
THE TALE OF FINDO GASK 

 

1: Smoke 

 

The man on the ladder was feet from safety when he slipped. He swayed for a moment, already half 

unconscious. Two workmen reached out to pull him onto the scaffolding and a cry went up from one of the 

firefighters on the ground below. But the hands grasped only at air and the man tumbled sideways.  

Down on the other side of the road, the photographer who had been snapping pictures of the 

rescue rattled off another half-dozen shots, capturing the moment of tragedy. 

The falling body vanished briefly into a billow of smoke. It reappeared a few feet lower, brushing 

against the scaffolding as it fell. Clipping a projecting pole, it span further out into the gap between the 

two buildings. Seconds later, the body crashed onto the top of a wire fence separating the blocks of flats, 

bounced once and crumpled limply. 

Three firefighters, closely followed by two onlookers and the photographer, dashed forward. The 

heat from the burning building was intense and showers of embers drifted around them.  

They were nearly at the body when one of the firefighters became aware of the civilians. He 

stopped and held out his arms. 

“Get back!” 

The other two turned but the photographer hesitated.  

The firefighter glared at the camera. “You can’t do anything here. Look at the smoke. If you want 

to help, go and tell the paramedics to get a stretcher. Just don’t get that thing in our way.” 

The other two firefighters were already by the fallen figure, protecting it from drifting sparks with 

their own bodies and holding an oxygen mask in front of the man’s face. 

Up on the scaffolding, one of the workmen reached out cautiously. The ladder had been slung 

horizontally between the top floors of the building on fire and a neighbouring, five-storey block of flats. 

One end of the ladder rested on the scaffolding, the other was jammed through the broken window in the 
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building opposite. There was another man still on the ladder. He was young, little more than a teenager, 

and lay across the rungs unmoving.  

 

 

The ambulance was just pulling away when the police arrived. The unmarked car stopped fifty yards off 

and the two men inside sat looking at the scene for a minute before getting out.  

The younger of the two policemen was in his mid-thirties and looked tired. He led the way as they 

skirted the back of one fire engine and headed towards the white helmeted man directing operations. The 

detective waved a hand to get the other man’s attention. 

“DS Andrews,” he said. “You in charge here?” 

The station officer blinked. “CID? Quick off the mark aren’t you? I was expecting uniform, not you 

lot. Hope you don’t expect me to tell you how this started.” 

He scowled. “But if you’re looking for a crime, find the bastard rented those flats out with no fire 

escape.” 

Andrews shook his head. “I was on my way anyway, nothing to do with the fire. Had a tip-off Findo 

Gask was here.” 

The firefighter looked surprised. “The thief?” 

“Yeah.” The policeman nodded towards the burning building. “That’s Lydon House isn’t it?” 

The station officer snorted. “Was. Won’t be much left by the time this is out.”  

He frowned at the policemen. “Findo Gask was supposed to be in there?” 

“That’s what we were told.” 

“Who by?” 

“Anonymous caller.” 

The firefighter shrugged. “Aren’t they always.” 

He nodded at the building. Clouds of steam were mixing with the smoke as jets of water were 

directed up over the roof and through the windows at the flames raging inside. “Well, you’re welcome to 

go and have a look for him.” 
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The first pictures were already at the paper’s newsroom by the time that the man in the ambulance 

reached hospital. Their arrival pushed the newsroom’s usual late-morning hubbub to critical level. 

“We can’t pull the front page now.” The chief-sub looked furious. “The presses are already lined 

up.” 

“Well, fuck ‘em. They’ll just have to wait.” The news editor shook his head. “This is a cracking 

story and we’ve got it first. No one else will have pictures to touch us. I want this splashed big across the 

front and on two and three.” 

The chief-sub looked resigned. “What’re we going to pull?” 

The news editor shrugged. “I don’t give a shit. Spike what you like. Just make the space; this is a 

real story.” 

He spun on his heel. 

“Rosie! How those words coming? You finished yet?” 

 

 

The police headquarters at Alexander Cross was three miles from the fire but Ross Kirkbride could see the 

thick plume of rising smoke. The fire had been burning for some hours now and the chief superintendent 

stared at the smoke for a moment before turning back to his young DI. 

“So, any news?” 

Charlotte Brown laughed. 

“Progress? Of sorts; yes. Anything useful? No.” 

She shook her head. 

“We did finally manage to persuade the Frenchwoman to give us a description. Talk about vague 

though. She’s the one witness we’ve got that’s actually seen Gask face-to-face and about as useful as a 

fish on a bicycle.” 

Kirkbride pulled a face. 

“That good?” 

Brown shook her head. 
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“Worse. And she kept changing her mind. I wouldn’t waste time on her description. I don’t know 

what her problem is – whether she just doesn’t like the police, thinks she’s too high and mighty or if it’s 

just a French thing – but interviewing her was a waste of time.” 

Kirkbride nodded. “So, no closer to a reliable description?” 

The DI shrugged. “Nope. But I’ve got one possible lead.” 

“What’s that?” 

“We’ve traced the angle grinder used in the break-out at East Allonby nick. They never took off 

the serial number. We’ve managed to go through the manufacturers in Germany and track down where it 

was sold. The shop was in the city and they’ve only sold two of this model in the last six months. A local 

builder bought one and still has his. The other was a cash sale three days before the prison break.” 

“And?” 

“The shop always asks for customers’ addresses for its invoices. It’s probably false, but the 

address given was in Corporation Road – just around from where that car was found.” 

Kirkbride smiled. “Good. Well done.” 

He glanced out of the window again. “What’s the story with the fire? I heard there had been a 

possible sighting.” 

The DI shrugged. “Bit odd really. We had a tip-off. Usual thing: anonymous caller claiming to have 

seen Findo Gask. Control passed it to me. I sent Andrews to have a look. Ten minutes later we got a report 

of a fire at the same address.” 

Kirkbride pulled a face. “I hope our Mr Gask hasn’t decided to start up a new line in arson.” 

He scratched his nose. “What do you think?” 

“I’m not sure,” said the DI. “The caller was male, sounded young. Wouldn’t give details. Just said 

Findo Gask was in flat three. No suggestion anything was going to happen. No threats.” 

Kirkbride pulled a face. “Bit of a co-incidence though. Anyone at the scene could fit the bill?” 

“Well, sounds like there were at least four people inside when the place went up: two women, a 

child and a young man. We’re still checking on the man but apparently he’s not from round these parts, so 

he doesn’t sound likely.” 

Kirkbride nodded. “Could be our caller.” 

“Yeah.” 
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“So, was it arson?” 

“Don’t know. Place had just been done up – lot of new wood and paint. Looks like the fire started 

on the ground floor but that’s about all the fire officers at the scene will commit themselves to so far. 

Quite a twist though.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Some passerby managed to rescue everyone before the fire brigade got there. Used a ladder to 

get across from some scaffolding on the neighbouring building, climbed in through a top-floor window and 

got them out.” 

