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Chapter One: Something’s Fishy
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The wind was bitter as Malcolm turned the corner into Gasworks Street and tightened his faded old college scarf. It was then that he became aware; something was missing. Where was that familiar, airborne waft of beef fat from the fish and chip shop? Had they run out of dripping? Might they even be closed? If so, it would a wasted journey. Only days before Malcolm’s oldest friend, Roy, had suggested he should consider ordering in. That didn’t appeal to the old schoolteacher, and when Roy pointed out that the delivery guys expected a tip, the conversation was over. So, here was Malcolm, looking forward to Britain’s premier take out meal: mouth-watering North Sea haddock, battered, then deep fried, served up with large, fluffy chips, done in beef dripping, none of that foreign oil they’re starting to use. Oftentimes, when the weather was fine, he’d ask for his fish supper to be left open, then he’d season it with salt and vinegar and relish the walk home. But best of all was when it came time to pay, and, summoning the words ‘pensioners’ special’ the cost of the meal magically dropped to half! Yes, there was something to be said for being graveyard old.

But even as he drew near, something else seemed different. A sandwich board was placed on the pavement outside the shop. He could see that it read ‘Ahmet and Mehmet’s FISHstanbul chippy.’ Malcolm was all at sea. For the longest time this had been Sally’s Yorkshire Fish and Chips. What happened? He stood across the street and surveyed the scene. The shop had changed hands and now featured tables and chairs ‘al fresco’ though no-one was daft enough to take up that offer in the freezing cold. Malcolm entered the chippy.

‘Yes chief?’ said a large man wearing a thobe and embroidered skull cap.

The old Yorkshireman dithered, rummaging for change in his pocket, then he got down to business.

‘Erm, I usually order haddock and chips, and I get the pensioners’ special, you know half price.’

‘Not understand!’ grunted the man, wiping greasy hands down the sides of his long white robe.

Malcolm was puzzled.

‘What don’t you understand about half price? I’ve been coming to this shop for thirty years and never had a problem.’

But his reminiscences were cut short as Ahmet moved on to the next customer and took his order for Shish Kebab. Meanwhile, two young boys, who looked remarkably like the shop owner but were a quarter of his size, began to circle Malcolm, laughing. This confused the oldster who looked from left to right as the rascals spun around. And he was totally unaware when one of them grabbed a bar of chocolate from the counter and slipped it into his overcoat pocket. Once the ‘kebab’ customer was served, Malcolm moved into position for a second shot.

‘I say, how about some service? I’ll have cod and chips, if you’ve got no haddock.’

Ahmet was losing patience.

‘Are you wanting halal or not?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Malcolm could go from cringe to whinge in seconds and was about to complain, but Ahmet had already turned away and was relaying the order. His brother Mehmet began rapidly to lay battered fish and some chips on a sheet of paper.

‘That’s £10.50.’ demanded Ahmet.

‘Yer what!’ Gasped Malcolm, feeling faint. ‘I’ve never paid anything like that in my life, even sitting bah’t sea at Scarborough, AND Sally used to give me pensioners’...’

‘Yeah, yeah, I hear you. Very well.’

Ahmet grabbed a fresh sheet of paper and laid it down. He opened the parcel of food, tipped half of the chips onto the new sheet, then roughly tore the battered fish in two, laying the smaller half on top of the chips.

‘There, old person meal, cost half. So, say £5. Okay?’

‘I aren’t paying for THAT!’ stormed Malcolm. ‘I’ve never been so insulted in all my life; you’ve had your hands all over everything, do you know what...?’

Ahmet was busy replacing the cooked items on the hot shelf. He was now irate.

‘You barred! You not come in shop again,’ and he picked up his phone.

Malcolm stumbled out onto the street, confused and angry. At just that moment an elderly woman was passing. 

‘Eh-up love, in’t it cold?’ she observed.

Malcolm agreed then quickly sought information.

‘When did all this happen, with shop, change of ownership?’

The old woman was a fount of knowledge, explaining, 

‘Apparently the high street was found to be short of Turkish barbers, vape shops, American candy and money launderers.’ 

‘Aye, but that’s nowt to do with Sally’s fish and chips, is it?’

‘Only that someone made her an offer she couldn't refuse, and the rest you can see.’

It was during this exchange of information that a small crowd began to gather in the icy cold street. Karachi, Istanbul and Dhaka are strikingly warmer than North Yorkshire, but these residents appeared to be dressed more in tune with where they had come from rather than where they now were. And the weather was the last thing on their minds. They found they were able to make common cause and decided that the old man was a disruptive element. The old woman, sensing correctly an incident developing, scuttled away, leaving Malcolm to face not only the mob but a police car which had been called by Ahmet and was making its way down the street. The car stopped and a uniformed officer walked over to the old teacher. Malcolm took the initiative.

