready when you are,' and grinned.  
 
    Two young lads who played for the Manor and missed the bus drove my car while I sat in the back with Cath snuggled into my side, fast asleep. I had my arm round her warm little body all the way home, thinking how much I loved her.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    The following dinner time I'm sitting in the 'Smith's with Wendy when the landlord leaned across the bar and asked when I was fighting again. We were his only two customers in the public bar. Wendy had just folded the 'Gazette' with my photo and the African on the front page and put it on the seat between us.  
 
    'I'm not sure,' I said vaguely. 'It depends on the promoter.'  
 
    He lifted a glass and began polishing it with a towel as though it was a crystal ball and once he had it clean it would tell him the answer.  
 
    Wendy was bursting to tell him I'd fought last night and show him the size of the feller on the front page and brag a little bit. She pouted her lips and scowled.  
 
    'It's a while now,' the landlord continued, holding the glass to the light, 'since you fought the Yank at the theatre club.'  
 
    'Yeah, I know. Eight or nine weeks ago.'  
 
    He put the glass on the shelf and leaned across the bar to see me better.  
 
    'You must have been well paid then not to be having another.'  
 
    'Not bad. Eighteen grand after tax.' I hated nosey people who  
 
    knew nothing. The narrow-minded ones without brains.  
 
    His jaw dropped, lifted, dropped again and then he said, 'It's nice for some. I don't make that much in two years.'  
 
    His voice ached with resentment. 'How long did it last before you put him in hospital. Two rounds?' he asked sarcastically.  
 
    'Three. Well two and a half.'  
 
    He shook his head at the injustice of somebody like me earning more than him and then went into the other bar.  
 
    'Why didn't you tell him?' Wendy could pick me up and shake me sometimes. 'You should have shown him the picture.' She slapped the paper instead of me. 'He'd have felt a right fool then.'  
 
    'Because I didn't want to talk to him that's why, and besides he'll know he's a dummy when he sees the news tonight.'  
 
    'Yes, but .. .'  
 
    'Never mind yes but. His job is polishing glasses and emptying ash trays not questioning me and taking the piss. If I had my way he'd earn two bob an hour. Anyway I want to talk to you not him.' She was pleased with that.  
 
    It had been my practice to have a week of gallivanting after a fight and then start building my training up steadily to the next but now I didn't know when my next fight would be and I didn't care either. After the Wilson fight Manny had said to take a break and then I had to look after the lad but I had no excuses now. It was the beginning of a new season. I was the biggest draw in the country, the number one contender and I wanted to pack the job in. The landlord was only one of thousands who wanted to know my business, all thinking they had a vested interest like I was public property. I started gallivanting with a vengeance. Pubs on a dinner time, pubs of a night and then nightclubs. Newcastle, Sheffield, Liverpool, anywhere I had pals from the nick, but every dinner-time without fail I'd be outside the mill gates waiting for Wendy.  
 
    Since we'd been caught the second time I'd parked the car out of sight and waited across the road, hidden by the telephone box outside the dole office. Wendy had been given the benefit of the doubt but her mother was aching fit to bust to catch us again. 
 
    She came through the mill gates wearing a sheepskin coat and tweed skirt when I saw to my amusement Elaine, dressed in her 'phantom' clothes, walking my way on the same side of the road. If they didn't deviate they would both reach me at the same time. The  
 
      
 
    prospect of them meeting didn't bother me at all. It would be pleasant to compare them and congratulate myself on the improvement.  
 
    Wendy knew all about my relationship with Elaine, in fact both Cath and her referred to Elaine by the name Grotty. It was the name Elaine had had for years about the town. It was the first time I'd seen her since she'd given evidence in the turkey trial. 
 
    They both stopped when they reached me and smiled at each other. Wendy in innocent bewilderment, thinking I'd arranged it most likely, and Elaine malevolently.  
 
    I took them both into the best room of 'The Swan With Two Necks', a quite clean pub with excellent beer, and ordered a plate of sandwiches and three glasses of bitter. There wasn't anybody else in the room but us, horse brasses, oil paintings and old-fashioned tables with cast-iron legs. It was warm, dim, cosy, and very intimate.  
 
    Wendy was on edge, intimidated by Elaine's age and the topic of conversation. The Ripper had been at it again and she was revelling in the details. Making them up as she went along to show Wendy how tough she was. After 10 minutes she instructed me to keep an eye on her drink and left the room. The dinner-hour passed in giggles and kisses and only the glass standing on the table like a tombstone reminded us she had been.  
 
    She returned after I'd seen Wendy back to work, wearing a brightly-coloured dress with flowers printed on it and a beige-coloured jacket. Her lipstick was cockeyed and two daubs of rouge had been applied with a whitewash brush. Her eyebrows were different colours. She hadn't altered one iota. She was followed into the best room by two fellers who took the seats opposite. They were Welshmen talking about cooking. It didn't need Einstein to work out they were two kitchen screws from Cardiff or Swansea on a catering course across the road in Wakefield nick.  
 
    Wakefield nick teaches the tricks of the trade to all the prison service. The aggro over the years I'd had with kitchen screws made Elaine into an angel. Each and everyone determined to feed me the same amount the others got, fellers half my size who did nothing but lay on their bunk with a mucky book. The fundamental reason why I'd been on 43 in Durham was due to the meagre food allowance and ' being half starved. The old feller said I looked like something from Belsen when I'd first come home.  
 
      
 
      
 
    One was a massive feller, built like fat Mick Sellers but much taller, while his mate was average height but fat. Both probably sampled the rations far too often.  
 
    'What do you reckon to this part of the world then?' I asked, nice and friendly.  
 
    They liked it, thought it wonderful and the beer not bad either. They were working at the place across the road, nudge nudge, say no more and were going back at the end of the week. In my back pocket I just happened to have some excellent Nigerian bush which I'd acquired to help me forget about the pressure I was under. I didn't smoke at all but since the African I'd started doing lots of things I'd not done before. Skinning up, I asked if they'd would like some. The elephant spluttered and couldn't form his words for shock but his little fat mate said, 'I don't mind if I do' , as nice as you please.  
 
    The elephant gasped. 'Do you know what he said?'  
 
    Sure I do boyo. He said "Do you want a reefer?" Well I do an' if you had any brains you'd have one.' He looked at me then with a nice smile and asked if it was good stuff.  
 
    'Here you are mate. You tell me.'  
 
    I offered the elephant one but he shook his head so hard the dewlaps swinging under his chins blew the match out.  
 
    Elaine was staring at the lace curtains over the window and hadn't said a word for ages.  
 
    'Go and ring Wood Street', I whispered in her ear, and say if they come quickly to the Swan they'll catch me and my mates smoking dope.' I'd bet my life I'd have the elephant holding what I had left when the police came bursting in.  
 
    She couldn't move, nailed to her seat with a stupid grin on her face. Little Taff was halfway through some eisteddfod and his fat pal was wriggling like a vibrator.  
 
    'What do you think then Taff. Is it good stuff?'  
 
    He climbed from the rostrum and said, 'Very nice, very nice.' Dreamily he added, 'Yes boyo, indeed it is.'  
 
    'Never mind that,' cried the elephant, who'd had his belly-full. 'Come on let's be off. We've a lot to do.' He half dragged him from the pub leaving their beer.  
 
    Half an hour later I'm sitting in the driver's seat of my car on the lehovah's Witness church car park with my trousers round my ankles and Elaine holding my rigid dick as though she was crooning into a microphone. A minute ago I hadn't been here but now the effects of the bush were rapidly wearing off, or so I thought until I almost begged Elaine to take her knickers off.  
 
    'No Paul. I can't let you, so don't ask again.' She was very pleased with herself.  
 
    Five minutes later I dropped her outside St Michael's flats. As she crossed the road I hoped she would be the Ripper's next victim.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Cath had reluctantly acknowledged the fact I was seeing Wendy by this time although she positively hated the thought. She would scowl and glower and lay down the law about me coming and going and question me relentlessly about where I'd been.  
 
    'With the lads,' I'd say. 'Trying to get a few quid.'  
 
    The money Manny had given me at the Tower had been spent and Cath had the cheque every week to keep the house. If I wanted anything I had to go out and get it. She accepted this and said I'd never alter, inferring I'd be in the nick if I didn't pull myself together. From the way she was treating me I often thought I already was.  
 
    One morning I came home just in time for breakfast after spending all night with a bird on Peacock estate, three doors from Mick and Janet. I'd waved to Janet as she was hanging the washing out on my way home to let her know. On entering the house Cath immediately accused me of going with another woman. It couldn't be Wendy, coming home at this time. I gave her the standard excuse, which she appeared to accept and then suggested we go upstairs. She was twice the size now as she was when we'd been in the double 'O' but overcame the problem by climbing on top. She watched my face like a mongoose watches a snake and the instant I came she leapt off with a nimbleness belying her condition and grabbed my dick and squeezed.  
 
    'You liar,' she screamed. 'You fucking liar.'  
 
    I was dumbfounded, didn't know what she was on about until she'd pointed out I'd only come half a teaspoonful.  
 
    'But Cath I'm not training am I?' I pleaded.  
 
    'You weren't training last year either.' Her nostrils were flared, little hands clenched into fists and her face pale.  
 
    'When you were fly-pitching you came four times that much. You big lying bastard.'  
 
    'Yeah Cath, I know,' I pleaded, knowing now why she had examined the tissue so critically in the car before I'd dropped her off and thinking Sherlock Holmes had fuck-all on her.  
 
    'But I wasn't boozing and worrying like I am now.'  
 
    'Worrying. You. Fuck off, you liar.'  
 
    For two days I stayed in and played the caring husband.  
 
    A week later Roger Greenwood from YTV invited me to attend  
 
    Eddie Grey's testimonial dinner at the 'Dragonara Hotel', Leeds. Men only and evening dress. I accepted with alacrity, proud to attend. Eddie Grey was one of the trickiest footballers in the league and I'd seen him at my fights plenty of times. Frank Bough had given a speech I fancied he'd recited 500 times before but just changed the names and Ted Moult had the guests laughing politely for half an hour when I heard my name being called.  
 
    'Mr Paul Sykes wanted on the telephone.' It was a page walking round the tables calling it repeatedly and bringing the entire proceedings to a halt. All eyes were on me as I left to answer.  
 
    'Just seeing if you were there, you big liar,' Cath sneered and then slammed the phone back.  
 
    The house became a prison, a luxury prison and Cath was a screw. I'd sit on the settee knowing I should be the happiest man on earth and proud of what I'd achieved but I'd never been more depressed in my life, not even in a choky block with years of a sentence still to do. All I wanted was to get drunk and escape. I drifted in an alcoholic haze from one day to the next, and when Cath gave birth it was another excuse to get sloshed.  
 
    We were lying in bed drinking the second pot of tea I'd made and listening to Terry Wogan on Radio Two when she got up to go the toilet. Instead of walking round the bed she stood up to stride over me and as she did her waters broke. Less than an hour later she was in the delivery room in Manygates maternity hospital and I was sitting in the waiting-room with Bob sitting by my side. He bet me a fiver she would have a girl. Before ten o'clock I'd claimed it and seen my baby son. He had a line an inch wide of black hair from the back of his neck to his lovely little miniature bum. It was the only thing I could remember about him, I told Teresa at dinner-time. Eddie and me emptied a full bottle of Glenfiddich during the afternoon in my home celebrating the birth of his first grandchild. When I went to see  
 
      
 
    Cath that night I made her sit in the chair at the side of the bed while I climbed upon it and fell asleep.  
 
    Wendy had waited in the car while I'd visited and I was sure Cath knew. I didn't miss a visit afternoon or night because I fancied she hated me. She was sick to the back teeth of me. When she came out of hospital she went to live at her Mother's, 'Just until Adam is a bit stronger,' she said, but in my opinion it had nothing to do with Adam's strength but her own.  
 
    One night, shortly after Cath had gone to her mother's, I'm sitting in the house watching the telly. Wendy was sitting in the chair by the stereo. There was a loud knock on the front door. It could be anybody, Del, Ron, Norm, Davy, there was always somebody coming.  
 
    It was Wendy's old feller, and standing behind was Cath with a triumphant smile.  
 
    'I believe my daughter's here.' He sounded no different to when he'd been in the 'Smith's Arms'.  
 
    'Yes, that's right. Come in.' Let him see how the other half lived and how much his daughter looked at home.  
 
    Cath wouldn't come in and stayed on the step.  
 
    Wendy turned pale and sat like a statue. If he laid a hand on her he was in trouble.  
 
