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CALL ME A TAXI


CHAPTER ONE
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Didsbury, Greater Manchester. 2012.

The grainy black and white Laurel & Hardy film looked out of place on the plasma 40 inch colour television set. The hapless pair, in a misguided but hilarious attempt to fix the roof of their house, would eventually and inevitably reduce it to a pile of rubble, leaving only the front door and its frame standing. Gary Allsop, sprawled comfortably on the settee, was as usual watching the timeless comedy of Stan and Ollie with a permanent grin on his face; enjoying their madcap antics was something he liked to do often, and nowadays, since losing his job a month previously, he did it almost as often as he liked. 

Laurel & Hardy were Gary’s favourite comedians, and by some stretch. He had time for a few others, but not nearly so much time as he had for Laurel & Hardy, and, like his heroes, the ones he admired tended to be old-time film comedians; Buster Keaton, Charlie Chase,  Ben Turpin, Harold Lloyd et al. Modern comedians he could take or leave, but mostly left. Especially the stand-up variety you got far too much of on television these days, who all seemed to talk exclusively about the absurdities of life to audiences who seemed to laugh at nothing; his own life was already absurd enough without being reminded of it by the latest crop of shouty know-alls, thank you very much.

It had been remarked upon by several people that Gary looked more than a little like Oliver Hardy and he wouldn’t have given them an argument; but nor would he want to, on the contrary the notion would have pleased him. He was about the same height and although he was younger than Ollie at the time he and Stan made their films the onset of premature baldness made him look older than his thirty-two years. His big round face and dark brown eyes added to the illusion, as did his bulk, although he was not quite so fat as Ollie, but not by much. However, since being made redundant from his job as a demolition worker he had continued to eat the same large quantities of food demanded by a heavy manual worker whilst not doing any heavy manual work to burn it off, so there was every chance that it wouldn’t be very long before his girth matched the dimensions of his hero.

On screen the chimney pot fell off the roof. Gary’s smile grew even broader as he looked forward to the roof following it before very long. 

~
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A new Range Rover Discovery, registration number KAR1N, turned into Sycamore Close, a tree-lined row of pleasant semi-detached and detached houses, and drove towards the junction with Beeches Avenue, a street of similar dwellings. One of the larger detached houses, Malé, formerly plain number 43, was the home of the 4 x 4’s driver, Gary’s wife Karin.

When the Discovery had been purchased nine months previously its arrival had caused Karin something of a headache. She idolised her personalised number plate, it had cost £4000 four years ago, plus the fee that she’d had to pay to change her name from Karen to Karin which had added not insignificantly to the cost; but if she were to have the plate transferred from the three-years-old Discovery she’d part-exchanged for the new model how then would people know she was driving a this year’s registration Discovery? She had two cakes, neither of which she could both have and eat. It just wasn’t fair! She thought a possible solution, though far from perfect, would be to have the KAR1N plate at the front of the Discovery and the 2012 registration plate at the back, but that fat lazy idle husband of hers had told her that she couldn’t do that, it would be against the law. Then she’d thought maybe to have KAR1N plates front and back and the 2012 registration plate displayed prominently in the windscreen, like the road tax disc, but Gary had said that too would be illegal. So in the end she’d had to settle for the personalised number plates and informing everyone that the Discovery was this year’s model, which was a bit of a bind but far better than people not knowing. (And no more inconvenient than having to tell everyone that her home was named Malé, for the capital of the Maldives, after a man had knocked on the front door asking if it was a gents’ toilets. She had pointed out to him in no uncertain terms that the word Malé had an acute above the ‘e’ in it and the man had replied that he couldn’t care less what it had in it as long as it had a urinal in it as he was bursting for a pee. Karin had more than a suspicion that he was pulling her leg and further suspected that Gary had put him up to it; however as she couldn’t prove anything she had had to let it pass without taking her husband to task about it.)

As this year’s model Discovery passed 37 Sycamore Close Karin didn’t notice the front door of the semi-detached property open and a small, dapper man step out. He was dressed in a grey tweed suit, which was just a little too small for him, a white shirt with a wing collar, a black bow tie and a bowler hat. His name was Jim Moore, he was forty years old, and although he didn’t look as much like Stan Laurel as Gary Allsop looked like Oliver Hardy, from a distance he might well have been taken for him.

~
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Gary was still so wrapped up in the escapades of Laurel & Hardy that Karin was in the living room before he knew she was even in the house. She wasted no time in confirming her arrival.

