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			Dedication

			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my beautiful Mama who died recently. She was a lady who travelled round the world many times by ship and who suspected she was having me whilst working on a merchant navy cargo ship with my Dad near Bali. She climbed down a rope ladder 40 feet to a hollowed out log canoe on the ocean below and visited an Aboriginal reserve at Groote Eylandt in the Australia Bight. A trip that is worthy of anything I would do 30 years later. Thank you for starting me on this long and wonderful journey called life. Like all journeys, this big one has its ups and downs but you were always a very big up and I was always eager to come home to you. I hope that though you always worried about my travels are proud of my often usual trips and subsequent literary career, such as it is. I miss you and love you always and very much hope to see you again one day after I have finished all my future travels, until then I trust you’ll keep an eye out for me.

			Susan Gwendolyn Liddell 14th March 1950 - 28th March 2013.

			RIP Mama, I love you now and always.
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			Introduction

			Some people have one of those days, others have one of those lives. I am an “other”, I know it, other people know it and I’m sure if NASA satellites really can spy on what newspaper headline you’re reading, then the folks at the CIA in Langley or MI5 In Britain probably have had repeated hospital appointments due to the years of gut busting laughter they have enjoyed at my expense.

			As people go, I’m not so much accident prone but more incident prone. Things happen to me almost on a daily occurrence that don’t happen to anyone else, sometimes they are good such as the recent time I lost my entrance money on the way to a football match only to find an equal amount near the entrance but most are bad or at best annoying. Things that make life difficult pop up out of nowhere. Sometimes they are the things that can be discounted by any sane person only for that 1 chance in 1,000 to sneak its way through and splat on you on the forehead. You might imagine it would never happen and for all intents and purposes to anyone else it never will but to me it’s just one of those things which I could tell was pre-destined to interrupt my life. Even when I went to a Star Trek convention in London I ended up getting stuck in a lift with Mr Sulu. Nothing ever seems to be easy.

			Then again there are the things that should never happen to anyone but to which are attracted to me as if I am bizarre magnet for surreal events. Laying in the sun-shine, sitting in the garden reading the newspaper and something catches your eye. Maybe it’s next doors cat or a bee buzzing around the pear tree or perhaps it’s a dead blackbird falling from the sky just about to hit and badly bruise your ankle. How many people have to suffer this sort of thing and how many have such unusual events occurring so frequently that being hit by a dead blackbird in the middle of a lawn hardly merits a comment from those sitting nearby. “Oh don’t worry, that’s Stephen. Weird things happen to him, a lot”. Still I suppose it’s better to fall victim to a dead blackbird attack than to be the poor individual who decided to commit suicide, jumping from the floor above me down the central staircase to the ground 4 floors below as I looked on sandwich in hand eating my lunch.

			Other simple things are also doomed to failure such as when I went with a friend to see the film “Midnight in the garden of good and evil”. This was at the Warner-Village cinema in Leicester Square. You’d think that if ever a cinema had all the ingredients for quality then it would be here in the centre of the West End, you’d think but you’d be wrong. For that I’d recommend the Odeon or the Empire next door.

			However the Warner-Village being the most expensive and newest it might not be too unreasonable to expect you get to watch the film in its entirety. For an hour or so that is exactly what happened, things were actually going to plan but then we started to hear water. Dismissing it as over-active imagination (yeah like funny things never happen, right), we got back into the film for a while but then there it was again. We could definitely hear water, obviously though it was from one of the neighbouring screens where Titanic was still being played. Soon though water started dripping from the ceiling and water also started flowing gently down the floor towards the screen.

			Being terribly British or maybe just a bit stuffed from the big meal we’d consumed at Eds Diner we decided we were going to tough it out no matter how bad the movie was but alas after another few minutes the back doors swung open. It was time to abandon ship as the cinema management came in to tell us the water tanks had ruptured and though we couldn’t watch the end of the film in another screen, we would get a refund so I guess we did pretty well all things considered. In fact I’d forgotten about the whole episode until recently when my wife and I toured central and eastern Europe and after 8 hours of travelling from Berlin and studiously avoiding any taxis or indeed anyone who admitted to speaking English we arrived at our hotel to find that it was totally flooded. Water was literally flowing down the stairs into the reception area and we could hear dripping everywhere as if we had just walked into the end of the Towering Inferno movie. Bizarrely the hotel was in such a run-down area that we thought this was just part of the deal until the receptionist told us that at least three floors of the hotel were flooded. But that’s for another time and probably another book.

			Lots of people know of friends who are incident prone but its another thing all together if the person who is incident prone is you. That’s me the writer not you the reader; I have my own problems to deal with without worrying about anyone else! It wouldn’t be so bad if all or indeed any of these things were my own fault. I see idiots every day who deserve what they get and plenty more and despite my being all being ready for some serious schadenfreude, the gods don’t punish them and that’s just on the commute to work. So with such Twilight Zone occurrences creeping into even the most mundane of activities, the very idea of travelling should be enough to get me worried. Surely for someone like myself it’s asking for trouble as the very essence of travelling is to move somewhere, usually very quickly and often in some less than perfect mode of transport.