    'Well, what have you to say now?'  
 
    She didn't answer, or take her eyes from the telly. Wendy, this is it  
 
    I thought. Stamp your foot and tell him you're staying. Tell Cath you've taken over. Tell them. Go on, go on, tell 'em.  
 
    It was as if I didn't exist sitting on the settee in my own home. Both totally ignored me.  
 
    'I'm giving you a choice,' he said in his infuriating plod of a voice. It's armchair theatre, I thought, live in the front room.  
 
    'You can stay here or you can come home. If you stay here you have nothing more to do with us at all. Nothing, is that clear?'  
 
    Without a glance in my direction she went to fetch her coat and then disappeared through the front door into the darkness followed by her old feller, too conditioned to think for herself or too frightened. Cath must have been given a lift because I didn't see her again that night or again for two weeks, and then she came back to live.  
 
    During the time she'd been away I'd been in a state of almost permanent intoxication, sloshed, and I'd hardly noticed her absence. It  
 
    was peculiar how booze affected me. I didn't wobble, slur my speech, cry, laugh, or do any of the things people usually do under the influence, and to say I'd never really boozed in my life before, I had a remarkable ability to consume it by the bucketful. It numbed my senses and brought a blissful state of relief.  
 
    With Cath and baby Adam back at home and Christmas only days away it was time now I made an effort I told myself, and got a grip. Waking like an old man and feeling rotten wasn't for me, and besides, I didn't have a penny.  
 
    Burky wasn't working the suitcase this year, he said it wasn't worth the aggro, and I thought, no, I wouldn't work either if I'd made a fortune with the necklaces. He gave me what stock he had left, and with what I had it was enough to take £200. The suitcase had been my saviour last year (God, it seemed a lifetime ago) and it would pull me out of the shit again I thought, on my way to Lincoln.  
 
    No policemen, a clean wide precinct, and plenty of people. It was the first time I'd worked in Lincoln and I'd chosen it specially because it didn't come into the YTV area, and the first pitch looked like being a 'burster.' The crowd was 40 strong at least and more were joining by the minute. My tongue had lost its rustiness and for the first time in months I was happy.  
 
    'Never mind twenty, ten or even five. I can serve a few people and a few people only. It's first come first served, so put your hands into your pockets, purses, handbags, wherever you keep your money, and forget about about five, four or even three. Never mind thirty two pounds fifty in the shops. Not two or even one fifty. I'll take a pound the lot.' I clapped my hands to represent the gavel striking the block and was ready to accept their money when straight away a teenage lad came to my side and asked if I'd give him my autograph.  
 
    My autograph, my fucking autograph, I thought, wishing I'd never seen a boxing ring.  
 
    'I've seen you on the telly loads of times,' he explained as I looked into the sky for guidance. It was grey and overcast. The crowd had gone before I got myself under control enough to answer. I signed a paper bag he had a sandwich in and came home.  
 
    Christmas came and went with nothing more exciting happening than spending eight hours in the police cells in Wood Street as a guest of Dawson. The old feller told me there was a warrant out for my arrest  
 
      
 
    on Christmas Eve and for the next three days, until I could get in touch with a solicitor, I went into hiding. Diane, Burky and Wendy helped out. She wouldn't leave me and said she didn't give a hoot what her father would say. The day after Boxing Day I presented myself and found the crime was receiving and had nothing at all to do with me but I had to prove my innocence before he released me.  
 
    It was the first time I'd been locked up since bail had been refused in the turkey trial and it brought me to my senses. I'd been sailing very close to the wind not caring about anything or anybody. Wallowing in self-pity like a big tart. Obviously it wasn't Dawson's intention to give me time to reflect but I did. I came home to little Cath and started training. It was the only way to have peace of mind, get some money straight, and keep the coppers off my back.  
 
    With not being strong enough for the chapel, and all the booze to get out of my system, I started running. It wasn't as bad as I'd expected, as though my body was rejoicing it had something to do, but I didn't enjoy it, not at first. It was dark, patches of ice, crushed snow, frozen slush, and cold, freezing cold. It took me the length of Kingsway, about a mile, to warm up, catch my breath, and begin to take note of my surroundings. It would be just turned 6 o'clock by Os sett Town Hall clock when I passed but after ten days or so it would be later and later. It wasn't my fault but Adam's. He wanted feeding during the night. Cath would be fast asleep and I hadn't the heart to wake her, and besides I enjoyed feeding him. I'd walk up and down the bedroom afterwards telling him all my troubles while he got the wind up and then he would go back to sleep like a little angel and I'd wake later and later. It made no difference to my determination but I hated people standing at the bus stops seeing me labour up the long, long drag of Dewsbury Road. Adam's early morning feeding habit was only a phase, or maybe he had listened and was helping out, but for whatever reason he began to sleep through the night.  
 
    I began passing the Town Hall at my preferred time and feeling much like myoid self. It was marvellous.  
 
    I started going to the chapel, and providing the weather hadn't closed the M62 I'd go across to the gym in Manchester. I would be fighting soon: I had to, I'd almost subbed a grand and I couldn't imagine Manny paying me a penny more.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Right on time he turned up at the house one night with Mcgill to tell me I would be fighting at the theatre club on 13th February against another Yank, another Yank from New Jersey. He wanted me to leave home and live with a pal of Mcgill's. Nobody could find the concentration necessary to get in condition to fight with a new baby in the house, and I'd enjoy myself with Mcgill's pal. He didn't know the favour he was doing me and I agreed without having to think.  
 
    If anybody had said a year ago how I would be feeling like I did about Cath I'd have said they were into voodoo. She wasn't the same girl now she'd given birth. The abortion had changed her mentality and vocabulary, but the birth of Adam had changed her body. Her big solid tits now hung like socks on a clothes horse and were lined with livid purply-blue marks. Her arse had spread like a bed of red cabbage and round her waist there was a belt two inches wide the same colour.  
 
    To see her undressed turned my stomach, but not just her figure caused revulsion but her personal scent. She reminded me of the butchers in Durham nick. It was as though she had forsaken her youth for Adam, and I thought it was her punishment for telling lies on her birthday. Now I was pulling round, I often thought our ages had been swopped. Wendy, however, was growing more lovely with each passing day. When I'd asked her why she hadn't stayed, or at least had it out with her dad, she'd said, 'I couldn't think,' which seemed perfectly reasonable to me. She would think next time, she said, and there had been no reprisals for staying with me over Christmas.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    If I went from Blackpool, north along the promenade to Fleetwood, crossed the river Wyre on the ferry and then walked a mile along the beach I came to the house where Dr Mcgill's pal lived. I didn't know that when I first went but after I'd been there a while I discovered the shortest route into Blackpool, and had the location firmly in my head.  
 
    In a car I had to meander along narrow country roads, cross a rickety toll bridge, and then meander again for miles and miles along more country lanes until I came to the unmade private road. The first time I hadn't a clue where I was at all. It could have been another country because the weather was ten degrees warmer and there wasn't a sign winter had ever been in this part of the world. The house where Dr Mcgill's pal lived was a red brick dormer bungalow and easily the most impressive on the entire road; and they were all beautiful houses. If Mcgill's pal was a feller I liked I could very easily be happy living here I thought, as Mcgill knocked on the door and entered.  
 
    'Now then Ginger, how yer feelin?' said Mcgill, his Dublin brogue at its most charming, to the stout elderly feller sitting on the settee and smothered to his waist with dogs. He had a plump, homely face, a plump, homely belly, a shiny bald head. They were all watching a cartoon on the telly and I liked him immediately.  
 
    'Not so bad Ken. I'm feeling better then I've done for a while,' he answered, and then turned to me and smiled as if I was his long lost son. He struggled to his feet, gently pushing the dogs from his lap, murmuring endearments. 'Come on I'll show you your bedroom,' he said, leading the way like one of the Seven Dwarfs.  
 
    The dogs, a drooping-backed whippet and two of the fattest black poodles I'd ever seen, trooped after him with me in the rear. The bedroom was equipped with a three-quarter bed and all mod cons. It was small, neat, and very cosy. From the window I could see a large expanse of lawn and two neatly dug vegetable plots. Beyond the  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    fence at the bottom of the garden were miles and miles of fields, fawn-coloured with last year's grass.  
 
    During the first week I went for a long run every morning. Many times I'd lose my way in lanes which all looked alike, and the fields without any real distinguishing features: and then I'd set off as the crow flies in the general direction of Ginger's, jumping ditches and hurdling fences suddenly ten years younger and enjoying myself.  
 
    Twice Ginger took me to his local pub for dinner, 'The Black Bull,' in a tiny village called Pilling, and ordered the landlord to give me a plate of his shepherds pie with onion gravy. 'A nice big plate,' he said authoratively, 'my lad's a heavyweight not one of these little fellers. '  
 
    We got on like a house on fire Ginger and me, never a wrong word. I did the cooking and he did the hoovering. It was as if I'd always lived here after a week, and at times I wished I had.  
 
    Ginger's real name was Pat, but everybody had always called him Ginger, even his late wife, a woman whose memory he still obviously cherished. He'd been into most things, fly-pitching, mock auctions, wholesaling, even a bit of villainy, and as the years passed he slowly acquired enough money to buy a boarding-house in Blackpool. It had been his wife's lifetime ambition to own a boarding-house in Blackpool. He moved from his home town of Manchester and helped her until she died and then he sold up and moved out here. During the summer, 'just for a bit of interest you understand,' he still did a bit of wholesaling to quite a number of the lads who worked the holiday resorts. He'd been a friend of Jock Macavoy, 'The Rochdale Thunderbolt': he referred to him as Joe, 'Joe Bamford was his proper name you know,' and knew every trick in the book about fighting. He came with me to the gym a couple of times to watch me spar, assess my potential, and said afterwards I was as good as any heavyweight he'd seen.  
 
    He listened to my troubles with Wendy and Cath without a word and when I'd finished he said if it would help why didn't I live with him after the fight until things were sorted out? He knew I had some women problems because Mcgill had told him, but he hadn't realised how deep they went. He was lonely on his own and I cheered him up. It seemed the solution, but I'd see how things went after the fight before I made a decision.  
 
      
 
      
 
    On the Saturday before the fight, Mcgill came to see how fit I was. He came with me in his fancy tracksuit for a run along the sea bank. Near where the ferry leaves to cross the Wyre for Fleetwood, in another tiny village called Knotend, is a series of corporation benches facing the sea. The first one was a temptation I couldn't resist; running at the side of Mcgill was like driving on the motorway in second gear. I saw the bench and broke into a sprint. I was full of life and energy and leaping the bench lengthways shouldn't present a problem, not the way I was feeling. I didn't make it, my toes caught the arm rest at the far end and I went arse over tip onto the concrete. My ribs hurt and my toes felt as if they'd been amputated. As I hobbled back, Mcgill said I'd be OK after a day or two, I was fit enough and the rest would do me good. It sickened me, it was the first time in my life I'd failed to clear a corporation bench.  
 
    Cath said she would take Adam and stay at her mother's the night before if I was coming home. It was another I o'clock weigh-in and I wanted to be on the job for a number of reasons. See how the tickets had sold in my absence, catch up on the gossip, see Wendy, but most of all hear what Burky had to say.  
 
    He had once again elected to distribute the handbills and posters. I wanted to hear what he had to say about the comments of the local pub landlords, most of whom were ex -international rugby league players. Hard, tough men, who had played a hard, tough game, and had been stars in their own right. Many of them had been jealous of the publicity I'd been receiving. I wanted to know what they had said this time when he asked to hang a poster in their pubs. See if they still fancied I was a flash in the pan.  
 
    Mcgill came home with me, and Ginger of course. He wanted to see how his lad went on. He wouldn't miss it for the world he said, rubbing his hands like Norm. It was another sell-out and the landlords were of the general opinion I was a genuine fighter, equal to anybody and better than most.  
 
    Of all the places I could fight I didn't want to fight at the theatre club, or rather I did want to fight there but not under its present ownership. After the Wilson fight we'd both been invited by the resident compere, Martin Dale, for a night out. Of all the invitations we had received it was the only one I'd had doubts about and explained we would like to come but neither of us could afford to.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'Don't worry about that,' he'd laughed. 'Bloody hell, we don't expect you to pay.'  
 
    We had two drinks and a meal and the next time I went to the bar the girl serving asked for £5.40. Drinks that would cost thirty bob in a pub.  
 
    'No love,' I'd explained. 'Martin Dale said to get what I wanted. It's on the house.'  
 