“Laurel & Hardy, Gary? Laurel and bloody Hardy? You are out of work!”

Gary regarded his wife. There was a time, now lost in the past, when it would have been a pleasant experience; it may even have given him a fillip. When he had married Karin ten years previously she had been a pretty twenty-year-old with a nice, shapely figure. Now, through her quest to be Victoria Beckham-thin, she was twenty-five pounds lighter, every ounce of which made her lighter than was good for her. Consequently her features had sharpened considerably. They were further sharpened, hardened, by the hair style she affected nowadays, her peroxided blonde hair scraped back so tightly into a ponytail that it pulled back the skin of her already bony cheekbones in a redundant Essex facelift.  (At first Gary hadn’t been too concerned about his wife’s attempts to ape the Spice Girl’s slimness - just as long as she didn’t start to sing like her - but the leaner she grew the meaner she grew and by the time he realised this it was too late to do anything about it.)

When it became clear to Karin that Gary wasn’t going to answer her she placed her hands provocatively on her hips and said in the belligerent manner she almost adopted when talking to him nowadays, “Did you hear me? I said you are out of work.”

“I am trying to get a job, Karin,” said Gary patiently.

“Yes, it looks like it, my word does it. What is it for, settee tester?” With a scowl she flounced over to the settee, snatched the remote off the arm and switched off the television set.

Gary protested. “I was watching that.”

“Correct. You was watching it. Were watching it. Now you’re not watching it.” Karin folded her arms, another of the selection of body languages she employed for signalling to Gary that he had got the wrong side of her. As he was rarely the right side of her these days there weren’t many times when her body wasn’t speaking to him in concert with her whiplash of a tongue. “You’re unemployed,” she continued, “you should be out looking for work; you haven’t got time for watching Laurel & Hardy.”

Gary gave a silent sigh. “Give it a rest, Karen, will you. I’ve only been out of collar for a month.”

“God made heaven and earth in a week.”

“I wish he hadn’t bloody bothered,” said Gary, half under his breath.

“What?” Gary turned his head away from her and looked at the wall. “Don’t turn your head away from me, Gary Allsop! What did you just say?”

“Forget it.” In an effort to bring the quarrel to an end, or at least put it on hold for a while, he got up from the settee, walked over to the window and took in the scene outside; at least now he wouldn’t have to look at Karin if she continued her tirade. 

Karin’s eyes followed him. “Yes, that sort of behaviour is going to get you a job isn’t it,” she said. “Gawping out of the window like somebody not right.”

“I am trying to get a job, Karin.” A note of exasperation had crept into Gary’s voice.

If it registered with Karin she chose to ignore it. “Oh yes? And what sort of a job do you think you’re going to get staring out of the window? A Peeping Tom?”

“Peeping Toms stare into windows not out of them.”

Karin glared at him. “Don’t be so bloody clever.” She paused for a second to load more ammunition. “Did you go to the Job Centre today?”

Gary heaved another sigh, this time making no attempt to suppress it. “Just leave it with me will you, Karen.”

“Karin,” Karin shot back at him immediately. Sometimes Gary forgot how her name was pronounced since she’d changed it from Karen. Sometimes, she suspected, he forgot on purpose just to annoy her. “I can’t leave it with you, can I,” she continued after setting him right. “If I did leave it with you you’d do nothing. You’ve already proved that.”

“I rang them. I’ve got an appointment tomorrow.” He turned to her to stress the point. “All right?”

It was as though she hadn’t heard him. Quite possibly she hadn’t. “Because Karina’s won’t keep us,” she said. Karin had changed the name of her mobile hairdressing business from Karen’s to Karina’s when she had changed her name from Karen to Karin, adding the ‘a’ because it sounded more exotic. “And I want to go to the Maldives again this year. It’s absolutely vital that we go to the Maldives this year.”

“Vital?”

“Vital. We need a holiday. Well I need a holiday; you’re on a permanent one as far as I can see.”

“We could always go to Blackpool.”

“Blackpool?” Karin looked at her husband as though he had proposed they spend their two weeks in the Black Hole of Calcutta. 

“What’s wrong with Blackpool?”

“We live in Didsbury, Gary, or hadn’t you noticed?”

“Blackpool was good enough for us when we lived in Stockport.”

“Well it isn’t good enough for us now we live in Didsbury.”

“Why isn’t it?”

“Because people who live in Didsbury don’t go to Blackpool for their holidays,” said Karin, as though this were blindingly obvious.