			Looking back I suppose the first signs of the problems ahead when I was on tricycle at the age of 2.5 or years old. Having mastered the riding forward part I pedalled my way 15 feet up the driveway to where it met pavement.  Our driveway had two sets of paving stones with lose gravel in between which lead down from the street to the garage where my Dad was preparing to paint the door a rather dark and very 70’s shade of brown. Whilst he was somewhere inside the house I thought it would be a good idea to see if I could steer my tri-cycle backwards going down the hill turning the steering left to go right and vice-versa. Who’d have thought that this little 3 year old could be so well co-ordinated as to make it all the way down the drive in a near straight line and as a bonus to have enough speed so as to knock the open tin of paint all over the drive and underneath the garage door and into the garage too. My Dad obviously didn’t recognise my talents at that time, not unless talent in the 1970’s was rewarded with a smack but then maybe the ’76 heat-wave did funny things to people.

			So there it was, my first independent trip full of highs and lows, exhilarating speed, near misses and the final disaster all rolled into one driveway. Now I haven’t been to that driveway for 10 years but 22 years after that momentous ride, the paint was still covering one or two paving stones. What an epitaph.

			Growing up was a continuing but evolving tale of events with every method of transport failing one way or the other. I like to think that it makes life more interesting, that somehow my life is more exciting than others because nothing can be taken for granted because sooner or later everything will go kaput. Of course, the only reason I can even begin to think that way is because I’m currently writing this from inside the middle of a sparsely decorated nuclear bunker and I am relatively safe from everything but as soon as I leave this very secure chair then it’s battle down the hatches time.

			Trains are good, they are fast, they generally let you see more scenic places than any other form of transport and they have the added bonus of you not having to do the driving. Yep, if anyone cuts you up on an Intercity the chances are you won’t even know it when you roll over them and I know that I didn’t. Actually if I have to go anywhere then I prefer to go by train than any other method but that doesn’t make them any less compliant in the ‘let’s make life more interesting stakes’. To be fair everyone has their train horror stories whether it is the Northern Line commute or faded memories of Sir Jimmy Saville urging us to let the train take the strain whilst he lured children into those horribly small toilets. To me though there is still something inherently enjoyable about getting on the train at Preston to Carlisle and getting off at Glasgow. I was only 5 then and that was in the days where you didn’t need a second mortgage to buy a same-day ticket, besides which it was my Grandparents who missed their stop. To me the 250 mile detour was just part of the fun.

			Train-travel however didn’t ever become more reliable. Partially that’s probably down to dodging the IRA bombs around London Euston station going to University every day. I guess I’m part of the generation that has a peculiar feeling towards rubbish bins. Whilst those of an older ilk habitually deposited everything in bins and the teenagers today like to drop litter on the ground unless there is a bin within slam-dunk range, to us 30-somethings who grew up around London, bins can only mean one thing. John Barnes. No I don’t really mean that although it would take someone of amazing character not to be affected by seeing John Barnes athletically kick his Lucozade bottle into the bin. If only they had replaced footballs with Lucozade bottles then all those World-Cup near misses would have been avoided but of course I’m digressing. To me bins and especially public bins near train stations or bus stops mean IRA bombs. When the trains weren’t being delayed by snow in the winter, warped rails in the summer and general overcrowding after privatisation, the IRA were always on hand to disrupt things.

			Travelling in to London every day to university for 4 years would always be an experience but there did seem to be a time when every Monday morning would be marked by a small bit of London blowing up. Others would always have rather mundane excuses as to why they were late or their dissertation was in bits. Some had the old washing machine or dog excuses but they seem almost amateurish compared to explaining to your tutor that your papers got ruined by a bomb in Tottenham Court Road. In fact even when there were no bombs going off, the weird quotient of society would seem to line up in the gardens just outside Euston station with knives, shotguns and Big Issue magazines. “Excuse me Sir, do you have any change for a Big Issue?” Err, no. I’d have given it to the unshaven crazy guy who held me up with a shotgun ten feet away if I had.

			Ten years on and things haven’t changed much. On our last UK weekend break away, two days of almost uneventful leisure in North Wales was almost enough to make one forget about just how bad train travel should be. I’d got rid of the memory of standing on the train most of the way from Watford to Crewe, the train being hideously overcrowded with the only spare seat being taken by a guy with a broken leg. Yes I can see why you need to have one leg stretched out straight in a funny angle but how does that take up two seats? He knew it was an excuse, the people around knew it was an excuse and if the ticket inspector who shrugged his shoulder thought it was an excuse, well he wasn’t going to say. Nevertheless no-sooner did I think that maybe, just maybe we could get back from Crewe to London with the minimum of fuss then I would be proven wrong.

			It all started off ok, the train from Bangor was on time and we even made our connection in Crewe ok. In just two hours or so we’d be home sweet home. That was of course until we got to Stafford. The station seemed quiet so why did we stay there for 20 minutes without an announcement? Not to worry, we had good seats with a table for the four of us, more provisions than the average SAS trooper in Afghanistan and everyone remained calm. We continued to remain calm for another hour and through several more apologetic announcements. At one point we even moved out of the station or at least part of the train did but there again we halted for another 20 minutes before it was announced that the train had died. So everyone and their dog with its’ luggage decamped from the train and traipsed to the information screen. Apparently a train arrived within minutes but if it did, I didn’t see it so we waited for another 15 minutes when another train made an emergency stop for us. It was a struggle but we made it, even if we did have to sit on the floor and the luggage rack. However, what seems to differentiate British trains from other third world trains is that in the UK we don’t deliberately encourage disasters as would occur with three times as many people on one train than should be allowed and no amount of complaints from the gangway groupies was going to change that; so once again half the train got disembarked and made its way back on to the platform.

			Most of those who were now back on the platform watched mournfully as yet another train pulled away from the station almost resigned to their fête. Those of us who are a little insane started singing the words to children’s television programmes from the 1980’s and to think lots of people at the time thought that James The Cat was only for dweebs. Well those in Stafford 2007 platform sit-in will always know differently.