    'Not any more it's not,' she sneered.  
 
    Martin Dale said he only got £20 a night allowance to spend on guests and we'd spent it.  
 
    Two nights later I called to see Bartlett, the owner, and said if he gave me two and a half percent of what he took behind the bar I would guarantee to have all my fights here. He had taken ten grand both times, both club records the girl on the ticket counter had told me. A girl who had been in the same class at school. He refused, and said he didn't care where I fought. I did, and it wasn't in his theatre club. Twice he'd taken £10,000 behind the bar and at £19 for a bottle of Whisky it was easy to see how. I wanted more than £20. The percentage I'd asked for was £250 and the mingebag had knocked me back.  
 
    And then there was Manny, thinking I couldn't do my sums. Twice there had been 1,100 people sitting and 400 standing. The seats averaged a tenner and to stand cost £6. After he'd paid the boxers, the Board of Control tax, the hire of the ring, he'd made, at a conservative estimate, £4,000 profit, and now he'd hung on until he'd paid me the grand in eighty-pound cheques so I'd have absolutely nothing to draw for this fight.  
 
    The weigh-in had the usual battery of photographers, a television camera and reporters but the American was nowhere to be seen. Manny said he'd already been weighed and gone to get some rest.  
 
    'You'll have no trouble with this feller Paul,' Manny said quietly as I was getting dressed. 'We've had to keep you apart to stop that mob,' he nodded towards the reporters, 'from moaning. We've had to cock his weight up. He only weighs twelve ten.'  
 
    The weigh-in had been separated deliberately so we couldn't be compared. Another body to please the crowd and fill his bank account. No chance Manny, not this time, I thought. At that precise moment I'd never hated anybody more in my life. I'd burn him at the  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    stake for attempting to callously murder an innocent person without a qualm.  
 
    'Manny,' I looked him in the eye, not attempting to disguise my feelings, 'I'm not fighting tonight. I'm going home and going to bed, and just to make sure I don't change my mind I'm going to take a handful of the little green pills your pal Mcgill has given me. You can do whatever you want.'  
 
    'You've weighed in now,' he spluttered. 'You can't back out now. It's too late. The place is .. .'  
 
    'Tara Manny, I'm going. The best of luck for tonight.'  
 
    The fight had no meaning at all, not a thing apart from keeping the public's interest alive. It wouldn't be so bad if the kid was in with a chance but there wasn't a fighter in the world could give away over two stone. 15st 2lb to 12st 100b, what kind of a match was that? It was a side-show match, a Blackpool side-show.  
 
    Ginger woke me at 7 o'clock. 'Come on get your kit and fight this Yank.' His voice in the darkness of the bedroom was as soothing as a pot of cocoa. 'I've had a quiet word with Manny and told him how you feel and he's agreed to pay you a grand. Carry the kid, you don't have to hurt him.'  
 
    When little Kenny came into the dressing room I was having terrible trouble keeping my eyes open. I'd got here, changed, but I didn't know how, even my bandages were on, stamped and ready for the gloves.  
 
    The cheering came from miles away as I stood in the spotlight at the top of the aisle and willed myself to come to my senses. My ribs and toes were sore where I'd fallen but if it wasn't for them I could have been dead for all the feeling I had. I didn't have a nerve in my body.  
 
    As I touched gloves with Conrad Tooker, from New Jersey, I stood as near as I could so the crowd could see the size of the feller Manny considered a suitable opponent. He was half a head shorter. He didn't lack heart and came steaming in for the first bell but all I had to do was knock him back with the left. It was easier than hitting Meade had been. The crowd screamed for me to kill him, finish it, do him, batter him, but I stood my ground in the centre of the ring and waited. When he steamed in I knocked him back. If he didn't, I didn't go looking for him for the full ten rounds. I won handsomely, but the  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    crowd, not them all, jeered and boo'd when the decision was announced. I grabbed the microphone from Nat's hand and asked if they wanted me to kill everybody. 'Would you be satisfied if he was on his way to the intensive care like Wilson?' But the mike had been switched off.  
 
    He hadn't hit me once I thought until I saw myself in the dressing room mirror. Lips like rolls of lino, my nose had the curve of a banana and both eyes swollen and rapidly turning royal-blue. Seeing myself gave me a lovely warm glow of satisfaction. This is how you should look after a fight I thought, not a little grey cadaver in a hospital bed.  
 
    Manny gave me the grand saying as he did, 'You won't get another penny from me. The cheques are stopped as from today.'  
 
    Never mind the cheques you horrible bastard, what about the contract? Rip that up and call it a day altogether. I didn't say it though. Not yet, but I would.  
 
    People who were leaving, strangers I'd never seen before glanced contemptuously as they passed me. It wasn't until Norm said, 'Nay, tha should a put poor lad arten 'is misery,' that I realised the looks were at my cruelty. I couldn't win no matter what I did but it didn't prevent me from feeling happier than I had for ages and ages. Little Kenny was happy too. Two or three times when I'd been in my corner between rounds I thought he knew exactly what had been running through my mind. He hadn't given me a single instruction. 'Just keep doing what you're doing,' he'd said, 'and you haven't any problems.'  
 
    The following day I stood right outside the mill gates not caring if Wendy's parents saw me or not. She was 17 now and old enough to do as she pleased. The second she saw me she hurried her steps until she was standing right in front, stooping and swaying, peering intently into my face from all angles. She had concern and sympathy written on hers. I loved this girl with a feeling so overwhelming it was suffocating.  
 
    'What's happened to you?' She sounded near to tears.  
 
    'I forgot to duck love,' I said, and laughed. 'Don't look so worried,  
 
    it doesn't hurt.'  
 
    We had dinner in the 'Harlequin' cafe where lots of her fellow  
 
    typists dined, and knowing it was inevitable at least one would be  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    only too willing to break her neck informing Wendy's mother. On the wall was a big poster advertising last night's show but Wendy didn't look anywhere but at me. She was totally unaware of the curious glances we were getting from all corners. It was the first time I'd been marked in a fight, really marked, and it brought home to her it wasn't a lark but a serious, dangerous business. Wendy, my angel, I feel happier today than I've done since I started. There's no need to worry. My face will be just as ugly as it always is in a week and nothing and nobody will be any the worse. How I longed to tell her these words but the Harlequin cafe wasn't the place.  
 
    'Just supposing I asked you to leave home and come and live with me in a beautiful bungalow fifty yards from the sea in a place where it never snows, where all the people mind their own business and pronounce their aitches, what would you say? '  
 
    'You mean where you've been staying?' It was exactly what I'd thought she'd say. Svengali had nothing on me.  
 
    'Yes. Just you and me for miles and miles.'  
 
    It was all arranged for Saturday morning. She would collect her wages and cards on Friday night and leave while her parents were doing the shopping.  
 
    Cath, now she'd had the baby, had played her trump card and couldn't get it into her head we weren't playing the same game. I didn't know what she expected from me unless it was more physical contact but for the life of me I couldn't bear to touch her. She sulked, slammed doors, never had a cigarette out of her mouth, and wouldn't do the least thing to regain her figure. I changed and bathed Adam, fed him, rocked him to sleep and tried my best to be kind, helpful and considerate, but she still sulked and slammed doors. All the time she would quietly sing the hit song of the moment, 'I will survive' by Gloria Gaynor, emphasising the words, 'go now, walk out the door,' until after a few days I'd had enough. I threw some clothes into a case and said I was going to Ginger's to train for the European title. 'Good riddance,' she called as I closed the door, quietly.  
 
    Ginger was pleased with the idea of having a pretty young girl about the house. 'It'll make a nice change,' he wheezed. She didn't leave a note or any hint she wouldn't be back, just threw some clothes into a bin liner and climbed into the car. For the first time since I'd fought Wilson I was truly happy. Just being with her and  
 
      
 
    knowing she would be there in the morning made life worth living. We had long walks in the country lanes. She would complain about me walking the legs off her and threaten not to take another step unless I carried her. She would hang on for dear life biting my ears and poke her fingers in my eyes. She would apologise and giggle. We had trips across to Blackpool on the ferry, visits to Ron's, meals in restaurants, and apart from when either of us used the toilet we wouldn't be a yard from each other all day long, every day. She was still only a baby for all her dazzling beauty. The excitement, the romance, the sea air, knocked her for six well before 10 o'clock every night. She would fall asleep on my shoulder as we watched the TV and then I'd wake her and send her to bed. She didn't protest and seemed relieved to go. Big girls like big boys need plenty of sleep when they're young, especially after long, wonderful, laughter-filled days, and in the mornings she would still be asleep when I awoke.  
 
    If her back was to me I'd run my hand from her shoulder to her knee very slowly, miles of delicious curves all warm and silky, often catching the tip of a finger in her pubic hair, and then I'd bring it back along the thick of her thigh, cupping the exquisite cheek of her bum and then linger as I brushed a nipple. She would struggle to consciousness by pushing her bum into my groin and wriggle in slow-motion. She would reach over her head and try to catch my hair and if she did would drag me to her. The first two mornings she had succeeded but I didn't have a lot of hair to drag, and besides it hurt so I would inch away and wait until I caught the raw, musty smell from her arm-pits which gave me the horn instantly. She would turn to face me, her big treacle-coloured eyes would smile 'good morning, lover' and her long sensuous lips would part. I'd see her perfect teeth and look at her lips just as she mouthed 'I love you,' her first words every morning, and only a lady could say it like her, or maybe a mega-star actress in a love scene.  
 
    She wasn't an actress, she was a lady and she dressed like one. She wore smart, sensible clothing and skirts two inches below her knee. Nice chunky shoes with sturdy heels, and underneath it all she wore a vest, a nice, thick, feminine vest with a bit of lace round the edges. It was me who'd told her ages ago that only ladies wore a vest. I couldn't see Raquel Welsh in a vest but I could see the girls who attended Roedean ladies college wearing them, some of them anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No two ways about it, Wendy's song had to be 'Three times a lady.' All the words didn't matter but when Lionel Richie gave the reasons why she was three times a lady and then added, 'and 1 love you,' he hit my feelings for her right smack bang on top of the head. I loved her, all of her; intelligence, wit, innocence, humour, memory, she had a fantastic memory, and the way she would kiss me like Cath sang snatches of 'I will survive.' It was a feeling so powerful I could shift the pyramids on a wheelbarrow.  
 
    After a week in heaven I drove home to see how Cath was shaping. The minute 1 entered the living room 1 knew there was something wrong, out of place, not quite right, then I noticed there were heavy lace curtains on the window like Elaine's mother's. 1 ripped them down and threw them onto the front garden and shouted angrily I didn't want fucking bars on the windows. 1 was out of the nick now. When 1 turned she was standing before me, white-faced and tears in her eyes.  
 
    'I thought they looked nice,' she murmured. 'I only wanted to make it look nice.'  
 
    She took the wind out of my sails. She was so pretty, so young, and under more pressure than me.  
 
    'But Cath, curtains cut down the light and remind me of the dinginess of some nick cell,' I explained. 'I mean what's the point of having big windows and a lovely view if they're covered with curtains?'  
 
    'I'm sorry.' She sniffed. 'I didn't think. 1 just wanted to make it look nice.'  
 
    With Wendy miles away, stranded as it were, 1 tried to make up to Cath for the rotten, awful feeling of guilt 1 had churning in my lower belly but she knew, she could hear the wheels turning in my head. She would look at me and sing in no more than a whisper, 'Go now, walk out the door. '  
 
    Driving back to Ginger's 1 thought she would survive easily if it came to the crunch. She had a home women dream about and the social security people would keep her now she had a baby to raise. She could do some real villainy if she wanted. She could tell them I was Adam's old man, and all about Manny's loan to buy the house. They would kick me out and give it to her. Before I knew where I was the tax man would be poking his nose in. What more did she want? She  
 
      
 
      
 
    had enough money, all the cupboards were full, and if she wasn't so fucking jealous we'd be OK.  
 
    The years rolled off me the minute I got back and saw Wendy. How can Cath make me feel so old simply because she knows, only suspects if the truth is known, but yet Wendy knows for sure I'm seeing Cath and it doesn't worry her in the least?  
 
    Thoughts like these were flying through my head like a shuttle in a sewing machine for a week, a repeat of our first, and then I had to begin thinking about boxing.  
 
    Manny wasn't doing anything to get me any further forward regardless of all the shit he was giving me. He'd been out to Ginger's in his old brown Cadillac, full to the brim with enthusiasm and told me he'd just come back from Spain, and had Evangelista's signature on a contract to defend his European title against me. He bragged the trip had cost him six grand, and then invited me to come into Blackpool, to meet a feller who would confirm he was telling me the truth.  
 