‘Are you by any chance related to any of these people?’ He asked.

That might not have been the best opener. Though it was true to say that the law enforcement officer resembled the crowd far more than Malcolm did. Taking out his notebook, he got to the point.

‘A report has been received that you’re causing a disturbance here. What have you got to say?’

Malcolm had a lot to say. But he’d hardly drawn breath when one of the small boys ran from the shop and spoke confidentially into the ear of the policeman. The officer straightened up and spoke sharply to the elderly man.

‘Will you take that bar of chocolate out of your left-hand coat pocket, or do you want me to do it?’

In mute astonishment, Malcolm put his hand into his pocket. Yes, there was something there which had not been there before. Curious to see what it was, he withdrew the item.

‘Give it here,’ ordered the officer. ‘I don’t think you paid for this, did you?’

The women in the street began to jabber and cackle like so many jackdaws, pointing and pulling faces. Numerous iPhones were being held at arm’s length in the old man’s direction, and people were gathering, blocking his exit. Malcolm’s options looked limited, and so, when he was invited to accompany the officer to the police station, he was glad to make his escape, convinced that this was a silly mistake which a rational explanation would soon resolve.

Malcolm’s fish shop experience soon went viral. Of course, he would not have understood what that meant, the TV cameras in the street, the legions of passersby, or the thousands of hits on social media. All discussing the disturbance caused by a truculent old white man who failed to navigate the racial niceties of a diverse society. Demanding ‘good old-fashioned haddock and chips’ was a clear case of rampant white privilege, or so it seemed. If cod itself is racist, then haddock must surely be elitist. But that evening, as many sat down to their evening meal and pondered over the goings on, there was one who had a particular interest in the affair. Ace podcaster Jenny Raytor had neither seen nor heard from Malcolm since the moment they landed at Manchester following their return from America. She had given him her card, and insisted he keep in touch, while astutely surmising their paths would never cross. Why should they? But wait a moment, hadn’t she said that once before on that fateful trip to the USA?

The talented young woman resumed work on her site Jen-E-Raytor, whose following now numbered nearly half a million. Carefully, she studied the various accounts of the day’s incident, accompanied by her beloved cat who sat close by, tapping her shoulder when he wanted attention. Yes, there was no doubt. It was Malcolm and wearing the same threadbare coat. What mess had he got himself into now? Jenny paused to make coffee. She drank too much of the stuff, but it was an excuse to get up and stretch her legs. Moments later, the landline rang. Jenny knew the voice at once. She was a talented ventriloquist with many hilarious voice-throwing events to her credit. She was brilliant with accents and could almost identify a person’s location of birth from their speech. She knew at once it was Malcolm, and that something was far from right. But of all the people in the world he must know, why call her?

‘Ooer. Is it you, Jenny? He whimpered. ‘You said once before you’d help me if I ever got in a fix. Well, I’m in one now.’

‘Where are you?’ She asked, grabbing old fashioned pen and paper.

‘Oh, city police station. They said I could have one phone call, but I didn’t know who to call. I thought of Roy, but the shock would kill him. Plus, he’s always pissed after seven o’clock. Then I thought of you. You remember flight back from the USA, don’t you?’

‘I’ll never forget it, or the one over. Okay, listening isn’t your strong point but try! Say nothing, especially to their duty solicitor. But ask them what exactly they are holding you for. I’m going to get you a lawyer and as soon as you do have any information, try to get in touch. In the meantime, I’ll arrange to see you tomorrow. And finally, if they try to serve you halal food, refuse, citing ECHR, The European Convention on Human Rights. Say you are an animal lover and reject the appalling cruelty of ‘religious’ slaughter. I know you don’t have a clue what that means, but I’ll explain it all tomorrow. Try to have a bearable night.’

Malcolm hung up. He was depressed. How did things like this always happen to him? His prison cell was hardly the Ritz, but he had to admit that the mattress was in better shape than his own at home. And the room smelled fresher. Just at that moment, the sergeant came in.

‘It’s about time you had something to eat.’

‘I’ve been warned about food from Hal or is it Al, I don’t want any of that, okay?’

‘You what?’ queried the officer.

‘You know, meat where the animals suffer.’

The sergeant claimed that he didn’t know and he selected macaroni cheese. But, as he slid the unexciting item into the microwave, he couldn’t help noticing that it was halal certified, meat or not. Malcolm could now relax knowing that the cheese hadn’t suffered.

————————————————————————
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It was late when Jenny finally got through to the man she had been trying to contact all night.

‘Terry. Or should I call you Mr. Robson if you’ve still got your wig on?’

There was laughter at the other end. A good sign.

‘Another busy day at court, but have you seen any news? I mean the incident in town where there was a mini street riot involving an old guy and a fish shop?’

‘No, my dear. You ARE going to have to fill me in. Let me grab a Scotch and
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