			It was a close run thing and for a time no-one was quite sure which would be first but as it happens the fourth train did arrive before they found Bin Laden. Of course this train was almost as crowded as the earlier ones but perhaps Virgin had run out of trains or at least there had been a swift policy change towards train disasters. Either way, two and a half hours after arriving at Stafford, we were finally leaving. It’ll be interesting to see whether we were all included in the national census or not.

			The train that we were on was cramped as could be and I personally saw two sardines hop out of a sandwich back into the can just so as to get a bit more leg room. Just as on the outward journey, I spent the next few hours standing up leaning against chairs and bags. The Virgin crew helpfully came around and left boxes of drinks and the odd snack out for us and it was noticeable that the original seated passengers took full of advantage of this as much as we could and in some cases more as us passageway squatters couldn’t really move. Every now and then one of the seated passengers would spend ten minutes deliberating whether to get up and go to the toilet for fear of losing their seats.

			What sort of scum did they think us to be? We weren’t Hyenas waiting around for the lions to finish with their prey before scavenging the remains. ‘Go on, bog off to the toiler’ I found myself thinking. I’m not going to pinch your seat, I know it’s yours. And why not pinch another diet coke while you’re at it!

			This emergency train wasn’t scheduled to stop at Watford but at Milton Keynes instead and the concrete cows had long since been shrouded in darkness as we shuffled out, backpacks in hand onto a distinctly chilly platform. Luckily, our train was due in less than 10 minutes and so having been unable to get within two carriages of a toilet all afternoon, I took it upon myself to find somewhere to relieve myself. The station being a pretty crowded affair I decided the best place for that would be in the toilets. Perhaps luck had finally turned as I actually found one cubicle that wasn’t flooded and whose door would lock. Having emptied myself of several cans of soft drink and water I flushed the toilet, fastened on my backpack and unlocked the door. Only that the lock didn’t unlock. I tried it again and again and several times after that but there was no joy. Just as I was thinking how typical this was I decided to call my wife. I knew her phone was always on so I’d just call her and get her to get me out.

			Perhaps it was the blue-moon but for some reason her phone was switched off. No matter, I’d call our friend who was waiting on the platform oblivious to all that was going on. I dialled her number and I heard the phone ringing but the problem was that it continued to ring for twenty seconds before it went to voicemail. Deciding not to leave a message stating I was locked in a dilapidated toilet cubicle, I hung up and shouted for help but no-one heard and if they did well they didn’t come. I had no choice, I decided to shoulder barge the door down. One, two, three, bang! If there was ever a door where you could 99% break the hinges and lock without it actually giving way then this was it. Three or four times it refused to budge. I wondered how come the train companies couldn’t keep the toilets clean but still found the money to import cubicle doors from Krypton.

			One final charge and the door went flying and I soon found myself going head first towards the urinals but luckily I stopped on one of the cleaner bits of the floor. Gathering my gear I made a mad dash back to the platform where I thought I would boost everyone’s morale by telling of my exploits. The last leg of the journey was almost routine and by the time we made it home we were past caring that it was raining hard. Although I’m sure our friends had a great weekend with us and ignored our advice that bad things will happen if they go anywhere with me it does seem that they have got the message as we have barely seen them since.

			So with trains being my favourite method of transport you can imagine what the others are like. Generally speaking I don’t do flying. I’m not stupid, I know what I could do to a plane. I only fly if it’s unavoidable and if everyone has good insurance or if I can con people I don’t like into getting on the same plane as me but as George W. Bush probably doesn’t have a passport then I don’t get to do that much either. Besides which, how many children in the 80’s flew? We weren’t the sort of family who could afford to burn money twice a year for holidays in the Mediterranean. Generally speaking my six weeks of summer holidays all took place within sight of the house either playing football or cycling in the front street.

			Much time was also spent in the back garden, playing football, fighting with brothers, breaking windows, the usual sort of thing at least until too many flowers had been trampled on or the patch between the apple trees had lost any semblance of being a lawn and we were reduced to playing computer games. Often this would be from dawn to dusk and we’d play a game to death until one of us got sick of it or the tape or disk broke. Sometimes we’d have half the street round playing Elite or Silkworm or having a computer football league going on. That was the one thing I was genuinely good at growing up, I could generally kick-ass on any game year after year but it was still fun to have 5 or 6 people round to play Kick-Off or Sensible Soccer. We’d personalise our kits and do commentary and people would argue about every little aspect of the playing area before a vital match, almost getting their excuses in beforehand. There was a fine line between being in the best 2 or 3 players and glorying in victory and not pissing off the permanent losers so much that they realised they could be happier elsewhere. Luckily if ever that were the case, some new game would soon be out to entice them back, generally with the same result.

			Boats and I really don’t get on together either and not just because of what happens later on in the book. There are things that have happened on boats that are just too horrendous to mention so I won’t at least not unless my publishers insist. If you don’t see anything about boats in the paragraph below then you’ll know that I won. Ha!

			In between everything else when I was growing up I used to enjoy walking for miles and miles and would often end up in scrapes primarily because I was going to places I probably shouldn’t have but I knew the risks and was happy to deal with the consequences, even the time when I got charged by bulls. Maybe it was my purple hoodie that the beasts took a dislike too or maybe it was because they were disgusted at the fine art I had of using a large stick or even my boots to skim the top of cow pats flying through the air like Frisbees. One thing was for sure, something spooked them and made them charge. My only escape was over a fence which I pretty much dived over head-first only to find out that I was surrounded by electric fences. There’s not many things more depressing in life than knowing that whatever you do, you’re going to be electrocuted. I remember thinking that on the second fence and the fifth one too.