Kirkbride raised his eyebrows. “Brave.” 

“Yeah, but the poor sod slipped at the last minute and fell off the ladder. Five floors.” 

“Ouch.” 

“Yeah. They got him up to the hospital. Should pull through but sounds like he was in pretty 

smacked up.” 

Kirkbride frowned. “Any ID on him?” 

Brown grinned. “You cynical bugger.” 

The chief superintendent smiled. “Years of experience.” 

The DI nodded. “Yeah? Well, I’m not sure anyone’s got a name yet but if you want to know what 

he looks like, check out today’s daily rag.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“A snapper got there same time as the first fire crew, got pictures of the whole thing. Apparently 

this guy’s face is front page news.” 
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2: Uncertain beginnings 

 

Findo Gask was a thief. Born in a ditch, raised in slums and educated by the underworld, his life was 

forged by mischance. An unwanted brat from a pointless alliance, he was the youngest of seven children 

by various fathers. He entered the world as a runt: small and scrawny but slippy with it. Given the 

circumstances, his likely prospects were poverty or petty lawlessness – obscurity either way.  

But Findo Gask surpassed expectations, choosing neither expected path. Rather than obscurity, he 

found notoriety. Not from any conscious choice, just a logical reaction to the world around him. From 

childhood onwards – unfettered by instruction - he made his own choices and fixed his own rules. Only the 

reach of his imagination defined his limits and Findo Gask was never a dull boy. 

And so by the time he reached adulthood Findo Gask was famous – even if the stories about him 

were increasingly clouded by rumour and myth. It is true he was a thief. But he was no common felon and 

his talent was of no normal order. He was a larcenist of the highest calibre – an artist. He was a stealer, 

purloiner, cat burglar and, perhaps, robber too - but never a mugger, thug, or bag-snatcher. His attitude 

to property was simple; if he could take something, it was his. His law of person was equally clear; he 

never knowingly did harm to another unless they harmed him first. 

Whether Findo Gask was a criminal is a matter of debate. He broke laws but only those protecting 

a system to which he had no allegiance. He had his own moral code – and mostly kept to it. But it was his 

code. Findo Gask was never asked to be part of society - and considered that he owed no debts where he 

had taken no benefits. In his lifetime, Findo Gask became a legend. And like all legends, his life spawned 

more lies than an ocean of lawyers. 

 

 

The tale of Findo Gask began on a tenth-hand mattress on the floor of a squalid room in a derelict housing 

project. There, beneath a window overlooking a car park littered with broken glass and two burnt-out 

cars, his mother-to-be grappled loosely with a man who had paid her a drunken compliment half an hour 

earlier. Minutes later, genes mingled. 

Findo Gask’s mother was known as Bosnia, a name that suited her history. Once, rival factions had 

fought over and for her. She had been a prize, claimed by the chiefs of the toughest crews. And later – too 
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raddled and ravaged to appeal to more picky suitors - she had played regular host to contingents of the 

British army. 

By the time Findo was conceived, Bosnia’s name had changed so often it was uncertain whether 

even she could really remember her original tag. In earlier careers - as part-time model, dole-cheat and 

street girl - she had used all kind of monikers. Eventually, however, she became known to all as Bosnia 

and accepted the name, wearing it as a badge of warped pride. 

Just over eight months after the sweaty tangle that produced Findo, Bosnia was on her way home 

after a hard night out in a nearby town. It was while partway through performing another function - the 

driver of the car having stopped in a lay-by so that she could pay for her lift - that Bosnia went into 

labour. The driver, a married man, shoved her out of the car. Bawling obscenities at being abandoned, she 

staggered onto the verge. The car pulled away, leaving Bosnia by the roadside. Peristaltic waves 

overcoming her, she tripped off her high heels and stumbled into a wide and damp ditch. There, after just 

over half an hour, her seventh child came slithering reluctantly into daylight. 

A while later, breath back and clothing more or less rearranged, Bosnia picked the baby up and 

pulled herself out of the ditch. She had cut the umbilical cord with the knife she always carried and tied it 

herself - having produced only one child in hospital, Bosnia was used to dealing with her own births.  

On the walk back to town, still befuddled from the combination of the previous night’s 

entertainment and having just given birth, it occurred to Bosnia she should give her new child a name – 

even though she had yet to check its sex. A little further on, she passed a side-road with a signpost 

indicating some obscure hamlet. Bosnia mulled the name over. For some reason the words appealed.  

And so, Findo Gask was given his name. (Bosnia unable to pass on her own surname because she 

had forgotten it.) 

 

 

A few hours later, the tiny child was deposited on another grimy mattress. His mother left, in need of a 

drink or something stronger.  

With Bosnia gone, the boy’s eldest sibling picked him up. A bloated girl of almost eleven, she 

wiped him roughly clean and wrapped him in newspaper. Placing him in a couple of carrier bags, she 
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carried Findo to a flat three floors below. There, a tall man in a long coat handed over four grubby ten-

pound notes and dumped the baby into a travel cot, stolen a few days earlier.  

The man, who had pockmarks all over his face and track marks up and down his limbs, took Findo 

across town by bus. At the door of a woman living in another, slightly cleaner block of flats, he was 

exchanged again – this time for five crisp, new twenty-pound notes.  

Findo’s new owner carried the cot inside, placed it on a table, gingerly pulled back the 

newspapers and peeked inside. 

“Jeez, but you’re ugly,” she said. 

The start was inauspicious but the next few weeks of Findo Gask’s life were the most comfortable 

of his childhood. He was washed, dressed in clean clothes and changed and fed at regular intervals. He 

slept in the warm and dry, lying on sheets in a proper bed - an experience he did not have again for seven 

years. And when she was not busy with clients, his surrogate mother would pick him up and sit with him, 

cuddling and rocking him as she talked about her day. 

 

 

A few days after being sold, Findo Gask took part in his first criminal activity. It began at the local housing 

office, where his ‘mother’ laid out her tale of woe: living with four children, crammed into a one bedroom 

flat at the top of a high-rise. 

A hard-faced officer who heard similar pleas every day was told of the impossible strain faced by 

the close-knit family, how the new baby did not sleep and kept the older children awake, leading to them 

falling asleep at school and getting into trouble. The woman explained how difficult it was to get three 

children and a pram to a fifteenth floor flat with no lift, carrying bags up stinking flights of stairs, past 

junkies and winos. The children had to sleep in the one bed, while she – who should be getting her 

strength back after a difficult pregnancy – slept on the couch. 

There was no father to turn to. He had gone to Aberdeen to look for work but been killed in a road 

accident eight months ago. The couple had been together since school and, although never married, had 

been in a close and loving relationship. Now, here she was, effectively a widow, with a young family to 

look after and no one to help her. 
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Findo’s ‘mother’ laid it on well. She was passive but firm. She appealed to reason rather than 

haranguing the officer. She shed a few tears at the right moment – then dried up before anyone got 

embarrassed. 