    All he had to do was show me the contract but apparently he didn't think of that.  
 
    On the way we stopped at the traffic lights at the top of Church Street when suddenly he opened the door and went into a little tobacconist's shop. The lights changed three times before he came back carrying a 200-carton of Embassy tipped. He threw it on the back seat and informed me he always bought his cigs there.  
 
    'It saves money,' he explained, 'and God knows they're dear enough.' He told me the price. Mother sold cigs cut-price. He'd saved 6p.  
 
    The feller he introduced me to was his ex-bank manager and six months away from being totally senile.  
 
    I'd not had a fight since I'd beaten Meade, which hadn't put me any  
 
    higher up the ratings and unless I did something myself I wasn't going anywhere, I'd be stuck on a grand a fight until I couldn't pull in the crowds and with another showing like the last one I wouldn't even be on a grand. Manny's pension, that's all I was. I was skint already and it was only a couple of weeks since I'd fought but yet he'd spent 6 grand chasing round Spain. No contract, no dates, just bullshit.  
 
    Cath had to be paid, Wendy had to be paid, and the bills had to be paid. Electric, gas, and now the new water rate.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I'd been home to see Cath; it was only an hour's drive the way I moved, flat out all the way to keep me concentrating on the job in hand. Keeping to the speed limit I was dangerous. My mind wandered from the motorway onto the domestic scene. There had been a pile of bills waiting for me. After the standard row about this new rate for the water with some prick in the town hall I'd paid it and all the others and then I was skint, or near enough. It was expensive to live the way I did. If and when I did reach rock-bottom, I'd ask Wendy to bring her bank book with her. She had £600 in her old school bank book but I didn't want to use it unless I really had to. Desperate situation, emergencies, but I wouldn't let that happen. I went to see Norm, one afternoon, to ask his advice.  
 
    He was sitting on the middle chesterfield scraping a corn, completely absorbed and I didn't think he was listening until he said, 'Tha's got to feight Gardener. Ah've seen him on t' telly an tha'll do 'im. Get thisen over t' telly place in Leeds and tell em. Tell 'em tha wants to feight for t' British title.' No wonder the old feller called Norm his 'solicitor'.  
 
    The minute I got back to Ginger's I rang YTV and asked to speak to Roger Greenwood, one of the presenters of 'Yorksport' on Friday nights. When I told him what I wanted to do he agreed to let me put my case on the very next programme. Manny couldn't believe it when I told him. When it finally sunk in he demanded to be present, him and Tommy. They would back up all I said.  
 
    'I'm the number one contender but since Wilson and the fight in Blackpool nobody wants to know. They think I use a wooden club like a caveman because I come from Wakefield. Well I'll fight Gardener in his bedroom and his mother can be the referee.' Manny or Tommy couldn't add anything to that and weren't invited to speak.  
 
    Nothing happened, no letters to the papers, no demands at all from anywhere, and then Radio Leeds wanted me to be their castaway on Desert Island Discs. Some feller from Oxbridge wanted to make a date to record the programme but I couldn't afford to hang about. I was already into Wendy's money.  
 
    Between Mozart's Frenchhorn concerto, Verdi's 'Chorus of the Hebrew slaves,' a few Glen Miller and Ella Fitzgerald records, I stated my case into the mike and still nothing happened. Wendy's money was dwindling rapidly. I'd smashed the car doing thirty when  
 
      
 
      
 
    I'd skidded on a patch of ice. A patch of ice I wouldn't have noticed at ninety, and now had a car on hire Wendy was paying for, and she was indirectly keeping Cath as well. I was desperate, really desperate, when Manny phoned to say he wanted see me in the 'Beehive' cafe on Dickson Road. It was very important. I'd to be there at 10 in the morning.  
 
    He was dressed in his arcade overcoat and sitting next to Brian London, the ex-British champion, drinking a cup of tea. He lit an Embassy, twitched his nose, cleared his throat.  
 
    'You've been nominated to fight for the British title.'  
 
    And no thanks to you, I thought instantly.  
 
    'It depends on the television if I can bid for the fight,' he moaned.  
 
    'You see whatever the TV people pay I can safely bid. And a bit more on top of course. Do you see Paul?'  
 
    'No Manny, I don't.'  
 
    He glanced at Brian, the bar, swallowed, and said with a kick-start nose twitch, 'You see, a title fight is up for bids. Every promoter submits a tender and the highest bidder gets it.'  
 
    'Do a deal with Yorkshire telly Manny, and charge £25 for seats in the theatre club.'  
 
    'We'll see, we'll see.'  
 
    'So how long will it be. How long before I'm fighting?'  
 
    'In the next ninety days.'  
 
    He introduced Brian into the conversation then and tried his best to  
 
    give me the impression he'd arranged Brian's two World title fights, never thinking for a second I knew who really had been the force behind him. If I finished up with what Brian had I'd be satisfied; a nice living and a beautiful stone mansion overlooking the park, and to do that I'd have to be fit. I didn't give a toss who promoted the fight, it was the next one that concerned me.  
 
    As the British and Commonwealth champion I'd have the standing  
 
    to fight for the World title, and a shot at the European would be a certainty. I'd be on real money. I had to get fit. The best condition of my  
 
    life. It was time to be a recluse and I must begin now.  
 
    'I'm sure you'll sort something out Manny,' I said, standing to  
 
    leave, sick of his careful stinginess and aching to let the old feller and  
 
    Norm know. Del and Ronnie, and Cath. Fucking hell, what was I  
 
    going to do about Cath and Wendy? I couldn't possibly get fit to fight 
 
      
 
    Gardener living at Ginger's. I needed the chapel now. I'd have to go home to train. I couldn't bear the thought of leaving Wendy and living with Cath. For two full days I couldn't come to a conclusion for weighing the odds. I would have to go back and Cath would have to go. I'd sort her out later when I had the title. She wouldn't like being ousted by Wendy. She might not even want to go and then what would I do? There was only one way to find out.  
 
    It would be about 4 o'clock in the afternoon when we pulled into the yard behind the house. Ron, to take the car back and driving, Wendy and me in the back seat.  
 
    'Now hang on here Ron and when Cath comes out take her to her mother's.'  
 
    'Leave me out,' he protested quickly. 'Don't involve me. I've enough problems. It's nothing to do with me.'  
 
    'Hang on here and shut up moaning. I've enough fucking trouble as it is.' He owed me a favour or two anyway.  
 
    I'd asked him to do some awful things on my behalf over the years but nothing like this involving a mother and baby. He would help loosen the sting a bit. Explain to Cath my long term motives and give her some hope. Let her know she wasn't out of the game by a long way, just resting for a while. Until this fight was over. Besides, I couldn't train with Adam in the house. Ron was the most diplomatic, likeable feller in the world and Cath thought him wonderful.  
 
    'Have I to come with you?' Wendy asked.  
 
    'Yeah. I want her to know.' Nothing underhand and sneaky now.  
 
    Cath came into the kitchen from the living room the instant she heard the back door. She saw Wendy standing behind and knew what I was about to say. She stood perfectly still looking at me, her black eyes glittering with hate, waiting for me to speak.  
 
    'Ron's in the car Cath,' I said evenly. 'He's waiting to run you to your Mother's.'  
 
    She brushed past and ran upstairs. She was opening and closing drawers packing her things. Wendy was in the kitchen and I was sitting on the settee with a feeling I'd never experienced before. There was a reel of memories running before my eyes of Cath; the gymkhana, Rhyl, the pleasure beach, shouting from the ringside seats, the abortion, running across the playground, one after the other. And then I thought of the luck she'd brought me. I'd always been lucky  
 
      
 
    with Cath. She slammed the car door and then came into the living room for Adam and his things. I wasn't helping her move out and if she wanted to stay she could but she hadn't argued or stood her ground. If she had I'd have gone back to Ginger's for a re-think. A minute later the car drove off.  
 
    She hadn't looked in my direction once.  
 
    'Do you want a cup of tea?' Wendy asked from the kitchen door.  
 
    'No love. Just leave me for a bit.'  
 
    My insides were writhing, a pain I'd never had before. Wendy didn't help. If it wasn't for her I wouldn't be feeling like this.  
 
    It seemed a lifetime before Ron returned and when he did he said Cath hadn't said a word apart from thanks when he'd dropped her off. Not a single word. Wendy made him a pot of tea and by the time he was ready to leave I had myself under control. All I had to do was get fit and win the title. I had to be ruthless and train with the single-minded dedication needed to win. Everything depended on winning this fight. If I lost it would mean fiddling about for the rest of my life trying to get a living. Win the title and I could make it right with everybody.  
 
    After a couple of weeks in the chapel I was right smack on schedule and improving daily when Tommy told me the fight was to be held at the Empire Pool, Wembley, and the promoter was Harry Levene. He'd won the bidding for the fight with £25,100, to be split 60-40 between Gardener and me: Manny had bid less than half the amount. It was to be held on June 26th, in nine weeks time. With a date I could plan my schedule to peak. I was spot-on anyway and building up the intensity when Manny turned up one night in his Cadillac and brimming with news.  
 
    He was sitting on the settee with his hands on his knees, leaning toward me. He didn't want me to miss a word he said.  
 
    'I've got the fight you wanted,' he beamed.  
 
    'But Tommy said Harry Levene put in the highest bid.'  
 
    'Not that fight, not the one with Gardener. I'm talking about a fight that will put you in direct line for a shot at the World title. Holmes, not Gardener. We'll go in somewhere big like the Free Trade Hall . . .'  
 
    'Hang on a minute, who is it?'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'A big lump of a feller. Got a fair record but he's been on the floor in every fight he's had. Against a puncher like you he won't want to know. Yes, we'll have to go in somewhere really big.'  
 
    'Who is it Manny, what's his name?'  
 
    'Leroy Jones, but you won't know him. Down every fight. Got where he has through manipulations. You know how it is Paul.'  
 
    He carried on spieling while I considered what he'd said. Leroy  
 
    Jones, 6ft Sin, 17 stone, 33 fights , 33 wins, 32 K.O.s.  
 
    Third in all the World ratings. A sensation. Right money at last.  
 
    'How much will I be on Manny?'  
 
    'Two grand. But I can put you on a percentage of the gate. '  
 
    'Is the other feller on a percentage or a straight purse?'  
 
    'No, no, these fellers want a guarantee and they don't come cheap.'  
 
    'How much Manny?'  
 
    'Thirty grand, and all his expenses, but it's the chance you've been after. This fight will put you right there.'  
 
    'Right Manny. Give him £27,000 and me five and I'll fight.'  
 
    'There's no guarantee the tickets will sell Paul. I can't give him any less. I'll put you on a percentage. '  
 
    'No. I'll stay where I am. I don't want the fight.'  
 
    He tried to reason by saying I'd have the advantage of two irons in the fire and nothing to lose but I wasn't having any so after ten minutes he left.  
 
    Why should Leroy Jones fight me, 6th in Europe, unless it was money for old rope? And just supposing I beat him, I'd be third in the World and I'd still have to fight Gardener.  
 
    Put my world rating on the line for peanuts. If I did fight Jones and lost I'd still fight Gardener but when I won I'd be automatically disqualified from fighting for the World title because I'd lost to Jones. Win, lose or draw I was in a no-win situation. Beat Gardener and then fight Jones made sense but not the other way round. And why had Manny suddenly come up with this fight now? Why couldn't it have been Jones instead of Tooker? Thinking about it prevented me from training with total concentration for a couple of days and then I saw Cath outside Townley Road chip shop.  
 
    Kay acted the go-between and came back with all kinds of tales about the restrictions being enforced by Cath' s parents to stop her  
 
      
 
    from seeing me. If she did she would be out on the street. It took over a week before the time and place could be arranged. Two o'clock Saturday afternoon at Townley Road chip shop where 19 months earlier she had climbed from the car to tell her parents she was pregnant. She came round the corner from Hazeldene Road pushing the pram as if its wheels were locked. She wasn't clever academically but she was clever enough to know I'd worked out what she'd said on her birthday had been lies. She knew her schoolgirl body had altered into a middle-aged woman's. She knew the hold she had wasn't there now.  
 