			It’s often said that both flying and train-travel are two of the safest methods of travelling although in my generally obvious opinion you generally could only ever have one really bad experience before your next journey is in a black hearse. Cycling on the other hand is said to be up there with smoking and picnicking in the better parts of Baghdad in terms of shortening your life span. Surprisingly, I haven’t found this to be the case at all, even commuting to work in London in rush-hour. Given my encounter with a tin of paint decades ago and the fact that as soon as I got my stabilisers off I decided it would be a good idea to race the boys over the street who were a good five years older than me saw me careering off the pavement and through several rose-bushes. Sitting on the lawn I looked like a hedge-hog covered with rose-thorns that all had to be slowly pulled out one by one. Thinking about it, this was so much worse than being repeatedly electrocuted and every now and then I remember just how painful being de-thorned was. At least if you can con someone into holding your hand when you grab hold of an electric fence then you’ll miss most of the shock which will handily go through to the next person but if you hold onto someone when thorns are being extracted then generally speaking much yelping and wincing is assured.

			Having said all that it’s kind of obvious now that this book will be published post-posthumously and if that is the case I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for me as I’ve long expected it and will feverishly re-direct all my creative energies into actively haunting the driver for the rest of their life. Putting it like that then it almost seems like the soft option compared to going to work, at least going to my work.

			The single most unusual incident when out riding my bike was one morning on an early-morning paper round. In the winter when it was dark I’d often take my dog, we’d have fun together and because he was a hound he’d sniff out anything such as the fish van parked half a mile away on Friday mornings, a dead baby in a car park bin bag and most unusually of all hidden policemen in the same car park who were apparently waiting behind in place behind bushes to catch some drug dealers who would be making a rendezvous within minutes. However in the summer I’d go off on my bike at 5.45am each morning and load up with papers and spend the next 50 minutes being bitten my family pets and getting my fingers cut off by bloodthirsty letter boxes. It can’t really be co-incidence that the people who took the Sunday Times would have the tiny and murderous letterboxes that would draw blood at every opportunity whilst Sun readers would have the most user-friendly letterboxes but would gain their blood sport from watching their two terriers engage in a bit of ankle biting.

			One day when I’d finished for the morning I’d cycle home up the hill looking forward to another days hard computer gaming when I went up the narrow path through the allotments. It’s the sort of place I wouldn’t have gone in the dark not because it was overtly dangerous but because since the age of about five I’ve been an avid viewer of horror films and even a kid knows full-well that whilst the chances of being molested in the park when it is truly dark is very slim it is much more likely that Michael Myers will be there waiting to make mince-meat of you one way or the other and if he isn’t then one of your equally sick horror loving friends is likely to jump you. That sort of thing happened all too often when children actually were allowed out of the house to earn a bit of money for things other than alcopops and kitchen knives. So imagine my surprise and horror one morning when I came up through the allotments and the park opened itself before my eyes. The big field and trees on the left and then just a bit further up on the right the children’s playground on the right complete with see-saws, roundabouts and a crazy guy with no face pushing a swing with no-one on it at 7am on a July morning.

			He was dressed mostly in grey but wearing normal casual clothes and he was pushing the swing perhaps a meter or two in the air repeatedly as if a primary aged child were in it. For a moment he didn’t notice me. I’m not sure if he was in gaa-gaa land or whether he was a ghost. Neither is an ideal situation when you have to get closer to them before you can take the path get home. I’ll never forget the look on his face when he looked up at me, still pushing the swing. That’s because he had no face at all, just a white blur. I’d obviously startled him / it and I don’t know what he did next because I accelerated as fast as I could and didn’t look back and whizzed right past the playground area safely to the beginning of another 250 metre long pathway through more allotments.

			Of course I knew it may all be in vain because even if the psycho is on foot and you are speeding away in a Porsche, he’ll still get you. I don’t honestly remember whether he chased me or I imagined it, it was hard to hear anything other my heavy breathing. Even then I was trying to decide whether I’d seen a ghost or stumbled upon a real weirdo but the pathway was so long and the allotments so deserted. I got more panicked and could feel a presence breathing down my neck and then suddenly there was the most awful noise. ‘Oh my God’ I thought. He’d got me. I let out one of the less girly screams in the history of horror cinema. Then a second later when the noise didn’t stop I realised that the noise wasn’t being poltergeisted into submission or even the inevitable technical breakdown of my bike, similar things happen in all the worst horror films, but that my plastic orange waterproof paper bag had swung right round my shoulder and was rubbing against the bike back tyre. Phew, I’d made it.

			It took me a long time before I ever went back in the park and I’d like to say that the whole affair spurned me on to learn to drive but alas it didn’t. As it turned out delaying driving by 10 years probably saved me no end of problems if my first two cars were anything to go by. My first car was a four year old Astra which had intermittent problems from the start. It had the tendency to stop at any moment and was doubly likely to do so if it could cause serious problems. What’s worse was that when the engine cut-out the brakes and steering died too.

			For the first year or two everyone thought it was just me stalling the car, my being a fresh faced learner and all. I knew from the start it wasn’t me but what do I know? Besides, no-one ever listens to me. I often had the car in for checks but annoyingly they could test it for hours without having a problem and then it would break down suddenly on the way home. Sometimes it would stop four or five times in a day and then it could go for months with barely a hitch. There was a way I learnt to fumble the keys and often I would get the ignition going before anyone else in the car knew that it had stopped, this was especially useful when going round a small roundabout as otherwise the cars steering would lock and there would be a tendency for us to veer off towards the arrow signs in the centre. However, other times I could try it for an hour and then as soon as the AA turned up, it would work first time and make me look a right pilchard.