Next came a quick visit to the benefits office to claim welfare for the baby. A second visit to the 

housing office followed a week later, this time with three older children, borrowed for the part and taken 

out of school to prove the point. Findo’s new ‘brother’ and ‘sisters’ looked tired and sad, yawning 

occasionally and sitting sullen and taciturn. This time, Findo’s ‘mother’ turned up the histrionics, sobbing 

when she said she would have to consider having the new baby – or all the children - taken into care. She 

broke down - weeping openly when she said it would be kinder to break up the family.  

She capped the performance by drawing her family into a tight embrace, telling the officers she 

did not blame them personally - she knew they were only doing a job in difficult circumstances… but was 

there no chance of a place in the new housing scheme at Meadowfields? 

 

 

Ten days later, a brown envelope arrived in the post and Findo’s short life of luxury was over. He was 

picked up, hugged and squeezed – and the man with the pockmarked face summoned back.  

“What’s up?” 

“It worked! They swallowed it. They’ve offered me a three-bed semi over Meadowfields.” 

“Lovely.” 

“So I don’t need him anymore.” 

“What?” 

Findo’s temporary mother sighed. “The baby. I don’t need him anymore. I’ve got the place, I 

don’t want the baby now do I? I’ve got a business to run. He’s cute but too much work. Besides, he costs 

money.” 

“Get benefits don’t you.” 

“Yeah, but that’s all sorted now. I don’t need a baby to pick up the cheque.” 

“But what’s it to do with me?” 

“You can take him back. I don’t know where you got him but I don’t need him no more.” 

The tall man gave a leering smile. “It’s not that easy.” 
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“Why?” 

“Well, you paid me to get him. I had to hand over money. They might not want him back.” 

“Get rid of him somewhere else then.” 

The tall man held up his hands. “Oh no. I don’t do that sort of thing. Specially kids. It’s not like 

drowning puppies, I can’t just chuck him in the canal. Get caught doing something like that and it’s no 

laughing matter.” 

The woman looked slightly embarrassed. She gave Findo a guilty glance. “I didn’t mean like that. 

Couldn’t you leave him at a hospital or something?” 

“No.” 

“Why not?” 

“Might get spotted. Besides, he’s not my problem. You want to take him to a hospital, you do it.” 

The woman stared at the tall man then reached into her handbag. “Look, here’s thirty. Take him 

away. Up to you what you do – take him to a hospital, give him back to his mother or leave him on a bus. I 

don’t care, you can make sure he doesn’t come to no harm.” 

“Not for thirty.” 

“Forty then.” 

“A hundred.” 

“No way. Fifty, final offer.” 

“Eighty.” 

“Fifty. In your hand, now.” 

“Alright.” 

 

 

An hour later, the tall man picked his way past the debris in the corridor and stuck his head around 

Bosnia’s door. She was out but two of her brood were squabbling in the corner over a box of matches. The 

children looked up with slack eyes and no real interest. 

 The tall man strode in and deposited his burden on the soiled mattress in the middle of the room. 

 “Tell your mam the boy’s back. He’s not needed anymore. She can keep the cot. No charge.” 
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3: The fiercest guardian angel 

 

Findo Gask’s earliest years were given to staying alive: eating, sleeping, staying low and following his 

mother. Bosnia moved regularly. Her brood tagged along, mustered by their mother if she remembered. 

Other times, the children had to track her down. Fortunately Bosnia did not stray far. Squalid room 

followed squalid room - mostly in filthy squats – whenever she shifted territory. 

 By now, Bosnia had given up defrauding the benefits systems. She had got progressively worse at 

maintaining identities and keeping papers showing her entitlements. Forgotten aliases gathered dust in 

the files of various agencies but as Bosnia she did not officially exist. Now, she made her money from 

selling herself to the desperate and unfussy, or through petty scams. She existed on sufferance, borrowing 

here and cadging there, living in part on what she had been and the few ties that lingered in 

remembrance of that past. 

 Once, Bosnia had been the hottest item in town - pert, sharp and sleek with a body made for 

giving. She had commanded the affections of the city’s biggest men; the cocks of every walk were toys in 

her hands. Back then Bosnia had been able to choose, inevitably picking whoever could offer the most: 

cars, flats, money, clothes, drink, jewellery and drugs. But none of them gave her the attention she 

craved. And shut away in luxury while the man of the moment ran his fiefdom, Bosnia found ways to wile 

away the hours of boredom.  

Soon, a little recreational entertainment turned to regular need. At times Bosnia got her act back 

under control. But the crashes always followed and with inevitable rhythm got more frequent. By the time 

she produced her first two children, Bosnia was known as a regular crackhead. Her status began slipping. 

Her dignity and looks followed – although she never lost all trace of her former glory, the outline of the 

face and body that made her notorious there to the last. 

 

 

In the months before Findo made his uninvited entrance into the world, Bosnia had been going through a 

relatively clean phase. But, thanks to a dealer who remembered lusting over her during his teenage days 

in a local crew, it did not last. Offered a regular supply of good quality smack, Bosnia was happy to trade.  
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As a result, she did not notice when her eldest daughter sold Findo and was only mildly confused 

when he reappeared. The two younger children forgot about the tall man and never mentioned him. 

Bosnia remembered having given birth but assumed a neighbour had taken the child. She vaguely 

wondered why but soon forgot as her baby son blended into the background. 

Findo’s chameleon-like gift for disappearing helped him through his first years - as well as proving 

an invaluable asset in his later career. More important to his survival, however, was Billy, his half-sister.  

Billy was Bosnia’s second eldest and - although they never knew it - her father a cousin of Findo’s 

sire. Billy was eight when Findo was born. She was small for her age and skinny but quick-witted and fast-

moving, qualities shared with her youngest sibling.  

Billy had seen their eldest sister, Natalie, sell Findo to the tall junkie but had not realised what 

was going on until the baby was gone. When Findo reappeared in the squat where the family were staying, 

Billy came home before Natalie and spotted the baby in the stolen travel cot. Putting two and two 

together, the girl guessed roughly what had happened, although not the reason. 

 Picking up Findo’s cot, she carried it to an empty airing cupboard. Billy slid the cot onto the floor 

and swung onto the slatted shelf above. The cupboard was Billy’s territory. It no longer had a door but a 

ripped sheet provided a curtain and with Billy that was enough. No one entered uninvited. She had made 

the space hers – and had now claimed Findo too. 

  

 

Billy was always territorial. She could be generous but within limits – and Billy’s boundaries were 

sacrosanct. Although small, she could generate ferocity at a speed that left few unintimidated. Her verbal 

venom alone was savage but Billy did not regard words as part of her armoury. If her tongue-spat warnings 

failed to register, she rarely bothered to repeat herself, moving straight to all-out aggression.  