    She'd turned up with Adam to let me know I'd broken her heart and she could never love me again. We walked up Dewsbury Road to the 'Malt' and then back along Broadway, with me pushing the pram and her explaining how she was feeling. It wouldn't have been so bad if Wendy hadn't been standing behind leering over my shoulder at her. She'd smirked Cath said, and I thought of the confrontation at the bottom of Greaves A venue and wondered if they regarded me as the prize for the winner. She wasn't at my beck and call and from now on she would do exactly what she wanted. It was over between us. No, she wouldn't stop me seeing Adam, but her parents hadn't to know. She would bring him with her when it suited her and that was final.  
 
    It satisfied me. I didn't want any pressure at this stage from anywhere and the only place where I got any was at the gym from Tommy.  
 
    The training in the chapel was the foundation stone on which my fitness was built. In the gym in Manchester Tommy wanted me to punch this bag, that bag, skip, shadow-box, but I conserved my energy for the all-out assault in the mornings. He urged and cajoled every night but I ignored him and just used the sparring and bag to gauge my distance and perfect my punching.  
 
    With less than seven weeks remaining Manny turned up on the doorstep again one night with another proposition. It was up to me, but if I wanted I could fly with him the day after tomorrow to America and train in a camp with Leon Spinks, and get in the best condition of my life. A magnificent part of the world and I'd enjoy myself. It wouldn't cost me a penny. He would pay all my expenses, right up to the fight. When he said that, I decided to go. There was  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ample time to return and put right anything which didn't suit me and I might just learn something new. The way Leon had battered Ali required some very special training indeed. Wendy would be all right on her own she said proudly. She wasn't at all scared of living on her own. She had Del, Ron, Norm and as a very last resort she could ring Tommy or Manny if she had any trouble.  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    The British Airways stewardesses were horrors compared to Wendy, in fact Marion would have fitted in nicely.  
 
    It wasn't the first time I'd flown. I'd flown from Hanover to Berlin and back when I'd been 16, and watched the propellers out of the window going round. This was a jumbo jet from Heathrow to Washington, then Detroit, change planes and then out to somewhere called Traverse City in a Tristar. Manny hired a car at the airfield and drove ten or twelve miles in the dark until we pulled up outside a hotel in the middle of a wood. We were about 5 miles south of a town called Cadillac, a town with one street and a few shops either side. Manny said he was thinking about living here permanently like the old feller said he was thinking about swimming the Channel. Before I had time to get my bearings I'd been allocated a room and ushered to bed. I would be going for a run first thing in the morning. The trip had taken 15 hours from bed to bed and the watch Cath had bought me a year ago last Christmas, a watch which kept perfect time and I'd not taken off, had stopped. It was a terrible sign. It was as if she had suddenly cut me out of her life. Her broken heart had finally snapped in two. It took me hours to get to sleep.  
 
    A little, elderly black feller opened the door about 8 o'clock, gave me a pleasant smile and the instruction to be at the front door in five minutes wearing my running kit. There were four of us on the road. Leon, another heavyweight, and a little feller, a featherweight or a lightweight. We set off in a bunch but after a mile, the other heavyweight had dropped out of sight and the little feller had dropped back too. Leon pounded on, running with the same relentless rhythm he'd fought Ali. The road, an asphalt strip wide enough for two cars abreast, meandered up and down hills between dense woods. I hadn't time to take much notice for maintaining the pace, monitoring the readout, and trying to regulate my energy. I hadn't a clue how far we  
 
    were going or what was to come later so it was vital not to leave all my energy on the road. It was the first time I'd done any running since the lanes round Ginger's, and I had to be careful.  
 
    Leon finished over 3 minutes in front of me and nearly 20 in front of the others. It had to be 5 miles I reckoned but I was wrong. It was 3 miles to the end of the drive and 3 miles back. The drive belonged to the hotel. After a shower I was told to come to the dining room for breakfast. Manny was all smiles I'd done so well on the run. He didn't think I was so fit. He was sitting in a place of honour at the breakfast table with the three black fellers I'd seen in Leon's and Hutchins's corner back in the stadium when Conteh had fought. The self-same little mob. There was enough food to feed fifty on the table and there were only ten of us. I couldn't eat, not yet. What I needed was a nutritional drink; eggs, milk and brown clear Mexican honey like I usually had until my metabolism had slowed down and then some solid food in a hour or so. At 4 o'clock I still hadn't eaten and it was time to go across to another building belonging to the hotel which had been converted into a gym. All the equipment was brand new and perfect.  
 
    Leon sparred with the other heavyweight, a Syrian, with a ten fight, ten wins record, all KOs. He was useless. Waiting my turn to spar, gloved up and ready, I thought he must have fought drunks or pensioners. He was a big novice with one punch. A right-hand that came over as though he was bowling at cricket, and with all the warning in the world. Any boxer worth his salt would be on a bus going home before it landed. After two rounds it was my turn but not with Leon. It was me and the Syrian. Every time he revved up, I knocked him off balance with the left hand. Two rounds we sparred and that was it for the first day. The man in charge of the camp, a stout black feller, ex-all-American pro footballer and ex-New York cop, a feller called Hank Groomes, said I'd done enough for the first day and to rest until the morning. Tea was no different to breakfast and it was imperative I shifted plenty to replace what I'd used but I couldn't. I could only eat enough to fill me. All the years of living on a starvation diet in the nick had limited what my stomach could hold to that of the average ten-year-old. To overcome the problem I would eat a little bit about every 3 hours at home but I wasn't at home. I stayed at the table though; there was too much being said for me to leave. I  
 
      
 
      
 
    didn't like being in the dark and the way the conversation was being held nobody wanted to enlighten me. Just turned ten I went to my room to look at the last school photos of Cath and Wendy; already I was aching to see them, and go over the facts.  
 
    The hotel was called 'The Caberfea Ski Lodge' and the dense wood was the Manastee national forest, a place about the size of Yorkshire. Leon was in training to fight Jerri Coetzee, in a final eliminator for the World title. His fight was four days before mine. The promoters of the fight, nobody mentioned who they were, had advanced $50,000 for training expenses and with it Hank Groomes had rented the entire hotel and turned it into the camp. It was a Swiss chalet type of building with 80 double bedrooms with balconies. It was beautiful now in the summer with only our party in residence but I wouldn't fancy the place in winter when the ski lift would be clanking and daft skiers all over the place. The last thought I had before I fell asleep was to beat Leon on the run in the morning.  
 
    He knew I was out to beat him after the first mile so he stepped up the pace. After four I could feel I was into energy reserves I'd need that afternoon so I didn't push and he came in 3 minutes before me again. The circuits in the chapel had done their job magnificently but it wouldn't be prudent just yet to declare my hand.  
 
    Breakfast ten minutes after returning and once again I could hardly eat a thing. At 4 o'clock I was starving and realised unless I altered my feeding routine I'd be a middleweight by the time I got to Wembley. I sparred with the Syrian for two rounds and then Leon. He tried to hustle me but he wasn't big enough, didn't punch hard enough but he was fit. I shook him a couple of times with stiff right-handers but I couldn't go all out because I didn't have the energy. Manny beamed after we'd finished and said I was in great shape and would be even better after living here for six weeks. He was going back in the morning but he was confident he was leaving me in exceptionally good hands. A week later the penny finally dropped. Leon was fighting a feller with my build and height and I'd been imported to be his sparring partner. It hadn't cost Manny a dime.  
 
    Every night I climbed the highest ski slope. If I had a skiing holiday it wouldn't be here. The hills were hardly higher than Ossett common and you'd be at the bottom in five minutes but the scenery in every direction was wonderful. It was like being in the crow's-nest  
 
      
 
      
 
    of a ship but instead of seeing the ocean, it was trees stretching away forever. No chimneys, no power station cooling towers, no cathedral spires or pylons, nothing but trees to the horizon in reds and golds and different shades of greens and browns. This was the part of America where the ex-Vietnam war veterans came to live when they'd opted out of society. This was definitely Bigfoot country. There were deer watching me run in the mornings from the trees at the edge of the road. I'd seen three snakes, long, thick blue ones, slithering across the road, and since I'd been climbing the hill I'd seen a porcupine being followed by three little ones. Eagles, buzzards, gophers, racoons, possums, squirrels, brown, green and blue snakes, and I'd even heard a grizzly bear. It was pleasant on top of the hill but how I wished I had a friend with me. Norm would be in paradise here with his lurcher, and I hadn't a clue what the old feller would say. Would Wendy or Cath like it? I couldn't hazard a guess but how I ached to see them.  
 
    I wasn't only a total stranger to everybody in the camp but they couldn't understand my Yorkshire dialect, and I was the only white man. Not in the slightest did it worry me but the fact I was growing steadily weaker did. I wasn't half the man I was when I'd first arrived. The first three sparring sessions I'd put Leon in his place. When the penny dropped and I realised there was a strong possibility we would be fighting at a later date, I slowed down but I hadn't any real choice. The run drained me and I couldn't put it back before we sparred.  
 
    Hank Groomes had only one concern, Leon, nobody else mattered. I was sick of Leon, with his continual racket of pop music blasting all day long. He had half a dozen massive loud-speakers in the hotel, two more in the gym, and everywhere he happened to be, apart from the morning run, they blasted out Northern soul. I wanted to smash them to pieces. He didn't even speak to me directly but asked his questions through an intermediary. He had a full-time tutor to make up for the years he'd missed going to school but I fancied he was employed as a tax dodge because Leon never had a lesson. He had the needle with me since I'd flattened the Syrian, jealous because I'd done it and not him. I hadn't flattened him intentionally just happened to catch him on the button with a textbook left hook the second day.  
 
    He'd collapsed on to his arse and sprawled across the bottom rope. I knew I hadn't hurt him, just caught him spot on.  
 
      
 
    'You guys beatin' up on each other,' Leon had cried angrily but went back to the heavybag when he saw the Syrian recovering. He'd tried his utmost in every round to flatten him. The Syrian had climbed to his feet ready to carry on when Hank called it a day. I wondered if Leon had flattened me would he have called it a day, especially when the two little black trainers suddenly began to take a interest in me. They had something to say about every move I made afterwards. Move this foot, shift your hand to here, keep your head in this position. Anybody would think I'd just come in off the street, but they were always cheerful, as if they couldn't believe how lucky they were having such a cushy job at their time of life.  
 
    Sitting at the table during my third week (I'd managed to overcome the feeding problem by sneaking into the kitchen and was at last coming to terms with this new regime), Leon announced he was breaking camp for a few days. He was going to Kalamazoo for his ex-wife's birthday. Hank looked glum until the two elderly trainers eagerly pointed out it was still a long time to the fight and the break would do everybody good. Including them.  
 
    I'd have the hotel to myself, have time to organise my thoughts and analyse the results of the training with one of my own routines. Catch up on some carbohydrates. Relax and gather my wits.  
 
    It wasn't to be, If Leon was going, we were all going.  
 
    The following morning I'm sitting in the back of a car Hank hired, driving along narrow roads through countryside flatter than Lincolnshire. It was the first time I'd seen more than trees and the Manastee river, when I'd been fishing for blue gills and wall-eyes and heard the grizzly. This was grouse and pheasant country. Nothing but fields.  
 
    Occasionally we'd pass a drive-in cinema; a tarmac patch with parking metres and a huge screen, but where the people came from I could only guess. They either travelled hundreds of miles or lived in wooden shacks like people did in the woods around the hotel. The vehicles I saw were mostly Range Rover types, and nothing like the ones I'd seen on television, in fact nothing was like I'd seen on the television. These vehicles were tied up with wire, and dropping to bits.  
 
    We drove through Grand Rapids, on a road like the Ossett bypass and alongside a river like the Calder. The buildings at the other side wouldn't be out of place in any mining town in Yorkshire.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Hank booked me into a hotel when we reached Kalamazoo which was incorporated into a shopping precinct. Six hours later I'd walked round the whole town and decided I was in a time warp. I'd landed in 1926 during the General Strike.  
 
    I spent a miserable two days watching the television on a kingsize bed eating chocolate and watching the Yanks on the telly playing idiotic quiz games.  
 
    I'd sent post cards to the old feller, Wendy and Cath from the post office where I had to queue for ages behind people cashing welfare cheques. How I wished I hadn't taken on Manny's proposition.  
 
    Until I reached my room back in the Caberfea I couldn't stop thinking about Manny. I'd solved him like I'd done Cath, and one or two other problems.  
 
    The first morning back I was standing in the foyer waiting to go on the run when Mitch, one of the elderly trainers, said it was cancelled. There would be no running this morning. I was aching to run. I'd bought $50's worth of chocolate for energy. No, I couldn't go running alone. That was it, I'd had enough. I'd a month left to tighten up, put on some weight and get myself right.  
 
