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One

Deep in the woods of Hilton in the Hollow, Wolfie T. Volfango lay in his sleeping bag and read, for the one hundred and tenth time, the letter that had brought him to England. It was from his aunt. This is what it said:

Dear Wolfie,

I want you to pay Me a visit in Olde England. Travel broadens the mind, Wolfie, and if yours is anything like your Mother’s, it will need all the help that it can get.

I Myself will not be free to show you round, owing to a grave Miscarriage of justice. Luckily, my old friend Gussie Godiva will. She runs the Post Office at Hilton in the Hollow, which is a lovely spot, and just the place for you to start your holiday.

While you are there, Wolfie, I very Much hope that you will Meet a child called Dimanche Diller. Dimanche is an orphan, Wolfie, and you know you should be extra kind to orphans, don’t you?

If you take Dimanche on a little outing, her rich aunt will be Most grateful to you, when you bring her back. And so will I.

Do what I ask, Wolfie, and when I come out – which will be in  approxiMately 1,725 days – I will repay your kindness.

Your loving Aunt Valburga.

PS If you come to England and look for Dimanche, I will pay for your ticket on the plane.

PPS Plus, expenses.

PPPS Plus a salary. A big one, Wolfie.

The prison officer whose job it was to read the prisoners’ letters was deeply moved by such kind intentions.

“Just fancy that old baggage treating her nephew to a free trip over here, and thinking of ways to make a little orphan happy,” he said to his mate Stan. He shed a tear, and so did Stan. They agreed that the power of prison to reform even the worst of criminals was truly remarkable.

Wolfie was moved by the letter too. He didn’t get many, and he took this one very seriously, especially the PSs. He hurried to the airport and caught the first plane east – which is how he came to be sitting opposite his Aunt Valburga on a hard chair in the visitor’s room of HM Prison The Vaults. Prison visiting rooms, as you’ll know if you’ve been in one, can be noisy places. This one was. It was absolutely full of visiting husbands, fathers, aunts and uncles, friends and relations. Above all it was full of dozens of visiting children, all falling off their chairs, and spilling their drinks down one another’s necks, and nicking each other’s crisps, and running up and down and being shouted at. It was quite easy for Wolfie’s aunt to tell him her plan without being overheard, and that is what she did. Slowly and carefully.

“Repeat after me,” she whispered, when she had finished.

“After me,” Wolfie T. Volfango murmured obediently.

Valburga closed her eyes. “Idiot! Start again. Tell me exactly what you’ve got to do!”

“OK, Auntie, keep your shirt on. I got to kidnap the kid and keep her hid. I got to not let her go till her auntie dishes the dough.”

“Good, Wolfie! And where are you going to hide the little so-and-so?”

“Out in the woods.”

“Good, Wolfie. And who do you get the ransom from?”

“From her auntie, the nun at the big house.”

“Good, Wolfie. And what do you do with the ransom when you’ve got it?”

“I keep it safe for when you come out, Auntie.”

“Good, Wolfie. And when will that be?”

“One thousand seven hundred and twenty-five days, Auntie. Unless you dig your way out first.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Wolfie.”

A noisy buzzer marked the end of visiting time. All over the room visitors hugged their loved ones, and their loved ones hugged them back. Well, almost all over the room – it would have taken a braver man than Wolfie to hug Valburga Vilemile.

In fact Wolfie felt downright grateful to the buzzer. He got to his feet and shook hands with his aunt.

“Mind you do exactly what I’ve told you, Wolfie,” Valburga said.

Wolfie looked at Valburga. Deep in his chest a voice woke up and murmured something.

“You ain’t got to do what she tells you to, Wolfie baby,” it said.

“Aw, shuddup!” Wolfie replied. He wasn’t used to listening to his conscience. In fact this may have been the very first time it had ever spoken to him.
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Two

Two  days later Wolfie strolled up to the Post Office of Hilton in the Hollow. He pushed open the door, making Gussie Godiva’s little bell ring merrily.