With Billy confrontations involved no half-measures. When she fought, every bit of her anatomy 

was a weapon – and any part of an opponent that could be kicked, punched, bitten, scratched, gouged, 

butted, elbowed, kneed, stamped on, twisted, crushed or otherwise harmed was a legitimate target.  

 Contrary to most impressions, Findo’s sister did know when to back down. She just did not need to 

very often. Billy knew how to evaluate a situation, weigh up weaknesses, strengths and opportunities 

before most potential opponents even realised that she was a threat. She also knew that if she moved fast 
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enough, screamed like a banshee and inflicted pain swiftly, savagely and with no holding back, few 

opponents stopped to consider that she was still less than four-feet tall and weighed less than sixty 

pounds. Billy’s approach to conflict had a purity that was practically Zen and those who knew her rarely 

provoked her rage. 

 Which was why Natalie came no further than halfway across the room when she saw Billy sitting 

cross-legged in her cupboard with Findo beneath her. 

 “What’s he doing here?” 

 Billy stared silently at her elder sister. She tolerated Natalie at best, well aware of her sister’s 

greed, laziness and mean stupidity. 

 “Where’d he come from?” 

 Billy continued to stare.  

 Natalie shuffled her feet. “Billy,” she whined. “What’s he doing here?” 

 “Remember him then?” 

 “What? What you mean?” 

 “You remember who he is?” 

 Natalie blinked and a range of expressions passed across her face, none of them trustworthy. 

“What you mean, Billy. How am I supposed to remember some baby? I just wondered where he’d come 

from and what you’re doing with him.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Yeah. Look, I don’t know where you got him.” 

 Billy shrugged. “Yeah?” she said. “So how come you know it’s a him?” 

 Natalie’s mouth opened and shut a couple of times. 

 Billy pointed slowly at her sister. “You know who he is. You sold him to that Nick Seed.” 

“I didn’t!” 

Natalie’s denial was automatic rather than reasoned. 

Billy shook her head. “He gave you forty quid. I wouldn’t have thought you’d have forgotten.” 

“No.” 

“Don’t lie to me, Natalie. You’re too stupid to be good at it. You knew whose baby it was soon as 

you came in. You recognised the cot. It’s your brother, the one you sold. Tell Her about it did you?” 
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Natalie looked around anxiously. 

“Give Her the forty quid did you?” Billy continued. “Shall I ask?” 

“No! I mean yes,” blurted Natalie. 

“Which one?” 

“Don’t say nothing to Her. Not about the money.” 

“Why?” 

Natalie hesitated nervously then smiled blandly as an idea came to her. “Because she won’t 

remember I give it her. She was out of it the next few days. She won’t remember. If you tell her, she’ll 

think I kept it. She won’t believe me.” 

“So why don’t I believe you?” 

Natalie was stumped. “I dunno, Billy. Why you asking all these questions?” 

She smiled and made to step forward. “Let’s have a look at him.” 

Billy moved lithe as a snake. She stood up on her shelf and rested her hands lightly on her hips. 

“No.” 

Natalie stood uncertain. “Go on.” 

“No,” repeated Billy. “He’s mine. You ever touch him and I’ll glass your fat face. Then I’ll tell Her 

you sold him and kept the forty quid. I don’t want you near him. And you can tell the others. He’s mine 

and you keep away.” 

Natalie looked surprised. She was used to Billy and knew her sister well enough to realise the 

threat was no idle boast; she just could not imagine why her sister would want the baby. 

“What you going to do with him?” 

“Look after him,” said Billy. “I know how you’re supposed to look after babies. I’ll make sure he’s 

all right. This one’s going to be mine, not hers.” 

She smiled. “You can do one thing, though.” 

“What?” 

“I want twenty quid of that money.” 

Natalie looked horrified. “I haven’t got it no more!” 

She frowned as it slowly dawned on her that she had proved her own lies. 
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Billy shrugged. “That’s your problem. I still want it. I need it to get him some stuff. You can give 

me ten today. I’ll take the other ten tomorrow.” 

“How am I supposed to get the money?” 

Billy smiled and jumped down into the room, sending Natalie back towards the door. “That’s your 

problem. Just get it if you like your face where it is.” 

Findo’s protector strolled calmly past Natalie. She slipped her head around the corner of the flat’s 

main room. Bosnia was propped in the flat’s one armchair, lighting a cigarette. Billy waited until her 

mother had seen her. 

“Hi, Billy-babe.” 

“What’s the baby called?” 

“What?” 

“The baby. The one you had a few weeks ago, what’s he called?” 

Bosnia looked blank for a while. “My baby?” 

“Yeah, you came back with him, gave him to Natalie to look after.” 

Bosnia took a long drag on her cigarette, contemplating. 

Billy saw her mother’s eyes start to glaze over and realised she would have to be quick. 

“His name. What’s his name?” 

Bosnia gave a little start. “Uh, his name. It was… Fin…” 

She gestured vaguely, trying to pick an answer from the wreaths of smoke now surrounding her. 

“Findo. That’s it. Findo Gask. That’s his name.” 

“Findo Gask?” 

“Yeah, that was it.” 

“Why?” 

Bosnia looked uncertain. “I don’t know.” 

Billy sighed and turned away. She walked back to her airing cupboard, passing Natalie without 

acknowledging her. Billy slipped back up onto her shelf and lay on her belly, peering down through the 

slats at Findo, who was fast asleep. 

“Findo Gask, that’s who you are,” said Billy. “I’m Billy. I’m your big sister and I’m going to look 

after you.” 
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And so, Findo Gask gained the protection of his fiercest guardian angel. In the coming years, life 

was never as comfortable as it during his first few weeks but Billy was rigorous in her attentions. Findo 

was fed, changed, clothed and - above all - sheltered. Whenever Bosnia did a flit, it was Billy who brought 

Findo. And each time the family moved into their next den Billy made sure there was space for her 

brother when she secured her territory. She provided for him, helped him to walk and fiercely coaxed him 

to talk. She kept danger from him and, as he grew, taught him what she knew about surviving. 
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4: Natural born 

 

Over the following years Findo Gask did not distinguish himself. Coached by Billy, he kept a low profile: 

staying quiet and out of the way. He learnt to appear when there was food but to not draw attention by 

competing too boldly. He discovered how to forage when the cupboard was bare; identifying potential 

donors of food aid wherever the family were living. He learnt to move quietly and make himself unseen. 

He found out the sort of people to which it was safe to speak and be seen by - and who to avoid at all 

costs. He also discovered how to identify his mother’s moods, work out when she was no longer on the 

same planet and when it was best to sleep elsewhere. 

 Although they all lived together, Findo had little to do with his mother, older brothers or Natalie. 