			Even in the peace and tranquillity of the countryside there would be little respite. On one occasion I went to park in an open car park at around 8am in the morning. The car park was deserted except for myself and the car behind. Just as I was moving into a parking space the car stopped and for a grand total of maybe 20 seconds refused to start. Much to my surprise the driver behind me sounded his horn despite him clearly being able to see my trying to re-start the engine and having plenty of other spaces to choose from. Then he pipped his horn again continuously for five or six seconds before starting to shout abuse. I decided to get out of the car to see what all the fuss was about and was taken totally by surprise to find that the impatient young yob behind was about 80 years old. Immediately seeing that I was at least 50 years younger than he for some reason he shut up and rolled up his window and when I told him where to go, in a very polite fashion I might add, he himself stalled his car in the panic to get away!

			Honestly, I’m sure when I was a child, pensioners were people to be respected and revered. They’d add a touch of dignity to their environs but it seems these days just as with other age groups they do seem to have a somewhat yobbish contingent amongst their ranks. I’m not quite sure what he thought he’d achieve by riling someone who had broken down in front. Walking sticks at dawn perhaps or perhaps starting the fight by initiating a heart attack. Either way it is a mystery to me and surprisingly for someone who was in such a hurry to park, he drove off and was nowhere to be seen!

			Some years I could spend hundreds of pounds repairing rogue problems and on more than one occasion the garage mechanics would comment on how surprised they were that I could make my long commute in it. Still, the two of us had an understanding together and we shared a lot of times, most of them bad and in retrospect the car seemed to develop a tough skin when I would shout all sorts of names at it when it broke down in awkward circumstances. More than once I could bring three or four lanes of traffic to a halt at a junction and on my second day at a new job in Action I managed to get myself on the Capital Radio London traffic report after coming to a standstill in the middle of Hanger Lane gyratory system but at least the presenter said on air that he was sorry for me. Going up the slopes of multi-storey car parks was also a favoured breakdown point.

			As the years went by things gradually got worse even from that relatively low start and it was to all our misfortunes that I still owned the damn thing when I decided to take my future wife for a weekend away in Northumberland. Worse still was that it had been consuming water faster than a thirsty Ethiopian in the last few weeks meaning there could be problems with the radiator or worse still, the head gasket. Still, I was too poor to even think of getting a replacement so with several pints of cold water in the boot we set off one Friday night. To our surprise we drove all the way up the A1 and through the twisty roads of the north Pennines without a hitch. No engine over-heating, no stalling on the edge of 500 metre precipices. No nothing and in fact we even managed to enjoy ourselves and had a relatively romantic day or two going through the moors and steep hills and off to the sea-side and to Newcastle. On our way back to our base that Saturday night we had both almost convinced ourselves that the old piece of shit car would actually get us through the weekend in one piece but then shortly after Hexham on the road to Alston the engine started to severely overheat despite the pouring rain and misty weather outside. We pulled over to the side of the road and doing my best not to get scolded as I topped up the engine with cold water, my lovely girlfriend went to find the nearest toilet. We pretended to ourselves that everything was OK and set-off again after chatting to some friendly passers-by who must have taken pity on us.

			As we got to the base of the increasingly steep moors the car showed more and more the signs total collapse but after many years of nurturing, I knew how best to handle it. Sadly because of my girlfriend relying on a lift home I couldn’t just drive it off a cliff so instead we wearily made our way to the very isolated market town of Alston. A mechanic came to have a look at the car and did his best make-shift job which was all that could be done at 8pm on a Saturday night. We went to bed knowing the next day would be interesting as a torrential thunderstorm lashed down long into the night.

			The next morning after breakfast I went to check how the car was. First signs weren’t good as the front number plate which had over recent months repeatedly come lose and been stuck back on with all manner of adhesives was lying 10 feet down the hill from the car having been washed off once and for all by the downpour and winds of the night before.

			With no little amount of trepidation we set off on our 300 miles journey home. Fortunately the fog and cold air aided us to reach Scotch Corner to get petrol for the long journey down the A1. The roads had been even quiet than usual for the area due to the England World Cup match that was due early in the afternoon. However our relief at making the first 60 mile leg was short lived as there was a police car parked next to the petrol pumps and they obviously wouldn’t take too kindly to a car driving past them with number plates missing. As there was nowhere else to go and the need for petrol was dire, we filled up behind them wondering what on earth would happen next. Surely they would stop us and one way or other there would be trouble.

			Moments before we were to move off, one of the most marvellous strokes of luck that ever came my way. A white van that had also been filling up drove off belching more smoke than a downed Messerschmitt gingerly went past the parked police car only for it to be stopped before it even left the garage forecourt. Not believing our good fortune we ourselves drove off, safe in the knowledge that the white van man had caused a better diversion than we could have ever hoped for.

			For 20 or 30 miles everything went well but as the sun came out and temperatures rose outside, the car engine too began to warm up. By carefully judging the acceleration up the hills and easing off down them, we made it down to Leeds where it seemed an appropriate time to have lunch and water the car. By now it was very warm outside and we ate our sandwiches in the car with the bonnet up until the engine was cold enough to add in some more water. We must have rested for almost an hour before leaving the truckers stop and getting back on the A1M.