Gussie looked up from behind the counter, adjusted her monocle, and stared hard at Wolfie. Then she walked right up to him, reached a skinny arm behind him, and flipped the sign on the Post Office door from OPEN to CLOSED.

It is against the law to shut a Post Office in the middle of the morning, but Gussie Godiva was not interested in the law. She was interested in Wolfie T. Volfango.

She had not met Wolfie before, but she recognized him immediately from the photograph his aunt had sent her. It wasn’t difficult.

Wolfie had the sort of head that makes you think of a Dutch cheese – round, and smooth, and shiny. His ears hung low on either side of it like two soft folds of dough. His beady eyes peeped round his nose like tiny, startled creatures round a rock, and to the south of them his teeth jostled for space. Lower still his great jaw surged forward in a rippling cliff of bone, bypassing his neck and merging with his powerful shoulders.

Wolfie greeted Gussie Godiva politely. He gave her a box of chocolates and a letter from his aunt. Gussie dropped the chocs into her knitting bag and read the letter carefully. She read it again. Then she took Wolfie through into her back room and offered him a cup of tea.

“I’ve tried your English tea, Ma’am. Could I have a cold beer, please?”

“I don’t believe in offering young people strong drink, young man.”

“Beer ain’t strong drink, Ma’am.”

“It is in my book. And anyway I haven’t got any. I keep a herbal decoction in the cupboard, but that is for medicinal purposes only.”

Wolfie was surprised to hear this. He could smell something on Gussie Godiva’s breath, and he did not think it was medicine.

“Your aunt tells me she has a job for you to do, my boy. She says in this letter that she’s told you all about it.”

Wolfie nodded unhappily.

“She wants me to help you with it, Wolfie.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“You do know what the job is, don’t you?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“And are you confident of being able to fulfil your aunt’s wishes, Wolfie?”

“Do what, Ma’am?”

“Can you do the job, boy?”

“I could, Ma’am.”

“Excellent, Wolfie.”

‘But I don’t want to.”

“Why ever not?”

“Cause it’s against the law, Ma’am.”

“Stupid boy! Of course it isn’t! The laws here are quite different from those in America. Your aunt is an old school friend of mine, Wolfie. I’ve known her all my life. You surely cannot think that she would ask you to do anything illegal? In any case, your aunt and I are perfectly capable of dealing with the law. Don’t worry your head about it. Your job, Wolfie, is to do exactly what you’re told.”

The voice in Wolfie’s chest tried to speak to him again at this point, but once again he ignored it.

“Now, let’s run through your aunt’s plan step by step,” Gussie continued firmly.

“All right, Ma’am. But I don’t like it.”

When Gussie Godiva had finished, Wolfie still didn’t like it. But he was used to being bossed. His mother, back in Pasadena, Texas, was bossy. All her friends were bossy, too. Over the years Wolfie had grown used to ignoring his own ideas and doing what he was told. This is not good for anyone. It can lead to all sorts of trouble, and this time it did.

After Wolfie had left the Post Office, Gussie poured herself a sloe gin, took out a quill pen, dipped it into a bottle of green ink, and wrote the following letter to Valburga:

My dear Valburga,

Your nephew Wolfie called on me today. The boy’s a selfish blighter and I’m sure he won’t share the loot unless he’s forced to. I doubt if he’ll even get his fat hands on it without my help.

What a pity that you can’t be here to keep an eye on him. Young people are so unreliable, aren’t they? But you can rely on me to make him do exactly what he’s told.

I’m sure you will reward me generously. Shall we say 50% to me and 25% each to you and Wolfie? I understand you want Wolfie to take the orphan on a boat trip –I will deduct the cost of this from your share.

All the best,

Your old chum,

Gussie.

PS On second thoughts how about 60-20-20?

PPS How about 70-30 and we skip Wolfie?

Gussie Godiva addressed the letter to Prisoner number 4,723, c/o HM Prison The Vaults, Wold-under-Water, and posted it with a first class stamp on in her own letter box.
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