Bosnia rarely interfered in his upbringing. Billy was the one he turned if there was anything he needed. It 

was Billy who begged, borrowed or stole clothing for him. It was Billy who helped locate safe refuges and 

nursed Findo when he was ill. And when danger threatened it was Billy who stood in front - taking blows 

that could have been Findo’s. 

For the first six years, Findo’s most notable trait was his ability to vanish. When trouble was 

brewing - family violence or external threat - Findo would just disappear. He would often be gone before 

the others even realised that something was about to happen. Whether it was sliding out the door, 

slipping into undergrowth, slithering under furniture or just merging with the background, Findo had a 

rare talent for not being there. 

 

 

It was not until he was nearly seven that Findo Gask’s talents first drew attention. It was a Thursday 

afternoon in November. The family was living in an old fairground caravan beneath a motorway flyover. 

The other children were out roaming, busy with their own affairs. Findo was sitting by the caravan steps, 

flicking pebbles at a broken bottle. 

 Then he heard rustling coming from inside as Bosnia woke from a long sleep and began fumbling 

around. Findo listened; ready to slip away if his mother sounded like she was going to emerge in one of 

her black moods. But it went quiet again and he returned to his game. A couple of minutes later, a 

window opened and Bosnia’s mascara-streaked, bleary face emerged. She saw Findo and smiled. 



The Tale Of Findo Gask 

 18 

 “Fin-babe. Go get us some fags, love.” 

 Findo looked round. He nodded without saying anything, stood up and set off. His mother did not 

think to offer the boy any money and it did not occur to him to ask. 

 The child’s route followed the track away from the flyover. It ran alongside a small river, flowing 

black and sluggish between steep banks. Dead teasels and brambles choked the verges and a row of 

straggling hawthorns bent under the grey sky.  

After a quarter of a mile, the track turned into the back of a small industrial estate. Findo trudged 

across oil-stained tarmac and the glitter of smashed windscreen glass, left behind from the estate’s 

nocturnal role as racetrack and trashing-park. He walked past locked up starter units for small businesses 

that had never started. He skirted twelve-foot high steel fencing adorned with curved spikes and razor 

wire that protected a builders’ yard. A burnt-out pub followed a derelict office building and then he was 

onto the main road leading towards a livelier part of town. 

 Findo walked past a few huddled bungalows and then the shops started – a bookie’s and a small 

take-away café. Next was a petrol station, with grilles on the kiosk windows and spikes that could lift out 

of the forecourt at the press of a button, bursting the tyres of cars being driven off without paying for 

fuel. It was rumoured the cashiers also had a loaded shotgun mounted behind a panel in the wall hatch. 

Beyond was a row of terraced houses with offices on the ground floor: a taxi firm, loan agency, heating 

firm and hairdressers, as well as several empty properties. The family had lived there for a while, 

squatting in a flat above an employment agency that had gone bust and done an overnight flit. 

Findo continued. He passed a small convenience store and an off-licence, crossed a service road 

and followed an alley into Jubilee Square. The square was a concrete plaza surrounded by two levels of 

shops. The boy plodded wearily to the dry fountain in the middle. The doughnut-shaped trough was full of 

fag ends and other litter including a couple of broken, bloodstained needles. He sat down, ignoring the 

rank urine smell from the chipped and broken tiles. 

Findo looked around, eyeing up the opportunities.  

 

 

As Findo rested, he was spotted by a group of older children sitting on a fire escape in one the plaza’s 

corners. Three boys, wearing hooded tops and baggy jeans, got up and made their way down to the 
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square. They made their approach quietly, strolling casually across the grey paving. One boy slipped a 

butterfly knife from his sleeve. Two came at Findo from the sides, the leader head on. 

They stood around him in a pincer movement and stared down. None was older than eleven. 

“Who’re you?” said the boy in the middle. 

Findo looked up. He saw their clothes and the knife in the hand of the boy on his left. 

“Findo Gask.” 

“Findo Gask?” 

The boys laughed. 

“What sort of name’s that?” The leader grinned. Then his smile slipped away. “What you doing 

here, Findo Gask? Where you from?” 

“I’ve come to get some cigarettes for my mum.” 

“Cigarettes? Good. Give you some money did she?” 

“No,” said Findo. 

“No money? How you going to get some ciggies then?” 

Findo shrugged. “Dunno. Find somewhere to take them.” 

The boy with the knife laughed.  

The leader frowned. “I don’t believe you. I reckon your mum gave you some dosh. A few quid for 

her ciggies.” 

Findo shook his head. “No.” 

“I don’t believe you, Findo Gask.” 

“It’s true. She never gave me any money.” 

“Didn’t you ask her for some?” 

“No.” 

“Why?” 

“She probably hasn’t got any.” 

Findo stared calmly back at the older boy. He was remembering what Billy had taught him. The 

boy was close enough for a kick in the groin. The boy with the knife looked alert but the third one, the 

youngest-looking, appeared more nervous. Findo was fairly certain that if he stopped the main boy in his 
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tracks and went straight for the smaller one on his right, he would be able to make a break for it before 

the gang knew what was happening. 

The leader put his hands together and flexed them. “Well, if you got no money, prove it. And if 

you haven’t we’ll have to tax you some other way.” 

He flicked a hand at Findo. “Empty your pockets.” 

“No.” 

“What?” 

The boy glanced at the one with the knife and began to reach out. Findo drew his leg back and 

prepared to swing. 

“Hold it, Mickey.” 

It was the knife boy who spoke. The gang leader’s hand stopped in mid-air and Findo halted the 

kick just inches from his groin. The boy who had spoken looked at the poised foot and grinned. 

“I just remembered who he is.” 

“What do you mean? Who?” 

“He’s Billy’s sister.” 

“Billy?” 

“Yeah, Billy MacBeth. That’s her kid brother.” 

Mickey drew his hand back slightly. He looked at Findo calculatingly. “That right?” 

“Yes,” said Findo, slowly lowering his leg. 

“Why didn’t you say?” 

Findo shrugged. 

Mickey took a step back. He reached inside his top and fished out a crumpled cigarette packet. 

“Here, have one. You don’t have to pay no tax. Tell Billy I give you a fag.” 

Findo shook his head. “It’s all right. You haven’t got many. I’ll get some more.” 

Mickey grinned. “You’re a cool customer, nipper.” 

He gave Findo a nod then turned and strolled back across the square. His two henchmen followed, 

the boy with the knife flipping an ironic salute at Findo as he touched a finger to his forehead. 

Findo watched them and then turned his thoughts back to business.  
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He stayed by the fountain for twenty minutes, watching people coming and going. He looked at 

the shops and at the ways out of the precinct. After a while, he got up and walked towards a small kiosk 

in one corner. The shop was a long, narrow cavern, with a counter immediately inside the door. The 

shopkeeper, a Turk with fierce eyes, sat hawk-like behind the till.  

