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Backpacking Blues

WITH NO MONEY AND NO HOPE, ALL I CAN DO IS BEG FOR
HELP.

The street corner is cold this time of the morning.
I slept just a short distance away in a small park, shivering in
the frigid air of the winter Amsterdam night under a blanket that I
begged from the soup kitchen down the road that didn't have a bed
for me that evening.

It was my first day outside in the cold on this trip
turned to hell and worse and memorable in its unpleasantness.

Beside me is my backpack. It's crumpled and worn
with the flags of various countries on it. I'm an experienced
traveler and have been through my share of scrapes, but this has to
be the worst.

"Spare some change?" I call at the lone business man
hustling past me with a warm coffee in hand and paying me no
heed.

The morning sun is slowly bringing warmth to the
city. I sit and wait as the train station down the road starts to
pour out the first signs of humanity. As each one passes me I put
my hands out from where I am sitting and ask for money. For a man
that once had pride, it is a shameful act, but for one that has no
food, resources or even a passport thanks to a thief once called a
friend it is survival.

People pass and money comes in slowly. I put my
backpack on and start hounding people in the street as more and
more business people enter the area. It is when I am chasing an
older woman with hands outstretched that I see the police
coming.

Knowing that they will take my money, I immediately
burst into a run. My trainers slap the ground as I hurtle through
the crowd, the weight of my pack on my back bearing down on me. The
men in blue pursuing me charge after, yelling in their native
language for me to stop. I don't stop. The cops around here rob the
beggars under the guise of laws put out by the city to stop
youngsters panhandling for change. I cannot afford to be caught -
not unless I want to starve all morning long all over again.

I come around a corner and nearly trip over. My
ankle screams at me that I should stop what I'm doing, but my mind
and will keeps me going. I have just enough for a cheap loaf of
bread or two from the convenience store near the park. I can't lose
that small amount. Survival is everything until I can get my new
passport and somehow get the money to get back home to the UK.

Charging forward, I see an open doorway leading into
some apartments. I rush inside and close it, hiding against the
steel as the footsteps of the cops chasing me pass me by.

As soon as they are gone I check the money that I
have stashed in my pocket. I never would have thought that I would
feel so happy over such a pittance.

"Are you alright?"

My eyes snap up and I close my hand around the
coins.

"Um... I'm fine. Just lost."

An older man is standing near some stairs watching
me. He doesn't look convinced that I am lost or anything of the
sort. The fact that I am dirty, panting and have my hand balled
into a fist to hide the money is enough to give me away as someone
who shouldn't be here.

"I see and the policemen I saw out front? Are they
after you?"

He saw the police? That's not good. I have to get
out of here.

"It's nothing. I was only begging for money..." I
start, pushing to my feet.

The man shakes his head in disgust as I grasp at the
door handle behind my back.

"I'm not going to go and get them, young man. Why
are you begging? You are a foreigner, right?"

I settle a little, but still look around carefully.
My stomach is empty and my body is cold. I can't be too careful,
not after the time I have spent poor and hungry.

"I'm just passing through. I need money, so I was
begging. That's all."

I pop the door open a little, ready to run.

"When did you eat last?" the man asks.

I stop. He doesn't look like the charitable type,
but if he has food...

"Last night."

"Oh, and what did you eat?"

I think back.

"Some weak soup and a piece of bread. It was all
that they had at the church."

"I see."

He turns and runs his hand through his hair.

"Come on. I will make you breakfast."

My heart beats a little faster. When you have been
begging for scraps, you take bounty in the smallest of things.

"Thank you."

I follow him upstairs, hoping that he isn't some
whack job out to murder me and enter his apartment on the third
floor. It is somewhat untidy, but orderly in its chaos and has
books everywhere.

"I'm an author," he explains. "I write
romances."

I can't read any of the covers, but they have men
and women coupled in various poses.

"Nice. Writing sounds fun."

He gives me a look.

"It's a job. You don't have to pretend."

I shrug. There's no way I could see myself sitting
behind a desk 10 hours a day tapping away at a keyboard for other's
entertainment, but that is just me, free spirit that I am.

"Do you want porridge or toast?"

"Can I have both?"

He looks at my stomach and sighs.

"If you cook it then I don't care."

Jed, as he introduces himself shortly after, turns
out to have a well stocked kitchen. He sets me to making us both
breakfast and heads off to the large old looking personal computer
at his writing desk, which dominates a large space near the big
window, to set to work.

"Do you want sugar on your porridge?" I call to
him.