			It only took 10 of 15 miles before the old problem began to re-appear and despite the most care of driving the engine got hotter and hotter and before long we were having to reduce speed. Somewhere near Sherwood Forest it became clear that this would likely be the last journey the car would make. We were down to 40 miles an hour and the bubbling noise that often could be heard coming from the engine got worse than I could remember it. Soon we could smell burning and with steam and smoke filling the inside of the car it was time to make an emergency landing. At about 30 miles an hour I drove the car onto the bank and my girlfriend and I jumped out Starksy and Hutch style into the neighbouring hedges and waited for the explosion that we felt we deserved but which ultimately fizzled out into a smouldering, hissing mess. That was it for the old Astra.

			I called Britannia Rescue and waited for someone to arrive. 50 minutes later no-one had turned up despite the roads being deserted. Everyone, rescue-truck drivers included were at home watching the England football match. The A1 was quieter than a country lane at 2am on a Sunday morning and we were able to walk across all the lanes without even seeing a single car in either direction.

			I was feeling depressed, not so much for the car or even breakdown but because I knew very well that I’d be lucky to get another car even half as good as the Astra so my girlfriend decided to take the tension out of the situation by asking questions from a quiz book even when I needed to do a number 2 behind the hedge. Yep, even for me this was one of those once-in-a-lifetime moments, answering quiz questions whilst trying to go to the toilet in a farmer field besides the almost deserted A1 as the wreckage of my car burned quietly away. I’ve never checked Google Earth but I’m sure if you do and you find the little village of Elkesley and look half a mile up the A1, you’ll see me crouched in a field wondering why does this keep happening to me.

			As it happened it took a good while longer before the pick-up truck came and to make things worse he could only take us to a service station 2 miles down the road where we’d have to wait again until another truck could come and either make repairs, drive us home or provide us with notes on how to authentically conduct hari-kari. It took about 35 minutes for the second rescue van to appear and after a nominal look inside the engine the mechanic repaired that it was game-over. We watched as the car was winched up onto the back of the truck and then jumped into the driver’s cabin and made for home.

			Considering the driver had wanted to watch the match himself and that he had come from Wetherby before knowing that he had a 400 miles round trip ahead of him. After a while he said that it was going to be a long day. Tell me about it. In the words of Homer Simpson ‘Welcome to crapsville, population me.’

			The remainder of the journey was obviously something of a come-down as time seemed to slow inexplicably. We had long since missed our dinner date at my girlfriends home in Hertford and I’m convinced that the sight of us on the rescue-truck with a heap of a car will long live in the memories of my girlfriends friends. It wasn’t exactly the ideal end to a first weekend away but it is something that we often cry, I mean laugh about. As the car was unloaded onto my driveway there was a series of non-verbal signs of support as if some terrible event that they had long forewarned about had finally come to pass. I took the only things worth salvageable from the car, namely the air-freshener, mats and the mostly dried out biro pen that for years slid along the passengers door cupboard in a particularly annoying fashion and wondered how I’d ever replace such a talking point in my life. If I’d known then what I know now, there would never have need to worry.

			Within a few days of waving good bye to the 12 year old blue Astra, I was able to welcome in the only marginally newer 11 year old silver Ford Escort. It has to be said that mechanically, it was sounder at 11 years of age than the blue Astra ever was at 4 years and at £300 it could almost be said that it was a bit of steal. But then no-one would ever be able to steal this Escort as it had a particularly difficult and broken door locking system. To open the driver’s door required the dexterity of a gymnast and the determination of a safe-cracker. The previous owners warning that the locks can be a bit difficult at times never really did justice to the procedure.

			On the stem of the key itself were three heavy scratches, to open the door you had to hold the key upside down and insert it into the lock so that the third line on the key was just visible outside the lock. You’d then have to tilt the key upwards at an angle, turn the key left and right and after muttering a few swear words and realising that it didn’t work then either repeat the procedure a few times or pull the key out and repeat the whole procedure after double checking you had the angle of entry correct and the right scratch mark visible. That was it on a good day and obviously it was much worse in the rain or dark. For a time I had to allow extra time every morning to get to work, not because of traffic jams or road works but just to get into my own car.

			The advantages of this were that you could leave your car unlocked which is what I sometimes did overnight in the winter. If some stupid fool wanted to waste half an hour breaking into this old car then they were welcome to it. Just so long as they allow even longer to open the boot and did not ever put anything in it that you might need to get back out again. The boot lock was even worse than the rest of the car and to get into that you had to put the car keys into the boot and again tilt them at a certain angle before running into the car and pressing the boot release button on the car dashboard in a certain way and if it didn’t work the first time then you’d have to go back and re-adjust the key because it only ever worked on the first time. Whilst there was a definite method to maximise the chances of opening the boot door, it was never much more than blind luck.

			Sometimes this would mean that opening the car and the boot at the supermarket could easily be a 15 or 20 minute job and several times we just had to give up and put everything into the cabin of the car and even if you got everything loaded in then you had to repeat the procedure once you got home. We soon learnt not to put ice-cream in the boot of the car, ever. Sad as it seems, getting into the car at the first attempt was often the high-point of the day. It was probably from the buzz of success combined with the relief of not being accused of breaking into your own car.

			Of course this made having the car serviced or having its MOT a slight bit more problematic than for everyone else in that the car mechanic could never get into the car. It wouldn’t matter if I left detailed notes or talked him through it on the phone. The fact of the matter was that the biggest hurdle to the car passing it’s MOT was actually getting the mechanic in to test the car in the first place.