The Turk’s position meant anyone coming inside had to go past him to get to the shop’s goods – 

and to get out again. There was also a closed circuit television camera at the rear of the shop, above the 

chill cabinet with the packets of five meat pies for one pound. There was a small TV monitor above the 

counter and the Turk’s eyes were constantly on the move, flicking from the monitor, to the shelves at his 

end of the shop’s twin aisles and to anyone coming near his shop. 

Findo did not approach the shop directly. He aimed for the exit from the precinct, passing the 

shop from about ten yards, walking slowly and not looking in the Turk’s direction. 

But as soon as he was out of sight, Findo doubled back. He waited until a customer left the shop 

and then slipped along the wall, around a litterbin and through the door. He ducked quietly past the 

counter and into the shop’s left-hand aisle, picking up a handful of Mars bars on the way. As he passed the 

Turk, Findo’s head was a foot below the level of the counter and the shopkeeper – busy watching people 

outside - never saw him.  

Findo moved calmly towards the back of the shop. It was packed with cheap goods. There was 

little floor space in the aisles and the central shelves rose almost to ceiling level. No one else was inside 

and the Turk, not having seen Findo, was watching the square outside. 

Findo stopped at the back of the shop. He stuffed his chocolate into the pockets of his jacket and 

looked around quickly. Then, he reached up and pulled a packet of toilet roll down from the shelf. He 

ripped the packet open and tugged out several handfuls of paper. Stuffing the thin tissue into a gap on a 

lower shelf, next to some boxes of sanitary towels, Findo reached into his pocket. He pulled out his 

matches, lit one and touched it to the paper. It caught quickly and the flames began to lick up. As they 

did so, Findo pulled out more toilet roll and added it to the flames, leading them towards the packets on 

the shelf above. The thin tissue burnt fast but the fire started to scorch the other goods on the shelves 

and a thin column of smoke was soon climbing up above the aisle. 

Findo punched open the cardboard top of a box of Kleenex tissues and guided the flames towards 

the fresh fuel. Crackles began to be heard and the smoke thickened. 



The Tale Of Findo Gask 

 22 

“Aiiii!” 

The wail from the front of the shop was anguished.  

Findo crouched at the end of the shop just long enough to be certain which aisle the Turk was 

coming down before running out the other way. Separated just by a few cartons of dried peas, tins of dog 

food and cereal packets, the two passed each other in the middle of the shop. Findo could hear the 

shopkeeper’s heavy feet stamping past but the Turk was still ignorant of the boy’s presence. 

“What’s this?” 

There was a shout of disbelief from the back of the shop as the shopkeeper began flapping wildly 

at burning paper and pulling scorched cartons away from undamaged goods. 

Findo dived straight behind the counter. He pulled himself onto the Turk’s high stool, using the 

shelves behind the counter as a ladder. When he was up, he reached into the cabinet behind, ignoring the 

single packets and grabbed for the full cartons, stuffing three into his jacket. 

“Hey!” The Turk’s voice bellowed down the shop as the irate shopkeeper began to sprint back. 

“Thief!” 

Findo did not stop to look. He stepped from the Turk’s stool onto the counter, jumped out through 

the door and began running. He ignored the nearest exit from the square, which led to a service road 

lined with high walls and no easy place to hide, and sprinted for the corner to his left. 

The boy was halfway across the square when the Turk reached the shop door and gave chase. 

There was a wild cheer from the gang on the fire escape but Findo never looked back. He charged straight 

down the short underpass and up into a car park. Clutching his booty to his chest, he weaved around the 

first couple of rows of cars then stopped between a rusting Sierra and an old Transit van. 

Findo was ready to flee again but the Turk never appeared. The shopkeeper had stopped after ten 

yards, torn between desire to catch the thief and the more pragmatic need to guard his remaining stock. 

The shopkeeper would have loved to catch the boy and dish out some retribution but knew that if he 

followed Findo out of the square he would be lucky to have anything left in his shop by the time he got 

back. He also wanted to be certain that all the scraps of burning paper were extinguished. Fuming, the 

Turk stamped back to his shop, bolting the door behind him while he went to check the damage. 
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Findo stayed in the car park for nearly thirty minutes. After his initial escape, he moved warily through 

the vehicles. On the car park’s far side, he rolled underneath an old pick-up truck. He stayed there 

watching, listening and eating Mars bars until the afternoon light began to fade and he was confident of 

escaping. 

 Emerging from beneath the pick-up, the boy flitted across the road and trotted swiftly home, 

unaware of the significance of the moment. For, by successfully raiding the Turk’s shop, Findo Gask’ life 

had reached a milestone. Against unlikely odds he had got away with his first real theft. He was not quite 

seven but had outwitted a shopkeeper with over twenty years bitter experience.  

Findo had also been called a thief for the first time. It was an epithet that would come his way 

many times but for now he was still a novice – even if he had sailed through his first test in the art, 

scoring bonus points for audacity and imagination. 

To Findo, however, the significance was lost. For him, taking from the Turk held little distinction 

from other forms of foraging. He would as happily have found the cigarettes in a skip or picked them from 

a tree. Other than the risk of violence, he was unaware of any difference; private property was not 

something Findo understood. In his world it was simple: you just had what you had – until someone else 

took it. 

It was not that Findo was growing up in a complete moral vacuum. Just that the sub-culture in 

which Bosnia dwelt had fewer rules than the wider community. And most were of a fairly Biblical nature - 

like ‘an eye for an eye’ - with transgressors punished much more harshly and permanently than in the 

outside world. 

Findo’s upbringing had been basic. Most of his education had been of the Darwinian school. Aided 

by Billy, he had learnt the rudiments of survival – appreciating his place in the pecking order. Beyond that 

there had been few niceties and no outside interference. To the system, Findo did not exist. His birth had 

not been registered and no social workers, health visitors or other guardians of the public good had ever 

troubled him. Theoretically, Findo was old enough to be at school but sending him had never crossed his 

mother’s mind. And, since the family lived in the kind of areas the police only entered in dire 

emergencies, there was little chance of Findo running into anyone from the education authorities. 

Through Bosnia’s mode of existence, Findo had picked up the idea of bartering but he had never 

been taught about money. He had seen his mother and older siblings with the stuff but had little idea of 
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its purpose and had never been taken to a shop to buy anything in his life. Material goods were also few in 

Findo’s world. Those there were tended to be consumables: food, drink and, for Bosnia, any narcotics or 

other recreational substances going. Luxury goods like furniture or electrical items tended to be as 

transient as Bosnia’s male friends. 

To Findo’s mind, in stealing from the Turk all he had done was complete an errand. He had been 

told to fetch cigarettes and had done so. He had been given no instruction so had used his initiative. He 

had not consciously broken any laws of property because no one had told him they existed, let alone how 

they worked. 