    Hank tried his best to persuade me to stay but I was adamant, and my resolve to leave was strengthened when he blamed Leon. He said we hadn't gone running because Leon wasn't up to it. Leon was dancing like John Travolta in his tracksuit in the concert room challenging me to a race with the volume. Two hours later I was in Traverse City and on a plane to Detroit. It was Saturday tea time when I arrived home knowing I'd wasted a month of my foundation training. The sparring hadn't been any harder than the lads in the gym could provide and the running had taken me down to 14st 100b. I had a month to find 7lb of best steak in my shoulder girdle.  
 
    Wendy had never looked more beautiful I thought the moment we met. I wanted to take her straight to bed and stay for a week like we had a few times already but not now, not now. There would be no love-making until after the fight. Wendy, attuned to my mood so acutely, instantly adopted a role I'd not seen before, a Miss Prim and Proper role, and I started back in the chapel. I wasn't strong enough yet for the circuit but my shuttle runs flew. Light weights and body weight exercises and in a month I'd be ready.  
 
      
 
      
 
    One thing first before I started. I had to see Cath and tell her about the watch, and a few other things.  
 
    I didn't get a chance for over a week because Tommy came at dinner to rush me off to South Wales to train under Eddie Thomas, in Merthyr Tydfil. I demanded to come home when I realised what was happening and I'd lost another two pounds. It wasn't Manny's show this one and Tommy was implementing his manager's contract. No 50% to Manny this time, Tommy was claiming his full whack and we paid our own expenses. Tommy had blown Manny out and he could sue if he didn't like it. Tommy had me under contract, a Board of Control contract, and the Board of Control were the mob putting on the show at Wembley. Tommy had dropped Manny for bigger and better fish. It suited me until I discovered Eddie wasn't any different to Hank Groomes and knew less about training than I'd thought possible with his experience. Ran, skipped, and shadow-boxed, and injured my elbow. I'd injured my elbow 7 years earlier and now the result was evident. I couldn't throw my right hand unless I was absolutely sure of hitting the target. If I missed there was an instant of excruciating pain like an electric shock. The running and shadow-boxing had loosened the bones. I went home to tighten up and see Cath, and told Tommy not to worry.  
 
    It took Kay over a week before Cath turned up, pushing Adam in his new pushchair. Fucking hell, he was the prettiest baby boy I'd ever seen. The 14% increase in his age had transformed him into a person. He was sitting up and pointing at things with a stubby finger and making lovely warm baby noises. Coos and gurgles and occasional shouts. He wore smart red trousers with a bib and brace and a little sun hat. I lifted him straight from the pram and kissed him. He was my little lad and I loved him.  
 
    She followed us like an old sheepdog down the common, under the motorway to the stream in the bottom where the tarzan rope used to hang when I was a little lad. I wanted to show Adam where I used to play and point out the rope bum in the branch above the stream. Afterwards he finished in the bushes looking towards the derelict school in the graveyard while I made love to Cath on a tomb, white granite chippings and fungi, and then we walked to Manor Park and sat on the bench near the sand pit. She was at the other end with her  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    legs crossed, elbow on her knee and gazing over the football field with her chin in a palm. Thinking.  
 
    'I know what's the matter with you Cath. Your legs are too short.'  
 
    She wasn't aware of my existence.  
 
    'It came to me while I was watching the telly in America. Your legs are definitely too short. Stumpy legs they're called.'  
 
    'There's nowt wrong with me legs,' she said quietly. 'They're alreight.'  
 
    She lit a Benson's and leaned back with her face to the sun. She looked 15 again.  
 
    'Remember when the weather changed after Rhyl and I took you into Barnsley. You'd just had the abortion. I bought you some clothes for the winter. A cream mac and your leather boots. You were always terrific when you had either your platforms on or the boots. They had four inch heels remember? When you wear flat shoes like for school, or slippers, you change into a real nasty little twat. A bit like a rabid bull terrier. You've a complex about your legs and that's why you hate Wendy. You're jealous of her legs.'  
 
    She wasn't listening.  
 
    'Can you remember the first time I saw you Cath? You were the prettiest little girl I'd ever seen. You were six then and your legs were normal.'  
 
    'Seven. I was seven.' She threw her cig on the floor and ground it to dust with a powerful twist. Her short, thick bones acting like grindstones. Crunch. Gone. Even I couldn't do that.  
 
    'Six then, but your legs were normal.'  
 
    'I was seven, will you be told!' She couldn't ignore me for long.  
 
    'May 1969, that's ten years ago. Oh aye. Sorry love, I keep forgetting you're seventeen now. I'm telling you Cath, I've so much going round in my head I even forget how old you are.'  
 
    'You remember her though. I heard all about HER birthday.'  
 
    'Never mind her, her name's Wendy, and I love her no more or less than I love you. But not just that Cath, you've got him and I love him too. Ifit really came to the crunch I'd have to be with you and him.'  
 
    His little face was alive with innocent pleasure as I joggled him on my knee. He had a thick line of runny chocolate dripping from his chin and, beaming wide-eyed at everything. A pure little angel.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Stop giving him bloody chocolate will you.'  
 
    'No, will 1 fuck. You'll still have to change his clothes if he eats chocolate or not. '  
 
    'Look. You don't have to change his nappy.'  
 
    'I would though if your mam would let me, or if you came back to live.'  
 
    'Give me him here.' She plucked him from my knee and plonked him in the pram. 'I'm going home now and 1 hope you win but I'm not bothered if you do or not. Tara.'  
 
    'You didn't say that in the graveyard.'  
 
    'You bloody raped me.' She was indignant.  
 
    'You put it in you little fibber. Funniest rape I've ever heard of, that. Anyway you've not been on the swings. Go on Cath get on the swings and I'll give you a push like 1 did when you were six.'  
 
    'Seven,' she shouted, 'And bloody grow up.'  
 
    'Sherrup shorty and have a go on the swings.'  
 
    She laughed like she used to do, her normal self. No she hadn't received my postcard and she wasn't coming to Wembley. She couldn't afford it. On the subject of training I hadn't to argue. Just do as I was told.  
 
    Walking home she said it wasn't the swings but the roundabout I pushed her on. I didn't mention the watch.  
 
    Tommy gave me the posters and handbills Harry Levene had posted in the gym that night. Burky had volunteered for the job again and would take care of the tickets, in fact he'd been taking care of the tickets since the fight had been announced and he'd got himself married while I'd been away. He'd taken his bride to Scotland for the honeymoon but all they'd seen was the market at Inglestone. The honeymoon was cancelled and Burky used the ticket money to buy 10 Go-carts. He was back at Inglestone the following week and every week afterwards. He had paid the ticket money back and now had 16 Go-carts and 10 junior motorbikes, all paid for and earning bombs every week. He was going to work galas and fairs this summer and try to get into the Showman's Guild.  
 
    He had sold over twelve grand's worth of tickets up to now. More  
 
    local people than ever were coming this time. Trinity had reached  
 
    Wembley and were playing the Saturday before. Local people were  
 
    making a holiday of it all and talking about Wakefield doing the  
 
    double.  
 
      
 
    It was ages before I had the chance to call home and tell them about America and Wales, Tommy and Manny, and all the other bits and pieces. Once I showed the posters and handbills to the old feller he really believed the news at last and wasn't bothered in the least about anything else.  
 
    'Ee, my lad fighting for the British title,' he repeated, walking the living room with tears in his eyes and holding a poster at arm's length. 'Ee, my lad fighting for the British title.'  
 
    Mother said she wouldn't mind seeing little Paul. He would be three soon and she would like to see him. A strange request at this stage of the proceedings and something I'd forgotten all about. Paul and Pauline had been pushed into a backwash at the base of my brain but yes, it would be good to see them. Not yet though.  
 
    The gym in Manchester was heaving with bodies every night, Monday to Friday. All the lads had given up their annual holiday and were training out of season. They were giving me all the sparring I'd given them. Peter came out of retirement to spar, and so did big John Celabanski, who was now a Bradford landlord. Both of them steamed in regardless of cost or consequence until they were knackered and then it would be the others. One after the other, all colours and sizes.  
 
    The gym had spectators, dozens of them watching me spar and weighing up form. One late afternoon a big young lad introduced himself and said we were related. His dad had married Pauline's mother. He didn't know Pauline's address but she worked for a feller who sold fruit and veg on Bolton market at the weekends. After this fight I'd look her up, I decided. I wouldn't tell Mother I'd made contact yet.  
 
    Mother told me a couple of days later Pauline had been to the stall and Paul was attending the school on Pinderfields Road. She thought they'd turned up on account of something I'd done or said. Sort of performed a miracle to please her.  
 
    'It's nothing to do with me,' I told her quickly, and explained about the kid who'd come to the gym. He had told her, not me. She wasn't bothered, and planning on seeing little Paul.  
 
    The following afternoon I parked across the road waiting for the kids to come through the school gate. It was only a small school, maybe six classrooms and 100 kids but he wasn't amongst them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maybe I'd come to the wrong school, or he hadn't attended today. I went in to ask.  
 
    'Oh yes Mr Sykes, he leaves by the back door and crosses the field,' a young woman told me. He was a well behaved, quiet little boy she told me. Yes, she did teach him. He was always well dressed and clean. A glowing testimony and he'd only been attending a week.  
 
    He was perched on the apex of the 'jungle gym' roundabout, in the rec behind the school.  
 
    'Hoy,' I called, not sure at all if he'd even remember me. 'What are you doing up there?'  
 
    'Waiting for you,' he answered, and then came to earth with the agility of a sailor who'd been up in the rigging and stood in front looking up at me. I couldn't see anything in him that wasn't Pauline's, but his eyes. He had lovely chestnut eyes but the rest of him was her. The hair, the teeth, the skin.  
 
    'Do you know me then?' He was a little stranger to me.  
 
    'You're me dad!' He challenged me to deny it.  
 
    How do I go on now? I thought. I had enough on my plate for the time being without becoming involved with this little feller just yet, but I couldn't leave him.  
 
    'Come on then, I'll take you home.' I'd discover where he lived and I'd be able to see him later.  
 
    Following his directions I parked in the street behind where Elaine used to live and followed him up a flight of bare wooden stairs.  
 
    'There.' He pointed at a door and then rattled back down to play in the field across the road.  
 
    The door was open 6 inches so I tapped and opened it further.  
 
    'Oh, it's you,' Pauline said. 'Come in.'  
 
    The first thing I saw was a blue and white striped football supporters cap. It was on the head of somebody asleep on a settee under the window. He was a feller about 50, needed a shave and a full set of teeth. He had all but his shoes on and his clothing was filthy.  
 
    She had to be desperate to live with a tramp.  
 
    'Leave him alone,' she snapped, as I looked down at him. The room was chocolate brown and had a greasy square of carpet remnant in the middle. Everything, the settee, the two single beds, the table, a set of cupboards, were all greasy-brown. Manny should live here I thought, a converted chip-shop would suit him.  
 
    Pauline looked well, in fact I could plainly see why I'd married her. She was easily the best looking scrubber I knew. My insides curdled to think my lad was living here, but what could I do? Nothing yet, nothing until after I'd won the title and then things would be different. Without saying goodbye I left and drove home, wondering what either of my girls would say if they could see how low my ex-wife had sunk. Maybe they would blame me.  
 
    With ten days remaining Tommy told me over the phone I would have to go to London with him in the morning to give the ticket sales a boost.  
 
    'I'm not going Tom. The tickets have nothing to do with me. Anyway Burky tells me he's sold more then ever. I've done my bit.'  
 
    'It's not me Paul. I know you have done all you've been asked. It's the promoters. They want you to show your face. Nobody has heard of you.'  
 
    'Look Tom I'm not going and that's all there is to it.'  
 
    Show my face? The only people who wanted to see me were the ones wanting to weigh up form and make a bet. They could come to Manchester to do that. I wasn't disrupting my training for them.  
 
    'Will you have a word with Mickey Duff? He's asked for your number but I wouldn't give it to him unless you said so. Look Paul, these are the fellers we'll have to deal with if you win and it'll pay to keep the right side of 'em. Tickets aren't selling down there like up here. They need to see you.'  
 
    Harry Levene was the promoter, not Micky Duff. They all shit in the same pot though, with cartels and contracts just like the mob up here. Tommy had blown Manny out and he couldn't afford to argue with this mob. Alex had told me all this years ago and now it was proving true.  
 
    'Go on then Tom. Tell him to ring me.' Let's hear what the great Micky Duff had to say.  
 