He mumbles something back about just making sure
that it comes with coffee. I put the sugar in a cup just in
case.

"It's ready," I say a little while later, looking
out from the small kitchen.

He glances up.

"Come eat at the desk. I have a deadline, so I can't
stop to eat."

I bring our food over on a tray and start to chew on
some toast.

"Did you make enough for both of us?" he asks as I
wolf down mine. "You look like you are going to do both
plates."

I swallow a bit of toast and marmalade and
shrug.

"There's more on the stove simmering. I didn't know
if you were a big eater or not."

"I'm not. Make sure you finish it, ok. I don't like
wasting food."

I nod. There won't be a single morsel of it left. I
can assure him of that.

"What are you writing?" I ask, as I finish my
porridge and down some coffee.

"An Italian romance. It's called Like Fine
Wine."

"Oh, there's wine in it?"

"Yes and no. The main character has returned from
university and falls in love with the kitchen maid."

"Sounds lovely."

"It isn't, but the bills are due and my publisher is
a monster."

"Is that her?" I ask, pointing to a picture of a
blond angry looking woman giving the older man a bear hug in a
small gold frame next to a stack of books.

"Yeah. Sophie can be a real hard ass on the best of
days. Now, you go clean up. After you are done, I have something I
need to do that might be of use to you."

"What is it?" I ask, thinking of the cops.

"I'm a writer. You can consider the following
silence suspense."

I chuckle. Fair enough.

He quickly gets his work out of the way as I clean
the kitchen. By the time that I am done, Jed is standing there with
my pack by his foot and an impatient look on his face.

"You are going to have to hurry, kid. She doesn't
like being kept waiting."

We hustle out the door before I can really consider
who 'she' might be. The warmth in my stomach is enough to reassure
me that whatever the guy has planned, it will probably be for the
best.

"I want you to be really polite when you meet the
lady we are about to talk to. She might have a job for you and you
look like you need it."

"A job?"

"Yeah. One that you won't have to report to the
government."

This country has some of the strictest visa rules
around. I wonder what kind of place could provide a job that
doesn't need a visa.

I find out pretty quickly.

"Seriously?" I ask, looking up at the neon sign.

"I'm unmarried and have urges, sonny-boy. You can
take it or leave it."

The Pink Tail has a huge fluro sign above the door.
I can see a few windows that as yet have no girls sitting in
waiting for customers to view the 'wares'.

We head inside. I glance around. I have never been
into a whorehouse before. When I was back home I was too young to
get in and, although I have travelled a few of the seedier cities
since then, I never really went for this sort of thing.

"Is Beth here?" Jed asks the young girl at the
desk.

"Yes. Are you sure you want to talk to her? She's
not in a good mood with you since last time."

The old man looks a little amused.

"Tell her I bought her a present and that she should
stop being a sour puss."

Our receptionist shrugs and wanders out back.

"Quick low-down: Beth owns the place and is not like
the other girls. Her family owns half the block, restaurants,
cafes, worse, but they aren't criminals. She's legit and
beautif..."

A short, well formed blond woman in jeans and a
t-shirt that says 'fuck off' storms out and bales Jed up against
the wall.

"Told you she was pissed," the receptionist notes,
leaning against the desk with an amused look on her face.

"Beth - no violence, babe."

"Violence? This is how I say hello."

She leans in and looks him hard in the eyes. I
barely note it. The woman has the most amazing body I have ever
seen on someone her age. She must be at least 35, but she looks 20.
Only the wrinkles around her eyes tell of more years than this.

"Did you come to say sorry?" Beth growls.

"You know I am."

"I don't feel it. You need to be REALLY sorry - like
money paid to me sorry before I let you back in."

The receptionist taps me on the shoulder.

"Jed plunked his thing up the rear of one of our
best girls. She wasn't happy with the result and fled to a
competing shop."

I turn back and stare at the two. They have started
to haggle over prices. This seems like something they do
regularly.

"... and I have something for you. A young man with
a problem. I think he is just what you need."

Beth turns her head and looks at me. For the life of
me I have never seen a woman with such beautiful blue eyes before.
It feels like they are piercing my soul and learning all of my
secrets in the process.

"I don't need a man."

"You do with this guy. Look at those arms. I bet you
he could haul lots of heavy stuff. Show her your arms, boy."

I do a weak attempt at a muscle pose.

"I don't know. What's his deal?"

"He was begging. I don't know why, but he's a good
cook. He can probably clean too."

Beth strolls over me. I am two heads
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