 

 

It was almost dark when Findo got home. There were candles alight inside the caravan and the sound of 

voices. Natalie was arguing with Rob, one of their three half-brothers. 

 Findo went up the steps and stuck his head around the door. 

 Natalie was wedged into one corner of the sofa, trying to stuff her face with crisps, while kicking 

Rob, who was trying to steal them. Otis, the youngest of Findo’s brothers, was watching - ready to dart in 

and grab anything that got spilt. There was no sign of Bosnia. 

“Hey,” said Findo. 

All three looked toward the door.  

“Findo,” said Natalie. “Where you been?” 

“Where is she?”  

Natalie frowned. “What do you want Her for?” 

Findo shrugged. 

Rob saw his chance. Natalie’s right knee had lowered while she spoke. Rob kicked his sister hard 

in the side of the thigh, lunged forward and grabbed the bag, which split. Prawn cocktail-flavoured crisps 

showered over Natalie but Rob managed to get the torn packet away from Natalie and buried his face in 

the foil, munching rapidly. 

Natalie wailed and wobbled to her feet. She dived at Rob, pummelling him with her fat fists. 

Otis scuttled forward and quickly scooped up as many crisps as he could. He paused briefly to 

glance at Findo and pointed to the caravan’s main bedroom. 
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“She’s in there.” 

“Alone?” 

“Yeah.” 

Otis turned back to his clean-up operation and Findo nipped into the caravan and made for the 

bedroom. 

Natalie stopped punching her brother for a moment and stared suspiciously. “What you got there?” 

Findo ignored her and darted through the door. Bosnia was sitting up in bed idly filing her nails. 

“Hi Findo-babe.” 

She looked at him quite brightly and Findo was relieved to see her smile. Bosnia’s moods could 

swing erratically and entering her quarters unannounced did have risks. 

“What’s going on out there?” 

Findo shrugged. “Natalie and Rob are fighting.” 

He unzipped his jacket and pulled out the stolen cartons. 

“I got your cigarettes.” 

Bosnia looked at him in astonishment, followed by delight. 

“Findo!” she trilled. “Where’d you get these? Are these for me? You wonderful little boy, come 

here.” 

She beckoned her youngest to her and enveloped him in a sweaty hug that smelt of Bosnia’s 

personal fragrance of unwashed body, cheap perfume and nicotine. 

“How’d you get all these?” 

Findo smiled at Bosnia, now busy ripping open a carton. 

“I got them up Jubilee Square,” he said. 

“How? Who gave them to you?” 

“I got them from one of the shops.” 

Bosnia looked at her son with a mixture of curiosity and maternal pride, lighting a cigarette and 

inhaling greedily. 

“Did you? Well, aren’t you the clever one? What a good boy you are.” 
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5: Road rage 

 

The trouble began just after nine in the evening. It started with a stop-and-search incident. Two 

policemen noticed a white Vauxhall Cavalier veering erratically across the Castle Drive ring road. The 

officers followed from a distance, until the car suddenly swerved off onto Tibbermore Road.  

The police switched on their blue lights. They came up behind the Cavalier and flashed their 

headlights to pull the driver over. But the car kept going at the same speed.  

The officers got more alarmed when they saw the driver’s arms waving above his head and his 

body twisting about in the seat. Unsure if they had a raving nutter, someone high on drugs or the victim of 

some kind of seizure, the police radioed for backup. 

They followed the Cavalier for another quarter of a mile until the patrol car driver saw the lights 

of another police vehicle coming off the ring road behind them. He put his siren on and pulled alongside 

the Cavalier. The driver, a white male in his thirties, mouthed something and made a couple of frantic 

gestures before resuming his manic flapping and gyrating. 

The police driver accelerated forwards and swung in front of the Cavalier, forcing it into the kerb, 

where it bounced up onto the pavement before coming to a halt just in front of a lamppost. Seconds later, 

the other police car pulled up behind, boxing in the Cavalier. One officer got out of each patrol vehicles 

and began to approach the Cavalier. 

The door of the white car burst open. The driver leapt out, still waving his arms wildly. The 

nearest officer went for his baton, wishing the powers that be would hurry up and arm the police force 

with real weapons. His colleague reached for a can of CS spray. The Cavalier driver suddenly slapped 

himself on the shoulder then gave a deep sigh of relief. 

“Man! That fucking wasp.” 

He gestured helplessly at the police. 

“Been fucking buzzing me ages.” 

“A wasp?” said the officer with the baton in disbelief. 

“Yeah, fucking thing’s been driving me mad.” 

He waved at the police officers. 
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“Just couldn’t nail the fucker.” 

The policeman with the CS spray shook his head. 

“But, why didn’t you pull over. You could have stopped and let it out.” 

The Cavalier driver leant back against his car and reached into his jacket, making the officer with 

the baton take an involuntary step backwards. The man pulled out a cigarette packet and put a hand-

rolled cigarette in his mouth. Then he patted his pockets. 

“You guys got a light?” 

The policeman with the spray reached inside his tunic, noticing out of the corner of his eye the 

group of teenagers who had appeared just beyond the first police car. 

“Here.” 

He tossed a disposable lighter to the car driver, who caught it one-handed, lit his cigarette and 

flipped the lighter back. 

“Cheers, man.” 

“So why didn’t you stop or open a window, sir?” 

The Cavalier driver took a puff. 

“Couldn’t fucking stop could I? I’m allergic to the fuckers. If that little thing fucking stung me it 

could have been fucking curtains for me. I swell up like a fucking balloon if one of them bastards get me. 

Had to fucking keep it away from me long as I fucking could. Couldn’t undo the window because the 

handle’s fucking bust.” 

“Why didn’t you stop?” 

“Oh, don’t give me fucking grief. I’m allergic, like I said. I had to keep going. I got a needle at my 

place with some stuff in case I’m fucking stung. I’m not taking no fucking chances. I wanted to get home 

in case the fucker got me. Then I got a chance of finding my spike before it’s too fucking late.” 

The policeman with the baton sniffed the air. 

“What’s that you’re smoking, sir.” 

The Cavalier driver looked at his roll-up in surprise. 

“This? Nothing.” 

He flicked it sideways, past the first police car towards the group of watching youths - now grown 

in number to seven. One teenager stepped forwards and scooped up the roll-up. 
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“Hey,” said the policeman with the baton. “Give that here.” 

The teenager sneered and took an exaggerated draw on the smoke. 

“Piss off, copper.” 

The driver of the first car got out and looked at the gang of youths. The cars had stopped next to 

some waste ground near the western entrance to the Tibbermore estate. The policeman realised with 

alarm that he could see other figures making their way towards the scene of the incident. He reached 

inside and switched off the blue lights on his Mondeo. 

Meanwhile, the officer with the baton, who had not taken in their situation, stepped towards the 

Cavalier driver. 

“Right,” he said. “Let’s see what you’ve got there, sir? I want you to turn around slowly and put 

your hands on the car.” 