“Well perhaps they should start doing if they haven’t got enough money to go to the Maldives.”

“We’d have enough money to go to the Maldives if you’d get off your fat arse and get a job.”

“Yes well I’m trying to get a job, aren’t I; I’ve just told you, I’ve got an appointment, in the morning.”

“Well I just hope they find you something, that’s all.”

“Well if they don’t we just might have to miss out on the Maldives, mightn’t we.” In the forlorn hope that Karin might get off his case for a few minutes he turned his attention back to the view from the window. He immediately gave a start and rocked back on his heels. “Whoa!”

“What is it? What have you seen?”

Gary’s face lit up. “Shit!”

“What’s the matter?” Karin joined him at the window. Jim Moore was walking past. Gary pointed at him. “Stan Laurel as I live and breathe.”

Karin rolled her eyes. “He must have a screw loose.” 

“I wonder what his game is?” said Gary, puzzled.

If Karin had been about to venture an opinion as to what the little man’s game was it was left unvoiced when her attention was drawn to the window-cleaner making his way up Malé’s drive.“And here comes one who thinks I must have a screw loose,” she said, rolling up non-existent sleeves. “We’ll soon see about that.” She flounced to the door. Over her shoulder she said, “And don’t you think I’ve finished with you yet, either.”

Gary grimaced; her warning was as unnecessary as a taste bud in McDonalds. Karin had never finished. Even if he wasn’t out of work she wouldn’t have finished. The only difference would be that instead of continually getting on at him to get a job so that they could afford to keep the things they already had she would be on at him to work even more hours so she could buy even more things they didn’t need. Or that he didn’t need; Karin ‘needed’ everything.

When Gary turned away from the window, Jim Moore having by this time disappeared from view, the sight of the Allsop’s lounge reminded him of this. The room was the exact opposite of minimalist. It would have been maximilist, had there been such a word. There wouldn’t have been too much wrong with any of the furnishings had they complemented each other, but they didn’t, and there were far, far too many of them: a large mauve leather three-piece suite with its two matching pouffes, islands in a sea of cream-coloured carpet; two over-elaborate glass chandeliers that wouldn’t have looked out of place in Castle Howard; four contemporary wall lights; four spotlights; an ornate brass and wooden uplighter; a standard lamp (Gary had once remarked that if they ever switched on all their lights at once they would knock out the National Grid); an IKEA sideboard; a nest of tables; a display cabinet that displayed items of glass, pottery, silver and Karin’s bad taste. On a glass coffee table sat a telephone that looked like a bowl of fruit. In a corner was a globe of the world that was really a cocktail cabinet. There were several more items of furniture that looked like something they weren’t and several more that looked like items they were, including a cocktail cabinet that really was a cocktail cabinet. Gary was convinced that if there was such a thing as a cocktail cabinet that was really a globe of the world Karin would have been first in line for one.

Every time he took in the contents of the room, which he tried not to do too often as it gave him a headache, he gave an involuntary shudder. He gave one now, and then another as the front door chimes played the first line of Viva Espana, a Karin innovation that irked him as much as anything.

A moment later Karin opened the front door to the window cleaner. She knew who it was and what he had come for but even so she arched an eyebrow and said, as though he were a perfect stranger, “Yes?”

He held out a gnarled red hand. “Windows.” 

She treated him to a dirty look, took coins from her purse and dropped them onto his palm, taking care not to come into contact with it. The window cleaner looked at them, counted them to make sure he wasn’t mistaken and said, “There’s only eight pounds here.”

“So?”

“It’s ten.”

Karin tossed her head and gave a mirthless laugh. “It’s ten when you’ve cleaned all the windows.”

“I cleaned all the windows.”

“Liar; you didn’t do the back bedroom window.”

“I did.”

“Liar. I was in the bedroom lying down with one of my migraines. The top of your ladder went right past it to the bathroom window, I saw it, you never even slowed down. You didn’t do the bathroom window properly either, it’s a window not a porthole, you ought to get a job on a ship. Anyway I can’t stand here all day arguing the toss with you, I’ve got better things to do.”

But when she returned to the living room Gary, of whose further chastisement was one of the better things she had to do, not wishing to be done had in the meantime made himself scarce.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“And what sort of work would you be looking for?”

