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Chapter One: Chicken

​ In the movies
homeless people are always
pictured dressed in rags yet what distinguishes homeless people is
not their attire. Workmen or labourers dress equally untidily. What
distinguishes the homeless is their look of dejection, the slumped
shoulders and the crooked broken form. Living on the streets is
hard. Steven was surprised when a wealthy looking man took him up
on his offer of a cup of tea. It had been one of those days. It
hurt to be blanked, ignored or judged. The man had carefully
decanted several pounds into Steven’s hands and after a suitable
interval Steven walked off slowly in the direction of a large pub
where he knew he could buy a cup of tea and nurse it for as long as
possible. The guy at the bar was snooty but Steve had money, so the
man couldn’t say anything. Within a few minutes Steve was sitting
watching the steaming cup of tea, enjoying the warmth and the soft
comfort of the chair, a big contrast from the cold harness of the
pavement where he usually sat. He was in the process of enjoying
his tea when Steve noticed a waiter carrying a
plate.

“Roast
chicken.”

The waiter passed to another
table.

“Roast chicken
anyone?”

The waiter asked at every table
but received no reply. At last he arrived at Steve’s table.

“Roast
chicken?”

“Yes
please.”

The waiter placed the plate on
the table and withdrew with a puzzled look on his face. Steven
began eating the food as quickly as he could. The chicken was
delicious, soft and steaming, coated in tasty gravy.

“Excuse me
Sir.”

It was a man in a shirt sleeves
and a blue tie, obviously the manager.

“Do you intend
to pay for that meal?”

“Absolutely
not.”

“I didn’t think
so. In that case that is theft. I am calling the
police.”

Steve wanted
to bolt out of the pub but something made him stay. When the
manager went away to phone he continued eating the meal. About half
an hour later the plate was completely empty and Steve felt warm
and satisfied, slumping back into the chair. He had heard nothing
more from the manager so started to wonder if he had simply
forgotten about what had happened or decided to let it go. Then
suddenly Steve realised that two tall policeman were walking
quickly towards the table.

“You are under
arrest.”

“What
for?”

“Theft”

Later on at
the police station Steve explained the circumstances of the incident to the policemen and
eventually an older, grey haired policeman stepped into the
room.

“I will be
contacting the pub in question. Perhaps I can encourage the pub not
to press charges, under the circumstances.”

Before Steve could answer the
man had left the room, a few minutes later the man came back in
with a solemn expression on his face.

“I’m sorry,
they are insisting on pressing charges.”

Steve spent a few nights in the
cells before a hearing could be arranged.

The judge looked very old and
very pompous. Steve concluded that the only time this judge
encountered the working class was when they were brought up before
him.

“Are you Steven
Arthur Forbes?”

“Yes”

“Steven, Arthur
Forbes, you are charged with theft. How do you plead?”

“Not
guilty.”

“Our first
witness please,”

“Could you tell
us your name please?”

“Constable
Bellingham.”

“Could you
please tell us your occupation.”

“Police Constable.”

“And how long
have you been working in that capacity?”

“Ten long
years.”

“And in what
capacity did you encounter the accused?”

“I caught him
stealing.”

“Could you tell
me the precise nature of the theft?”

“He stole
someone’s chicken lunch.”

“And how did
you become aware of this theft?”

“The manager of
the pub phoned us and we came as quickly as we could. When we got
there Steve, Mr Forbes I mean, was sitting with a half eaten
chicken dinner which he knew wasn’t his.”

“Thank you. I
will now question the accursed”

“Surely you mean ‘the
accused’”

“Sorry slip of
the tongue.”

“Mr Forbes. Did
you deliberately enter the pub for the express purpose of stealing
a meal?”

“No”

“Then why did
you visit the pub?”

“For a cup of
tea.”

“Not to steal a
meal?”

“No”

“Why did you in
fact steal the chicken meal?”

“I did
not.”

“Did you eat
the meal.”

“I
did.”

“Did you pay
for the meal?”

“No.”

“So you ate a
meal that you did not pay for?”

“Correct.”

“When a person
takes something they have not paid for, what is that
called?”

“Borrowing.”

“Many would
call it theft. Mr Forbes, I put it to you that you entered the pub
with the express purpose of eating a meal which you knew what not
yours. In common parlance this is theft. What do you
say?”

“I did not
steal anything.”

“No further
questions.”

The defence witness stood
up.

“Mr Forbes how,
did you come to enter the pub on that day?”

“A man had
given me several pounds after I had asked for money for a hot
drink.”

“And what
happened next?”

“A waiter
offered me a chicken meal.”

“And what did
you do?”

“Took it and
said thank you.”

“Were you aware
that the meal did not belong to you and that someone else had paid
for it?”

“All I knew was
that the plate was being passed from pillar to post, it was
probably a mistake and would have ended up in the bin. It was the
first square meal I have had in months.”

“Why is a
Square meal, as you put it, so important to you?”

“I am homeless,
I live on the streets, no fixed abode.”

“So you hadn’t
eaten for months, and there someone was offering you a meal, is
that correct?”

“Yes.”

“I would ask
those present, whether in similar circumstances they would not have
done the same thing. Please take note of several factors. First the
waiter offered the meal to Mr Forbes. In this instance I am not
sure whether he clarified whether Mr Forbes would be expected to
pay for the meal. Is it not common practice for restaurant owners
to provide extra food for free in order to reward customers? Are we
to conclude that bread rolls, eaten but unpaid for constitutes
theft? Secondly Mr Forbes is clearly homeless, and unlikely to have
ordered an expensive meal. Which is more likely that the waiter
assumed that Mr Forbes, would pay or wouldn’t pay? Finally the pub
made a mistake which was in Mr Forbes favour. Should be arrested
for that?