    'Hello, is that Paul Sykes?'  
 
    'Speaking. '  
 
    He promised to pay all my expenses and even send a WHITE ROLLS-ROYCE, but I had to come.  
 
    Another dummy who thought we all lived in caves: Del had been driving a Rolls for months and a local car dealer had offered to loan me one.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'OK, give Tommy the details.'  
 
    If I didn't go I'd be continually pestered and it would upset Tommy. He was all right now Manny wasn't manipulating him. He was doing his level best to make the best deals for all his lads and he did worry about them, genuinely worried, but he had a living to make like his boxers. He was dependent on promoters. Tommy wasn't a bad feller at all and unlike most had been one himself, a lightweight doing 20 rounds fifty years ago.  
 
    I wanted him to have the British champion and I'd earn us both buckets of money like I'd promised in my first letter from Durham. I liked old Tommy and this was his last chance. We were both on our last chance. Anyway the trip would give me the chance to sample the lead in the London air. Without fail, every time I'd been in London my stomach had been upset and I'd had headaches caused by the foul heaviness of petrol fumes in the air.  
 
    What a complete waste of time it turned out to be. I sparred in the ‘Thomas á Becket’ with a young heavyweight called Austin Okoy, a kid with a KO win over Malpass, for a couple of rounds with nobody present but Tommy and Danny Holland, the resident trainer, Alex, and a couple of his pals.  
 
    I was listless, weak, unable to concentrate and he'd hardly missed with a punch. Tommy begged me to steam in but I hadn't the energy or the inclination. He was only a young lad, big and lively, but not in my league. He was blowing like an old carthorse when we finished. I was in good condition and satisfied.  
 
    Jimmy, one of Alex's pals, and a feller who had been into Hull twice with Alex, gave me some advice about Gardener in the changing room afterwards. He said I hadn't to be thinking I would knock him out. Gardener could take a real belt.  
 
    'Fuck off Jim. I've seen him on the deck a couple of times.'  
 
    'I'm telling you straight. Saw it with me own eyes. Neville Meade hit him smack on the chin a couple of times and didn't move him.'  
 
    If Neville Meade hadn't moved him, his chin had to be made of concrete. But yet I'd seen him sparko, out to the world for ages when a feller called Ibar Arrington had hit him. Sprawled on his back with his neck resting across the bottom rope. Then Billy Aird had knocked him down in the first round. A short right on the button and Billy wasn't noted for punching power. I'd sparred a few times with Billy  
 
      
 
    and his punching ability hadn't been anything special. It was something to think about on the journey home.  
 
    Gardener was much younger than me and he'd been about a bit.  
 
    He'd reached the final of the London ABAs back in '73 when I'd reached the national semis. A tall, skinny kid had beaten him on points. He'd turned pro immediately. He'd had plenty of fights, twenty or thirty, and he had only lost one.  
 
    I'd seen him on the telly and knew just how to beat him. He came bustling forward throwing punches all the time. Stand in the middle of the ring and meet him. My superior strength, speed, reach, and punching power would be too much. He'd back up and I'd do him in no time. If I'd trained like I had for Wilson, and was in the same frame of mind, I'd kill him. IfI was ten pounds heavier I'd hit him so hard and so often he would walk silly for the rest of his life. He had to have a defect in his make-up now. Nobody could possibly be the same again after being unconscious like he'd been.  
 
    No, I was glad I hadn't trained like I had for Wilson. I'd carry on in the same vein, running and doing all Tommy asked and on the night I'd box his head off. Dazzle them all with my skill. I'd show them all about cave-men from Wakefield.  
 
    The following day there was a story in every paper about me breezing into London from the frozen tundra of West Yorkshire emitting blood-curdling yells and wearing a bearskin.  
 
    Two days later Tommy wanted me in London again, this time at a press conference in a little West End hotel. The idea was to boost the ticket sales, but I wanted a look at Gardener, see what I was up against so I didn't argue or complain. My training and fitness could stand a day off.  
 
    If Larry Holmes’ and Don King's press conference had been for the World champion this was in direct ratio. Their's had been the theatre club and this was Alverthorpe WMC.  
 
    The small room was crammed with journalists and I was sitting on the top table with Gardener, separated by Alan Minter, who was boxing some Australian aborigine as main supporting bout, listening to the usual clichés. It was like watching the grass grow. 
 
    Minter said he'd win and go another step up the ladder to the World title. He sat down to silence.  
 
      
 
    'It's only right,' Gardener intoned sarcastically, 'an old feller like him should be given a chance. It won't mean I'll take it easy with him. I'll show him no mercy because he's old.'  
 
    He too sat down to silence. They had the gist and would write it later. Some reporter asked half-heartedly if winning the title would make a difference to me, especially at my age.  
 
    'For a start I won't accept the Lonsdale belt.' They were sitting up now.  
 
    'You won't accept the Lonsdale belt?' half a dozen chorused.  
 
    'No, definitely not.'  
 
    Pencils and pens, notebooks and bits of paper were appearing from jacket pockets like forks at a barbecue.  
 
    'But why?' They were ready now.  
 
    'If you knew the history of the Lonsdale belt you wouldn't ask. I do not believe in feudalism and I'm nobody's serf. I'm fighting for me and wearing a silly belt will not make the slightest bit of difference to my standing. I'll be the champion and I'll call the tune.' There, I couldn't possibly be any more controversial. They were scribbling like mad. I was pleased with myself. The first round to me.  
 
    The three of us posed for photographs outside on the pavement then, Minter holding Gardener and me apart.  
 
    Gardener wasn't as big as me in any department apart from his head. It was the size and shape of an association football. A head made to be hit often and hard. He was a pure endomorph. The minute he stopped training the weight would pile on. He was fit, skin tight, sparkling eyes. He'd trained hard and was confident. He was the sort with ligaments and tendons made to carry plenty of weight. He lost the excess and he was strong and fit. Like taking off a 40lb rucksack.  
 
    Yes John lad, I thought, looking into his eyes, you're in for a shock. I'll box your fucking head off.  
 
    Now all the build-up and rigmarole was over I began to feel better every session. In the mornings I would run at least six 200-yards sprints and still fly up Dewsbury Road. It didn't matter what Tommy asked for in the gym I would do it wholeheartedly. My sparring with the lads was hard and fast and my timing perfection. Gardener didn't have a look-in. With 9 days to the night Manny appeared in the gym one afternoon. He was standing in a corner and I didn't notice him for a while for all the other spectators. Obviously he had come to some  
 
    agreement with Tom, and then I saw Mcgill. Oh yes, something had definitely happened between them for Manny and Mcgill to be here weighing up form.  
 
    When I'd finished, Manny said he wanted Mcgill to keep his eye on me until after the fight. He couldn't take any chances now because when I won this it would be one more fight and then Holmes for the World title.  
 
    'It's done Paul,' Manny assured me. 'Later this year it will be you and Spinks at Blackpool football ground. You'll beat him, and then it's Holmes for the World title about March.'  
 
    'Supposing I don't win Manny, what happens then?'  
 
    'We'll start again.'  
 
    Start again at 33 years of age. You must be joking. No more theatre clubs and Blackpool Towers for me and a grand a fight. No starting again Manny, I thought. No more Blackpool side-shows for me. When I win this it will be you versus the firm in London. Take out the contract and threaten law suits because I'm going with who offers me the most, and fuck you Manny starting again. This is shit or bust, and I've told Tommy already. If I lost I'd pack the job in. I'd have a few quid to get into something but I wouldn't lose. And now Mcgill was here to ensure I didn't. He had his usual bag of supplements but only one bottle of 'drip.' It had glucose added, like sweet 30-year-old piss. It had to be gone by Friday.  
 
    Against Wilson I'd sprinted up the grass-covered slagheap 5 times and increased one every morning until I'd reached ten. The first morning under Mcgill's supervision I started at 15 and by Friday I was on 19 repeat sprints.  
 
    That night in the gym Tommy said worryingly I'd to stop, I was too skinny.  
 
    'You must rest now.' He thought I had cancer from his face.  
 
    'Put your feet up this weekend and put some weight on.'  
 
    The following morning I told Mcgill what he'd said but he laughed. 'Don't you be worrying about old Tom. I'll give you something to put weight on when the times comes.'  
 
    Trusting in Mcgill I flew up the hill twenty times and did a 100-yard sprint at the top. I finished with 5 minutes shadow boxing and 200 sit-ups. That was it, I'd finished. I couldn't do another thing to make me better or more prepared.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Manny wanted me to stay with him in a hotel near Wembley but Del had insisted I stay in the Holiday Inn in Chelsea.  
 
    'But Del,' I'd explained. 'Manny will be collecting half my purse. It's in the contract he will pay my expenses. It's my duty to let him pay.' Now he and Tommy were together again I would be stupid not to let him pay.  
 
    'Don't worry about him. Stay at the Holiday Inn and I'll settle the bill. It won’t cost you a carrot.'  
 
    'But Del, there's Mcgill and Tommy, not just me.'  
 
    'I've told you I'll pay. You're booked in now so stop arguing.' It was Del's contribution to the fight. He had to feel involved somewhere along the line. Sort of insurance so I wouldn't forget him when I was the champion. Anyway I fancied the hotel Manny wanted me to stay would have been a Church mission or a Sally Army hostel.  
 
    Tommy knew when he came for me on the Sunday afternoon where we were staying. He was still insisting Manny didn't have anything to do with this fight and I could stay where I wanted. I'd not asked for Mcgill or the fancy dressing gown Manny had brought, with a hood and my name embroidered on the back with matching shorts. The old white terry towelling dressing robe had been good enough up to now, I liked it, and the black shorts with the white stripe which had caused so much trouble. Manny might smell a rat though if I didn't wear his new gear and start causing ructions beforehand. It would involve me and I didn't want that. Not now, it was too near for rows. I'd use the new gear in fawn and black and let Manny argue later.  
 
    Wendy gave me a lingering kiss at the front door and wished me luck. It was like the kiss of death. It was too late to change now though, I thought, wriggling into Tom's car and setting off for the station. Last week I'd been in the gym sparring with John Celabanski when I'd caught him with a text-book left hook. He'd gone between the top and middle rope to fall awkwardly and unconscious on the gym floor 18ins below the ring. I'd run hot and cold with all the terrible memories of Wilson and the African staring me in the face and ready to pack the job in there and then. He was all right after a minute and ready to carry on but he hadn't been allowed.  
 
    When I arrived home Wendy greeted me with, 'Did you have a nice training session?' as though I'd been sitting behind a desk all  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    day allocating council houses. The holdall containing my wet kit had crashed into the wall an inch from her head and frightened her to death. I was so wound up I hadn't bothered to explain. Maybe the kiss was wishful thinking and she did really hope I'd get bashed like she had hoped every fight I'd had. Trinity had been beaten and Spinks had been flattened in the first round. These things always run in threes. All the way to London I was thinking about luck and coincidence, right until Mcgill and me were seated for dinner and some 3-piece Bavarian Oompah band started to play. They rattled and wheezed with knockers, clackers, and bells until I was seriously considering throwing them into the tiny swimming pool and drowning them, but then I realised I'd been having terrible destructive thoughts for weeks now. Instead I went to bed and had an early night.  
 
    Monday I went across the road to sit in the sun on a bench watching the big scruffy pelicans in Hyde Park and thinking. There was too much to think about in chronological order. Paul living in a hovel with a tramp for a mother. Cath and Adam, Wendy, and Manny's contract. Leon getting knocked out. Trinity being beaten. What Alex had said about a film, 'The real-life Rocky '; and he had the connections to make it. Next week at this time my life wouldn't be my own if this was an example. A colourful character like me would be in big demand all over the show, Alex had said, as if I'd enjoy it. I lived my own life for better or worse and I'd managed to get this far under my own steam despite them. I didn't want a lot. I'd be perfectly happy if I was given a civic reception from the Town Hall balcony like they had for Trinity when they'd last won the cup. Standing there while all of Wakefield cheered from Wood Street. The best boxer the White Rose boxing club had ever produced. They hadn't given Alan Richardson one and there wasn't a chance I'd get one either. The police would object. They would say the town would be inundated with gangsters and forecast all kinds of trouble. Maybe a little club where I could train the kids off the estate. There had to be' a heap of talent undiscovered where I lived because nobody cared. Dog eats dog same as anywhere else. I thought all kinds of things about all kinds of subjects until the weigh-in the next day, in a cinema in Leicester Square.  
 