			Once you got in the car though it was good as could be, at least at first. It’s generally battered exterior also allowed me to continue my general policy of encouraging anyone who wants to cut in when driving to ram my car as I wasn’t going to move and so write off both our cars. Of course no-one was crazy enough to damage their newer and nicer car than to hit my old tank. This was particularly useful on my daily commute as on a number of occasions two lanes of slow moving traffic converge into one lane of less moving traffic. Time after time you’d have all the law-abiding and morally upstanding drivers filtering into the correct lane with the exception of a handful of twats who think that because they have a flash car that they are automatically conferred the right to miss out on the delights of queueing for two or three minutes and push their way in whenever they want. Generally they all have two things in common, firstly they all have snazzy cars and secondly they all get hugely upset if they don’t get their own way. It was always interesting to see how quickly they back off when they realised I was more than happy to let them crash in to my old banger but that there’s no way in the world I’ll let them push in. Not once did anyone dare take it further once their initial intimidation tactics and bully boy antics failed. Often the car behind them, obviously being coerced into doing so, would let them in but every now and then something really heart-warming would occur and like a herd of wildebeest temporarily finding that it can defends itself against predators, the cars behind bunch up close together and force the poser to wait his turn. Sometimes five or six cars would push through and when there really is justice in the world, cars would flow until the traffic lights ahead turn red and the aggressor find they are much worse off than they would have been if they have followed the rules!

			Despite the car driving well and having more body armour than a Sherman Tank it too began to suffer from stalling in winter weather. Every morning it would stutter and usually fail in the same two-three mile distance from home. The only problem being that this happened to be at the precise sport where breaking down would be most chaos inducing. On a roundabout on a one way system on a steep hill underneath a Victorian era large brick bridge was a popular choice. Watford is always on the edge of an all-consuming traffic failure and if there is one place that a single breakdown can bring a town to a halt, this was it.

			As fortune had it the weather warmed and winter turned to spring and the problem disappeared out of sight and definitely out of mind until one cold November morning when the engine seemed to stutter and in the following days it would stutter and stall several times before driving perfectly for the rest of the day. It did make driving to work that bit more nerve-wracking than it should have been. When the end came, it was quick, it was sudden and it was so much worse than anybody deserved on a freezing winters morning.

			The commute started off the same as usual. 6.30am is a time of day which is very set in routine. If someone is walking down the street at 6.30am one day, it is likely that they will do so for the next 364 days of the year too. There wasn’t a clue about the trouble ahead. The first set of lights held me up on red for 90 seconds despite the lack of traffic on the other roads. I reached the rail level crossing when the headlights of the train were about half a mile away and was just joining the M1 link road when the car fan heater air blower turned from cold to hot. All was well as the engine revs stayed high until a set of traffic lights when the engine failed. Luckily there was no-one behind me and the car re-started for another half a mile until it stopped twice on a roundabout. This was still nothing out of the ordinary so on I went up the hill and just as I slowed down the engine cut out again. This being a busy junction even at this time with three lanes of traffic going up the hill and a one way system coming from two other directions immediately in front, I was highly motivated to get going again but when I turned the ignition key all the lights on the dashboard died and the engine didn’t even try to start.

			As Edmond Blackadder would have said, ‘my feelings rhyme with clucking bell’. I tried to get the car started two or three times in quick succession but there was no joy and there was already a queue of traffic behind when I put the hazard warning lights on. Due to the heavy traffic, all the pavements had tall metal railings along the roadside meaning that it wasn’t easy to get out of the way. I took off the breaks and managed to let the car roll down the hill a few feet so as to allow the traffic at least an impeded route through my particular section of the lights.

			On calling the rescue company I was told the truck would be no more than 20 minutes and when I gave my location there was a tangible silence at the other end. As the traffic increased and the buses and lorries began to turn up, I began to be the most unpopular man in town. Amidst the congestion are angry grimaces a large red van pulled up and a good Samaritan got out and help me push the car further down the hill and good shove more got it partially onto the kerb.

			He was the only driver who stopped which wasn’t a very good ratio to the 100% of passing cars that stopped on the moors when the Blue Astra was taking a breather. When at last the repair truck came the driver exhaled a long breath, shook his head and admitted that it was by far the worst place to break down for miles around. The mechanic looked under the bonnet of the car, did a few tests and puzzlingly remarked that he hadn’t seen that before. Why was I not surprised? A few minutes more it was revealed that the escort was in a car coma and had to be towed away. I know somewhere, my old scrapped Astra was smiling down on me. Due to the awkward location and the railings, it took another 20 minutes before the truck could manoeuvre itself into a position to hoist the car up. This time with the car radio dead I didn’t get to hear if I made the traffic reports but I’d like to think I deserved it.

			Unfortunately the car was actually salvageable and two hundred pounds later, it emerged from the garage. The mechanic said he could make it as good as before but no better. I wondered whether the car still had its endearing habit of having the accelerator stick to the floor. ‘Hmmm good times’ I thought as I got back on the road. However this little post-script in motoring adventures wasn’t to last long. Two days later on Christmas Eve we had only driven one street away from home when the car went over a manhole cover at about 5 mph after which the most terrible grinding noises could be heard. I took the car to a garage which was almost opposite. They lifted it up and showed me the damage. Proclaiming the car to be a death-trap we decided the only option was to have it scrapped. We took our present out of the car and carried them home, broke and in a flat full of boxes due to three separate buyers pulling out of buying our flat at the last minute we looked forward to a Merry Christmas, crapsville style!