“What?” The question took Gary by surprise. For the past five minutes the questioner, Mrs Joan Roach according to the ID pinned to her blouse, had been tapping away at her keyboard and ingesting the results of her tappings. Awaiting her pleasure Gary had become lost in his surroundings. It was a sight that as yet had never failed to pain him; the walls painted a depressing institutional green (hadn’t the people who painted the interiors of government buildings got any other colour of paint?); the wooden partitions that formed the booths where you sat to be interviewed to not get a job; the subdued fluorescent lighting; the even more subdued clientele, all sitting disconsolately waiting their turn to not get a job; the bored-looking people behind the desks helping them to not get a job. 

It was the first time Gary had ever been on the dole, or Job Seeker’s Allowance - the name it masqueraded under nowadays - the first time he had ever needed the services of the Job Centre. His fervent hope was that it would be the last. 

Mrs Roach tried again. “What sort of work are you interested in obtaining?”

“Well I’ve always worked in demolition. I’ll consider anything though.”

“Have you tried to get work in the demolition field?”

“Yes. Many times. I wouldn’t say no to a change.”

Mrs Roach’s expression intimated that this obviously didn’t chime with Job Centre policy. “If you have a skill it would be easier for us to obtain employment for you within that skill. Once in that employment you could then look for alternative employment whilst being engaged in that employment,” she said in finest Civil Service-speak.

Gary nodded. “Right then. Whatever suits you.”

“It isn’t what suits me, Mr Allsop, it’s what suits you.” 

“Right.” 

After letting Gary know what was what Mrs Roach then said to the world at large, but obviously meaning Gary, “It might make my job easier if some people showed a bit of interest.” 

For Gary’s part he didn’t know if he even was interested, but probably not by now, and his reply to her observation was a blank stare. 

Observing this, and with a sigh and shrug of resignation, Mrs Roach continued. “I’ll see if there’s anything available in the demolition industry.” She went to work on her computer while Gary waited and after a lifetime had passed she turned to him and said, “I’m afraid there doesn’t appear to be any vacancies in the demolition field at the moment.”

Gary shook his head at the stupidity, the sheer hopelessness of it all. “I could have told you that. Nothing’s being demolished nowadays. You only get buildings being demolished when builders want to build something in their place and nobody’s building anything nowadays.” He paused for a moment before saying, apparently serious about it, “Perhaps I can knock this place down for you? Do everybody a favour.”

“Being facetious isn’t going to help you to gain employment, Mr Allsop.”

Gary gave a sad nod. “No.” 

“I’ll see if there is anything else I can find for you.” Mrs Roach turned to her computer screen again. “But there’s very little work of any description available at the moment.”

“Are you sure there aren’t any vacancies in factories that make green paint?” Gary indicated the walls. “I would have thought there would always have been vacancies for that.”

Mrs Roach looked at him over her glasses, unsure if he was being facetious again. Deciding to give him the benefit she returned to her computer. A couple of minutes later she said, “You’re in luck. There’s a job at the Waterside Paper Mill. Factory operative, seven pounds sixty per hour whilst training, nine pounds twenty if suitable after a probationary period. Would you be interested in that?”

~
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“You’re going to wear that window out,” said Karin, on coming into the living room and seeing Gary staring out into the street, the position he had been in when she’d left the room ten minutes previously. “Here.”

He turned to her and saw she was holding out a copy of the Manchester Evening News. “What’s that for?”

“Situations vacant.” She thrust the newspaper at him and shook it impatiently when he made no move to take it. 

“I’ve got an interview the day after tomorrow. I’ve told you.”

“You more than likely won’t get that, there’ll be lots of others after it; you need lots of interviews.”

Gary gave a couldn’t-care-less shrug of the shoulders and turned his attention back to the view from the window.

Karin stiffened. “Are you going to take this newspaper off me and look for a job or aren’t you?” 

Gary was about to do as she asked if only to keep what little remained of the peace but at that moment the little man dressed as Stan Laurel came walking into view again. Gary’s face broke into a delighted smile. “There’s that bloke again!”

“What? What bloke?”

“The one dressed-up like Stan Laurel.”

As Karin looked out of the window Jim happened to glance in their direction. On seeing them he stopped, turned to face them, smiled, raised his bowler hat, waggled it, made to put it back on, spotted a fleck of dust on it, brushed it off fastidiously taking his time about it, replaced it, yawned, put a hand to his mouth apologetically as though to stuff the yawn back in his mouth, then continued on his way.

Gary was completely in awe and couldn’t take his eyes off him. “He’s brilliant!”

“Brilliant?” Karin sneered. “He wants locking up, walking about like that.” She rustled the newspaper. “Here. My mother’s put a circle round a few that look promising.”