The judge seemed inattentive
when the defence lawyer spoke. He seemed to be struggling to stay
awake. After a few moments of silence the judge concluded:

“I have
listened to all the arguments that have been presented. I am aware
of the unusual circumstances surrounding the case but the reality
is that despite the fact that many of us may have done the same, a
theft has in fact been committed. I do have considerable sympathy
for Mr Forbes and his plight but we cannot have a situation in
which every restaurant or pub is overrun with homeless people
helping themselves. No matter the reason or motivation theft is
theft in the eyes of the law. I will however take a more lenient
approach to sentencing. Two weeks in prison.”

Steve’s lawyer leant over to
him.

“I’m sorry I
tried my best. I think I had better arguments that our opponent,
but this judge is extremely conservative. Sorry but you never stood
a chance. Sorry to let you down.”

“You haven’t
let me down at all. I wanted to go to prison, there is some cold
weather on the way and a few nights in a cell, in the warm, with
food provided, is a luxury.”

“So you wanted
to go to jail? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Your defence
needed to be convincing.”

Chapter Two
The CO

​ James Gower was a pacifist. He hated war with every fibre
of his being. He hated it so much that he would do anything to
prevent war, barring war itself. The endless and pointless
slaughter of the First World War had convinced James that war
should be opposed at all costs. As a result when the World was
plunged into war for a second time James registered as a
conscientious Objector. This meant that he would be called upon to
help the war effort but not to actually fight. When he spoke of it
James was criticised and ridiculed by his friends. Some said he was
cowardly but there was nothing cowardly about standing up for your
beliefs in the face of ridicule. Some said he was wrong to benefit
from the blessings of peace without being willing to fight but he
considered that nonsense, mainly because he didn’t believe that
another war was the best way to secure peace. James’ parents were
caught between feelings of guilt and relief. Relief because they
would not be receiving any telegrams announcing crudely that their
son was lost or missing and guilt because friends and neighbours
would receive these telegrams. In the end James did receive a
communication, not as he first thought, an accidental call up, but
a note requesting or requiring his presence at Trambridge army
training camp for the purposes of efforts to further the war
effort, namely working on railway lines. This was one of the
favoured tasks handed to conscientious objectors because it
genuinely did help the war effort and because it involved no direct
handling of weapons. Some of the more extreme pacifists refused to
work on the railways because they could be used to transport troops
or equipment but for James this was an unnecessary distinction. The
railways were just as likely to be used for transporting milk and
vegetables to the cities or transporting the wounded. Secondly in
James’ mind there was a difference between the military railways of
the First World War, constructed behind the trenches to bring men
and armaments forward, and the creaking rail network of Britain
struggling to survive under the strain of so many men being called
up. Some may argue that by doing the work of those other men James
was freeing them up to fight but again this was unhelpful hair
splitting. The same could be applied to almost any job and in any
case, the men had already been called up. They would not be
returning home to patch up the railways. If people like James
refused then the railways would simply suffer as a result. In fact
as the war dragged on much of the UK did suffer. It wasn’t just a
question of the homes and factories that were hit by bombs, the
whole place developed a tatty run down feel to it. There simply
wasn’t enough people around or the inclination any longer to take
pride in maintaining a building well. Why bother if tomorrow that
building might be a pile of rubble?

James had no
sympathy for Nazism and no love for Hitler but he sincerely
believed that war was not the way. He also strongly believed that
if people were forced, or compelled to fight, against their
consciences then what right had we to claim any moral high
ground over totalitarian
states?

All these
issues were swirling around
James mind as he arrived at the guardhouse of Trambridge camp. Camp
was the right word because the establishment was a ramshackle
collection of huts inside a wire fence. No one seemed to know if
the wire was supposed to keep people in or out, probably both.
James was still dressed in civilian clothes but expected to be
issued with some kind of uniform. When he arrived at the guardroom
the guard had drifted off into sleep momentarily slumped against
the wall. James coughed loudly and to his surprise the guard jumped
immediately to attention.

“Sorry
Sir.”

James was
somewhat taken aback by the guard’s deference but he noted that his
upper class accent and bearing often opened doors for him. He
remembered a time when he happened to be running through a park
when coincidently a smash and grab raid had taken place from a
jewellers shop nearby. A policeman had run over in his direction,
shouting for him to stop. James remembered replying with the
question, “Can I help you officer?” There must have been something
about his accent or tone that convinced the policeman that he
wasn’t the criminal type because he immediately responded by
saying, “Sorry Sir, My mistake.” Clearly the policeman was assuming
that criminals belonged only to a particular social
class.

“I’m the new
CO.” James announced confidently.

“Pleased to
hear it. We have been expecting you. Sorry Sir I was expecting you
to be in uniform.”

“Aren’t I
provided with that later on?”

“Well I can’t
say as I have experienced a new CO before so I’m not sure. Look let
me come with you Sir and I’ll get you some kit from the
stores.”

“Won’t that
mean leaving the gate unmanned?”

“Very good Sir,
very good. Diligent as ever. Don’t worry I will call on someone to
cover my guard duty.”

“Haskins! Cover the guard hut will you!”

“Has it been a
quite morning?”

“It certainly
has. I
















































































cover.jpg
A BASKET
OF RASCALS