			Having now just touched on the travel related incidents that plague my everyday life it’s easy to see why I approach any kind of holiday with more than a hint of misapprehension along with a general concern as to whether I will even make it back alive.

		


		
			 

			Adventures in Egypt and Jordan

			With all of the problems that seem to afflict me on a daily basis, it is hard to decide whether a holiday abroad is something that would truly allow me to get away from it all or something that would just tempt fate. I’d been on holidays before though never on a standard sun and sand holiday as my tastes had always been a bit individualistic. I like to go to places that have no resemblance to home at all, the sort of place where you feel like you’re in a different world and most importantly of all, somewhere off the beaten track so that adventures and ebb and flow naturally and you never quite know what the next day will bring.

			As anyone who read my first novel ‘Let Me Help’ will know, I went to the London School of Oriental and African Studies for 4 years studying the African and Asian History and Politics paying particular attention to the Middle-East. It was an interesting place to study with interesting people to study with and it allowed my natural interest in the non-Western world to develop.

			Whilst at university I totted up a Top 100 list of places I wanted to visit, most of them where no-one in their right mind considers going. With that in mind going to Egypt seemed like a good compromise. Somewhere to test the backpacking waters so to speak. A trip of a life-time whilst also offering at least the potential for things to get completely out of hand!

			Me being me, I didn’t just want to go to the famous sites, in fact going to the Pyramids is almost totally incidental to going to Egypt or even Cairo itself. A 4-star hotel with an air-conditioned coach trip to Giza conjures up such a sterile visit with exactly the sort of people that make living in London such a pain. My motto is to meet and stay with the locals, eat their food, travel with them and just enjoy the people and places and yes the potentially annoying illogical problems that creep up in the circumstances.

			I had long ago already worked out which places I wanted to see, it was more a case of picking my priorities and making a route up that fitted both my holiday allowance and budget and even in Egypt things aren’t automatically at an affordable price, well at least not to impoverished writers. To make it a bit more exciting I also pencilled in a trip to Jordan which also gave the opportunity for much more overland travel than if I’d stayed in the same place for two weeks. Two friends decided that they were up for the ride as well so I had to make sure that the trip suited everyone and wasn’t too arduous or specialist (OK, you can say boring instead) but in practice they were pretty much happy to go anywhere I thought was worthwhile.

			The first step was to obtain visas, not necessarily a straight forward thing with my history but happily after a trip to London and many hours of queueing the visas were granted. I had booked up a few elements of the trip such as flights and hotels for most nights but there was enough lee-way to allow us to totally change our plans and the nature of the trip if it wasn’t working out. A few weeks before the off, I had my jabs but thankfully didn’t feel any ill-effects. For some reason we had decided to go in the height of summer when it would be at the hottest but that did have the advantages of the prices being lower and there being less tourists around those few touristy sites which we might happen upon.

			Whilst everyone else was concerned with bandits, food poisoning and bombs, my only worry was with flying and so a month before we were due to fly I went on a day-trip my best friend and flew to Manchester and back. All went well so all that remained was to pack our bags. Yalla, yalla!

			Every time I book a holiday, I truly don’t get excited until I arrive at the destination. That’s because I don’t actually expect to get there and why should I with luck like mine. Apparently the odds work out that you’d have to fly every day for 14,000 years before you are statistically due to be in a fatal plane accident. However, some people who fly on doomed flights don’t get anywhere near this high number! For me preparing to fly is literally like preparing to die. I have no problem with all the hassle of airports or the security issues but when I sit watching the planes take off I still can’t bring myself to even think about flying. Luckily I’m quite a calm person, so much so that the two people I’m flying with aren’t even aware of my sense of impending doom until we are back home sweet home. I take my seat in the plane and go through all the scenarios that might go wrong, bombs, explosions, undercarriage failures or even the long shot of somehow our plane avoiding all those problems and I unable to take the pressure any more go amok in the plane getting shot by some undercover MI6 or CIA operative.

			Slowly the plane does it endless and cruel meanderings from the departure gate towards the runway, like a twisted killer determined to get every ounce of enjoyment out of the victims suffering. From out of the window the plane in front takes off at an improbable angle and then it’s our turn. I take a deep breath, it will be all over in 90 seconds, we’ll either be over the worst of the ascent, scattered over the runway or plunging into the lakes that one always sees when the planes around Heathrow bank after take-off and before landing. In my head I always wonder whether we’ll have a ‘go with throttle up moment’ as the ill-fated space shuttle once suffered.

			To my surprise the plane took off without a hitch. It being an Alitalia flight we had to change planes in Rome and don’t think that taking two flights in a day didn’t get factored into my mortality chances, as it certainly did. It was relatively easy to take my mind of things though by the pure Italianness of everything in the airport. Never before or since have I ever seen supermarket trolleys that were anywhere near being trendy except at this airport.

			The flight from Rome to Egypt went OK, I put down the unusual noises and occasional broken overhead luggage doors down to the plane suffering from the downside of Italianness but compared to what was to come, it was sheer luxury. The trip seemed to be endless with only the odd island in the Mediterranean below to break the monotony of blue skies and blue seas. Unlike on the first leg of the trip, I had secured a window seat for the longer flight to Egypt. I can never ever sleep when travelling whether it is on a car, train or plane and it doesn’t matter what time of night or how tired I am. It’s both a physical impossibility and not something I even desire when I’m utterly shattered

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

OEBPS/image/Planes_Trains__Sinking_Boats_by_Stephen_Liddell_-_Smashwords_Internal_cover_550px.jpg