    The scales were in the area before the screen and open to the public. Less than half way down the aisle my name was being  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    chanted. It was the lads from the Manor and the ones who had sold the necklaces for Burky in Blackpool, scores and scores of them. Lads who had watched Trinity beaten and were praying I'd win.  
 
    Placing my clothes on a seat in the front row, stripping to be weighed, a young lad I'd never seen before came and stood by my side.  
 
    'Tha dun't know me, do yer?' He was amused about something.  
 
    'I'm sorry mate, I can't say I do.'  
 
    He pulled the sleeve of his jacket up to expose a lead-coloured ID bracelet and stuck it under my nose.  
 
    Of all the places to come for his money back, I thought, why did it have to be now.  
 
    'Tha sold this to me dad last year. Tha telled 'im it wore med arten eighteen-carat gold. Can yer remember nar?'  
 
    He had to be the son of the collier in Ossett who had said, 'Once ah pay yer it' s mine.'  
 
    'Yes, mate. But I didn't tell him anything. Just let him think it was eighteen-carat gold. Are you wanting your money back?'  
 
    He laughed loudly, full of humour. 'It put me dad reight in 'is place. 'E thinks 'ee's a expert at everthin' does me dad. Me mam still teks piss arten 'im even nar. No, I dunt want me money back. Besides it wor t' old fellers money. I want yer to know Ah'm thi biggest fan. Ah want yer to give it to Gardener toneet like yer give it that Yank at t' theatre club. Ah want thi to put 'im in 'ospital.' He patted my shoulder and melted into the crowd. He wasn't satisfied with a win, he wanted somebody killing. I was glad the silly bastard wore a lead ID bracelet. It suited him.  
 
    'Fourteen stone six pounds,' an official called to the reporters. It was the lightest I'd been since 1972, when I'd been in Hull; I'd gone so low to prove I could lose a stone and put it back in a week. I had won the bet and still I'd been double fit and strong.  
 
    'You're less now then you were on Friday,' Tommy said, his old face strained. 'What have you been doing?'   
 
    ‘Mcgill had me up the hill on Saturday morning twenty times, but don't worry Tom, I'm all right. I'll box his head off.'  
 
    'Go to bed now. Straight away. Try and sleep for a while.'  
 
    To make sure I wasn't disturbed he told the switchboard to transfer  
 
    any calls for me through to him. All afternoon I lay awake going over  
 
      
 
      
 
    my calorie intake. I was very light, too light, but I didn't feel hungry. I felt OK and secure in the knowledge I was fit.  
 
    Mcgill had me wear an oxygen mask to clear the lead and petrol fumes from my blood and I couldn't sleep. Didn't even try.  
 
    It would be about 6 o'clock when Tom came to let me know it was time to go. Del and Alex were downstairs waiting to take me.  
 
    'Right Tom,' Mcgill ordered. 'Just leave us alone for minute.'  
 
    'Why Ken, what's the matter?'  
 
    'Don't you worry.' He winked. 'You just leave it to me.'  
 
    He had me lay on my belly while he gave me an injection in the arse and then a slap to help it spread.  
 
    'There, you'll be takin' the feller to bits now,' He chuckled in his best bedside manner.  
 
    Alex was sitting in the back of Del's new Roller, a green one, when everybody knows green cars are bad luck but Del, with Tom and Mcgill. Karen was sitting on my knee in the front. There was plenty of room and Karen was so slight I hardly noticed her. Del followed the directions Alex gave him through the West End driving exactly like he had the morning I'd been released from Durham. Zoom, sudden stop. Zoom, sudden stop. I thought any minute I would be sea-sick but I wasn't and in no time we were almost there.  
 
    Across the road from the arena was a crowd of fellers standing on the pavement outside a pub holding pint glasses. The instant I was recognised they began cheering and raising their glasses. It was the lads I'd seen in Great Yarmouth and Rhyl. Outside the entrance was a veritable flock of my supporters and the first to the car was Michael, Del's brother, to wish me luck. He was standing with the lads I'd seen in the front room the morning I'd seen Gerry Quality, a lifetime ago. They were all my supporters, the lot of them. Alex grabbed my kit and led the way to the dressing rooms. Two coppers on the door and then concrete floors, painted brick-walls, rickety wooden doors. Bare and austere, a typical dressing room area. I was in the middle of the left-hand side. Instead of being alone, or sharing with another boxer like I had with Dave Owens, I was swamped under people I'd never seen before. There was hardly space to undress. It was worse than a supermarket on Friday night. I didn't feel as if I was here but at home dreaming about it. The people coming and going didn't help either. They had a word with Alex, or Kenny, or somebody else, and  
 
      
 
    it was as if they were speaking through tubes, long tubes which distorted their voices.  
 
    It had to be nerves I thought, but I'd never heard of nerves causing hearing problems, and anyway I wasn't nervous. I didn't have a nerve in my body. I didn't feel anything.  
 
    Kenny rubbed vaseline into my face and shoulders talking to me all the time. For all the notice I was taking he might as well have been speaking to a side of beef in the slaughterhouse. Officials came to rubber stamp my bandages and the next thing I'm on. No warning at all. That's how I liked it. Standing in the doorway leading to the ring, waiting for the fanfare, I could see the audience sitting in rows on folding wooden chairs like cons at the weekly film. The Empire Pool, Wembley was the London version of the Blackpool side-show. Manny could have charged £50 a ticket at the theatre club no trouble if this was the alternative.  
 
    The fanfare started and the spotlight found me and the cheering began. Half-way to the ring I was drowned under the noise my sup-porters were making. They were chanting my name over and over again like Zulus preparing for battle.  
 
    When Gardener began the ceremonial walk to the ring the sound increased to swamp his supporters. My name being chanted filled the entire hall. The walls were bulging with it.  
 
    I carried the hopes of all these kids, nobody had affected them like I had. I could see them sitting in tiers high up on the far side, the lads from the Manor each with twenty of his mates, all chanting and waving, like football supporters on speed. All round the ring were friends and familiar faces.  
 
    There would be kids in prison cells all over the country tuned in now, some hoping I'd be flattened, most hoping I'd do the flattening, but all pleased they knew the feller in the news. Each and everyone would have his own tale to tell about me, some true but most bollocks. It didn't matter, I was here, and the Governor, the mad budgie Governor, who hadn't wanted to let me out, had been proved wrong. I was here at 33 years of age with twelve years in the nick behind me and I'd done a miracle.  
 
    James Brimmel was the referee, a feller who had reffed a few of my fights before. He called us into the middle of the ring to receive instructions. Gardener had calf-muscles like Mick Sellers, 23 stone  
 
      
 
      
 
    calf-muscles. It would be his normal weight if he hadn't trained, but he had because we were both exactly the same. The bell for the first round sounded and out I came ready to box his head off. No fucking about weighing him up but belt him a bit lively right in the head with my best weapon, the textbook straight left. For weeks my timing had been spot-on but now it wasn't there. I was out of range. I moved trying to adjust and get his measure thumping it out non-stop as he came bustling forward with short hooks, when suddenly I was spent. No I wasn't, how could I be? It was nerves I told myself and carried on, trying to get my distance and timing right. Once I warmed up I'd be all right, and when I had it wouldn't last two rounds.  
 
    At the end of the first, with the crowd cheering loud enough to flatten the building, I came back to my corner hardly sweating, breathing normally and absolutely knackered. All my energy had run down my legs into the street. I was drained.  
 
    'You're doing great,' Kenny chirped. 'Just keep doing what you're doing now.' It had me baffled. I'd trained with all I'd got for this kind of fight so why was I knackered? The second was a repeat of the first with me telling myself over and over again, 'When a man thinks he's spent he has 60% left,' and thinking. All the running I'd done had burnt the glycogen stored in my muscles and liver and it hadn't been replaced. My heart rate had been increased to maximum and it had never had the chance to slow down, burning energy all the time. But that couldn't possibly be right because I'd trained just as hard in the nick and I always had plenty of energy and the food was shit. No, it couldn't be that. At the end of the round the crowd raised the roof again and this time it was accompanied with stamping feet. The thing to do was stop dancing, moving, ducking and diving, and save all the energy I could. The thing to do was stay close until he'd punched himself out. Stay close bobbing and weaving until I knew what was wrong.  
 
    Half-way through the third Tommy started shouting in panic, 'Box him! Box him like you've been doing! Throw your left and box him!' In all the fights I'd had, Tommy had never opened his mouth before and now he wasn't only shouting but dressed in white and was one of my seconds. When the time was right I could dig up a half a dozen punches and win, but not yet. Gardener was too strong at the moment. He wasn't punching hard enough to hurt and he wasn't hitting me  
 
      
 
    very often for all the punches he was throwing. Tommy and Kenny were screaming for me to fight back, throw lefts, throw anything. I threw a right and missed. The pain shot up my arm into my head and I went back into a crouch. They pleaded with me at the end of the round to do something but I wasn't listening for thinking.  
 
    Manny was sitting to the side of my corner and he didn't look worried at all. Supposing now Leon had been beaten and Manny's only connection with big time boxing had been severed, he hadn't a hope of promoting me if I was the champion. It would be a waste of time waving contracts under Micky Duff's nose and Manny knew. He had his chance when this fight went out to tenders. But if I was beaten and we did start again then he would have his pension back and the side show would be back on the road.  
 
    Round five was identical to round four, with Tom and Kenny shouting hysterically. I was still feeling the same, no better, no worse, just waiting until Gardener slowed for a breather. From the rate he was working I fancied about round ten or eleven. By then I should be fully recovered. I knew now what was wrong with me. About round ten it would wear off. It had to wear off to destroy the evidence.  
 
    Round six I could feel his rhythm slowing and his punches a fraction lighter. It was the sign I'd been waiting for. Not yet though, not yet. I had to be patient and not suffer a daft cut. Tommy was still screaming like a baby in a house fire. I knew exactly what I was doing and he was spoiling my concentration. Stepping to one side with my hands protecting all the vulnerable parts I twisted from the waist until I could see him.  
 
    'Fucking shut up!' I shouted and twisted back to face Gardener. James Brimmel leapt in front, grabbed my elbow and waved his other arm to signal the fight was over.  
 
    'You've stopped me for swearing?' I couldn't believe it. He led me back to the corner and I thought it was for Tommy to give me a quick dressing down, but no, it was stopped. I'd lost on a technical knockout.  
 
    A black cloud rolled over in silence from the seats where my name had been chanted. All hope for the future had gone. No bragging they knew the champ now. It was over, the bubble had burst. I was hurried from the ring and back to the dressing room. Alex was sitting ashen-faced and silent in a corner. Kenny was fussing about trying to hide his disappointment, when Mcgill entered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    'It was the uppercut in the third,' he said quietly, full of concern  
 
    and wisdom. 'It knocked all the life from you.'  
 
    It was the injection in the arse I thought, on Manny's instructions.  
 
    'Yes Ken, maybe you're right.' I collected my holdall and left the dressing room alone. I wanted some clean air. I wasn't Peter at the stadium who had beaten himself. I wasn't afraid or ashamed, just sick. Gutted. One of these days I WOULD start the revolution and all the snides like these would be bars of soap. As usual the thought cheered me. Cath was standing opposite the entrance wearing a lovely cream outfit and matching stilletto shoes. She had tears running down her cheeks. She saw me and sobbed. She ran across the corridor to hug me fiercely, sobbing into my chest and squeezing for all she was worth. Behind her Kay was standing with her daft romantic smile and tears like Cath's. The door from the arena burst open and Del, Davy, and Ran came marching towards us looking very business like.  
 
    'It wasn't to be Brother.' Del patted my shoulder. 'But it's not the end of the world and it's time now you started some proper work. You will be needing your passport.' He looked hard at the back of Cath's head and then at me, heaved his massive shoulders, and said, 'Family!'  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    SYKES, Paul; b. 23 May 1946, only son of Walter Sykes and Betty Barlow, market and shop retailers, Wakefield, Yorks. Represented England and County at every amateur boxing level. Contested the British & Commonwealth Heavyweight title as a professional. Holder of Distinction and bar, Royal Life-Saving Society. Qualified football referee. Holder of the British Amateur Weightlifting Record, Deep Knee Bend 500½lb. Much travelled in the UK Prison System: 25 transfers in 20 years to three prison regions, eleven prisons and three special wings. Educ: Snapethorpe Secondary Modern, Wakefield Technical College. City & Guilds Bricklaying 1966 and 1975. BA (Physical Sciences) Open University (1982). HIS novel SWEET AGONY won an Arthur Koestler Literary Award in 1988. 
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