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1 was standing wondering what to do when 1 noticed a grey light
of television filling an upstairs window of a guesthouse across the
road. Hooray, 1 thought, someone awake, and hastened across,
planning humble apologies to the kindly owner for the lateness of

5 my arrivai and imagining a cheery conversation which included the
line, 'Oh, but 1 couldn't possibly ask Vou to feed me at this hour.
No, honestly, weil, if you're quite sure it's no trouble, then perhaps
just a roast beef sandwich and a large dill pickle with perhaps some
potato salad and a bottle of beer.' The front path was pitch dark

10 and in my eagerness and unfamiliarity with British doorways, 1
tripped on a step, crashing face-first into the door and sending half
a dozen empty milk bottles clattering. Almost immediately the
upstairs window opened.

'Who's that?' came a sharp voice.
15 1 stepped back, rubbing my nose, and peered up at a silhouette

with hair curlers. 'Helio, l'm looking for a room,' 1 said.
'We're shut.' [ ... ]

With my backpack for a pillow, 1 lay down and drew my jacket
20 tight around me. The bench was slatted and hard and studded with

big roundheaded bolts that made reclining in comfort an

impossibility-doubtless their intention. 1 lay for a long time
listening to the sea washing over the shingle below, and eventually
dropped off to a long, cold night of mumbled dreams in which 1

25 found myself being pursued over Arctic ice floes by a beady-eyed
Frenchman with a catapult, a bag of bolts, and an uncanny aim,
who thwacked me repeatedly in the buttocks and legs for stealing a
linen napkin full of seepy food and leaving it at the back of a
dresser drawer of my hotel room. 1 awoke with a gasp about three,

30 stiff ail over and quivering From cold. The fog had gone. The air was
now still and clear, and the sky was bright with stars. A beacon
From the lighthouse at the Far end of the breakwater swept
endlessly over the sea. It was ail most fetching, but 1 was Far too
cold to appreciate it. 1 dug shiveringly through my backpack and

35 extracted every potentially warming item 1 could find-a flannel
shirt, two sweaters" and extra pair of jeans. 1 used some woollen
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socks as mittens and put a pair of flannel boxer shorts on my head
as a kind of desperate headwarmer, then sank heavily back enta
the bench and waited patiently for death's sweet kiss. Instead, 1 fell

40 asleep.
1 was awakened again by an abrupt bellow of foghorn, which

nearby knocked me from my narrow perch, and sat up feeling
wretched but fractionally less cold. The world was bathed in that
milky pre-dawn light that seems to come from nowhere. Gulls

45 wheeled and cried over the water. Beyond them, past the stone
breakwater, a ferry, vast and weil lit, slid regally out to sea. 1 sat
there for some time, a young man with more on his mind than in it.
Another booming moan from the ship's foghorn passed over the
water, re-exciting the irksome gulls. 1 took off my sock mittens and

50 looked at my watch. It was 5.55 a.m. 1 looked at the receding ferry
and wondered where anybody would be going at that hour. Where
would l go at that hour? 1 picked up my backpack and shuffled off
down the prom, to get some circulation going.

Near the Churchill, now itself peacefully sleeping, 1 came across
55 an ald guy walking a little dog. The dog was frantically trying to pee

on every vertical surface and in consequence wasn't so much
walking as being dragged along on three legs.

The man nodded a good-morning as 1 drew level. 'Might turn out
nice,' he announced, gazing hopefully at a sky that looked like a

60 pile of wet towels. 1 asked him if there was a restaurant anywhere
that might be open. He knew of a place not far away and directed
me to it. 'Best transport caff in Kent,' he said

'Transport calf?' 1 repeated uncertainly, and retreated a couple
of paces as l'd naticed his dog was straining desperately to moisten

65 my leg.
'Very popular with the lorry drivers. They always know the best

places, don't they?' He smiled amiably, then lowered his voice a
fraction and leaned towards me as if about ta share a confidence.
'You might want to take them pants off your head before yau go

70 in.'