Gary’s mouth widened in surprise. This was a bit rich, even for Karin. “Your mother?”

“She’s only trying to help.” She thrust the newspaper at him again. “Come on, take it; it’s this year we want to go to the Maldives, not next. And there’s the cheese and wine party next month to think of.”

“What? Why are we having a party when things are a bit tight?”

“Because it’s our turn, that’s why. If we miss our turn what will our friends think? I’m not having our friends thinking we’re cheapskates”

Rather than tell her he couldn’t care less what their friends thought, which would only have made matters worse, he said, “Anyway we’ve got plenty of money for the Maldives if you’re really that desperate to go; we’ve got over five grand in the bank.”

Karin snorted with derision. “We can’t spend that while you’re still out of work! Anyway, even if we could, we need some of it for the new television set.”

“What?”

“Why do you keep saying ‘What’ every time I tell you something?”

“Because I’m having great difficulty believing I’ve heard what you’ve said, Karin. Jesus, we’ve only had the television we’ve got now for about twelve months.”

“I want a 3D one.”

“A 3D one?” Didn’t the woman ever let up? “A good 3D one is well over a thousand quid.”

“One thousand two hundred and forty-five to be precise, the one we’re having; I’ve seen it in Comet.”

“Do you realise how many hours I have to work to make one thousand two hundred and forty-five pounds, Karin?” It was the wrong thing to say, he knew it even as he was saying it.

“I know how many hours you’re not working now.”

“So then wouldn’t it be better to wait until I’ve managed to get a job?”

“We’re getting it this weekend.”

Gary looked into space and shook his head. “Don’t you ever listen to what I say, Karin?”

“I’ll start when you get a job.” She thrust the newspaper at him yet again.

He looked for a moment as though he was about to tell her what to do with it, but then turned on his heel and said, “I’m going out.”

“You are not going out! You are looking in this paper for a job.”

He ignored her and made for the door. She attempted to get in his way but he pushed past her. She glared after him, threw the newspaper at him and said, as he went through the door, “Yes well going out is going to solve everything, isn’t it!”

She didn’t know it, but she would never speak truer words.

~
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As luck would have it Jim Moore was still in sight, about to turn the corner at the junction of Beeches Avenue with Larches Boulevard when Gary stepped onto the pavement outside Malé. In the weeks to come he often wondered how things might have turned out if Jim hadn’t still been within eyesight.

For no other reason than he would have looked silly just stood there twiddling his thumbs Gary set off down the road. At that point he wasn’t following Jim; that came a minute or two later, when, short of something better to do, he decided to find out where Jim was going and perhaps why he was going there dressed as Stan Laurel. Was there perhaps a Laurel & Hardy Society in the district that he didn’t know about? Surely he would have heard about it? It could be new he supposed; a Laurel and Hardy fan who had recently moved into the area could have got it going. Well if that was the case he wanted to be a member of it and fast as you like. 

Not wishing him to know he was being followed he kept a distance of about fifty yards between them. The little man really had got Stan Laurel’s happy-go-lucky gait off to a tee. After a minute or so Gary, quite unconsciously, started to walk in the jaunty, rolling, arm-swinging manner of Oliver Hardy. Seconds later, when he realised what he was doing, he stopped immediately, fearful that someone might see and laugh at him; there was no one else on the street at the time but someone could appear at any moment, and there were people behind windows who might see him ‘making an exhibition of himself’, as Karin would say.

A couple of minutes later Jim turned into the pub at the end of Larches Boulevard, The Malt Shovels.

~
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When Gary walked into the bar of The Malt Shovels Jim was seated at a table in the far corner, a half pint glass of beer in front of him. None of the twenty or so of the pub’s clients appeared to be taking any notice of him, but maybe they hadn’t seen him, too busy with their games of darts and cards or discussing football or maybe the latest government or banking scandal. Gary dragged his eyes away from him long enough to order a pint of bitter. When the barman had pulled it he took a drink whilst considering what to do next. He would really like to know why the little man was dressed-up like Stan Laurel - there were no other Stan Laurels or Oliver Hardys in the bar so it didn’t look like the pub was a meeting place for a Laurel & Hardy Society, unless maybe he was the first member to arrive and was enjoying a beer while he was waiting for the others to arrive - but he couldn’t very well just plonk himself down next to him uninvited and ask him. Maybe he could start up a conversation and work his way round to it? There was
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