The Cavalier driver gave a snort of disbelief. 

“What? I nearly get killed by a fucking wasp and you want to search me? Are you for fucking real?” 

“Look, sir, just do as you’re told.” 

“Why? What you got to fucking search me for?” 

“Just do as you’re told, sir.” 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, stop calling me fucking ‘sir’.” 

The policeman with the baton slowly drew his weapon. 

“Do as you’re told and turn around.” 

His colleague with the CS spray nodded. 

“Come on. Do us a favour, don’t make any trouble.” 

The Cavalier driver laughed. 

“Fucking get you. I’m not making any fucking trouble. I just don’t see why you have to search me 

because I nearly get killed. It’s fucking ridiculous.” 

“Hey, guys.” 

The driver from the first police car flicked his head towards the tower blocks of Tibbermore. 

“Leave it, okay. I think it could be time to get out of here.” 

“What?” 

“Oh shit!” 
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A beer can arced out of the evening sky and landed on the roof of the Mondeo, just missing the 

roof lights and spraying foam across the windscreen and bonnet. A cheer, taken up by a number of voices, 

came after it, followed by a volley of whistles and loud jeers. 

 

 

The police should have known better. They had driven onto the edge of the Tibbermore estate on a 

summer night when there was no football on television. They had stopped a driver and then sat there with 

blue lights flashing instead of either letting him go or arresting him immediately and retreating. 

 Now the problem was not just going to go away. The local youths had taken the police incursion as 

a provocation. They were only too happy to help the situation escalate and see where it would lead. The 

gangs from the Tibbermore were always ready for a fight - with each other or anyone else but particularly 

the police. And a full-scale riot was even better still.  

Law and order always had a tenuous hold on Tibbermore and some residents saw public 

disturbances as a spot of free entertainment – while for others they were a useful window of opportunity. 

A riot drew down a blanket of anarchy that concealed a multitude of sins: looting, arson, grudge attacks – 

and retribution. 

 

 

Billy was on the roof of Tibbermore’s John Smith block when the riot started. It was a still night and she 

was sitting with her back against a roof vent. Three candles were stuck on top of the vent and Billy was 

reading by their light with Findo sleeping next to her.  

Billy had gone up to the roof, followed by her brother, in search of peace and quiet. For a while 

she had tried reading her battered paperback in the flat, ignoring the rest of the family. But she gave up 

when her two older brothers started fighting and screaming abuse at each other. Billy knew the fight 

could last for hours. Even if the violence did halt for a while, the tension would keep simmering all night 

and hostilities could begin again at any time. 

There had been a time when Billy would have tried to enforce peace by joining the fight – often 

ending up beating both her brothers into submission. But she was starting to lose her appetite for 
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spontaneous aggression. These days she was more likely to duck out of the way, taking Findo with her. 

And during the warmer weather of the past months, the roof had become a favourite escape. 

Bosnia had got the flat by conning the local housing department, using the name of someone who 

had just been jailed in the Netherlands after being caught with a suitcase full of amphetamines and 

ecstasy. (Bosnia had tried asking for accommodation using a couple of her own names but given up when 

the authorities - despite trying to help - could find no traces of her existence.)  

The family had moved to Tibbermore from the caravan under the fly-over. They had been in the 

flat for nearly nine months now, which was a record as far as Billy could remember. But it was a Spartan 

existence. The flat’s electricity came from a meter fed by fifty pence pieces and there were rarely any to 

feed it. The gas had been cut off after four months when no bills were paid and the first warning letters 

about the water supply had already arrived. Local burglars had kicked in the front door after the first 

week and, although that problem had been settled, the door had never been properly fixed and the 

broken bottom panel still gaped open. 

Billy hated the block. She complained that the stairwells had more glue sniffers than steps and 

that the pigeons on the roof had a higher IQ than most of the inhabitants. Not that anyone took any 

notice; Billy hated everywhere she lived and found a reason for disliking most things she had an opinion 

on.  

So, when Billy came charging into the flat saying everyone had to leave, her other brothers and 

sisters took no notice. 

“Listen,” she said. “This is serious. There’s a riot starting. We’ve got to get out quick.” 

 Rob’s eyes brightened. 

 “A riot, excellent. I’m going to watch.” 

 “No!” 

 Findo, now six-and-a-half, watched from the doorway as she stamped her feet and gave Rob a 

withering stare. 

 “Listen, idiot. We’ve got to get out of here. Now.” 

Jimmy Ray and Natalie looked disdainful. 

“What you on about, Billy?” said her sister. 

“Why we got to go anywhere?” asked her brother. 
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“Look,” said Billy. “You know what happens in riots.” 

“Yeah,” said Rob. “Fighting, burning cars and chucking stuff at the coppers. Excellent.” 

Billy nodded. 

“But that’s not all. People settle scores too.” 

 Jimmy Ray nodded slowly. 

 “Yeah. They do. Like that Nick Seed. There was a bloke in Livingstone kept messing him about. 

Last time there was trouble, he went in with two friends and some baseball bats. The bloke isn’t going to 

walk again.” 

 “Exactly,” said Billy. 

 Natalie gave a petulant, impatient stamp of her foot. 

“But so what? Why do we care?” 

“I know,” said Jimmy Ray, who was not as dense as most people thought. “Davey Piper.” 

“What about Davey Piper?” said Natalie. 

Billy shook her head despairingly. 

“He got out last week after doing six months.” 

“And?” 

“He thinks She grassed him up.” 

“But She didn’t.” 

Billy sighed. 

“That’s beside the point. Look, Davey Piper got six months because he got caught with a load of 

stolen mobiles. He thinks She was the only one who knew he was holding them for the Muldoons. He knew 

she’d been picked up a couple of days earlier and let off without a charge, so, when he gets nicked he 

reckons She must have grassed him up.” 

“But She didn’t,” repeated Natalie plaintively. 

“I know that,” said Billy, “but Davey Piper doesn’t. He’s out now and he’s not the sort to ask 

questions. If he thinks he was grassed up, he’ll just turn up and kick the door down first chance he gets.” 

“Yeah,” said Jimmy Ray. “He’s been staying down Benn block with Archie Cave. They were in the 

Lion couple of days back. He was mouthing off then.” 

“He won’t just be mouthing off if we hang around,” said Billy. 
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“What we going to do?” 

Billy frowned. 

“I’m not sure.” 

She went to the front door and looked out. The flat was on the fifth floor and she could see across 

a swarm of blue lights flashing at the entrance to the Tibbermore estate. It looked as though there were 

at least eight police vehicles drawn up just off Castle Drive. Billy could also see at least two vehicles 

burning at the scene of the original incident and a large mob facing the police. 

“We haven’t got much time,” she said. “The coppers will probably drive them back into the estate 

soon. Then they’ll start fighting around the blocks. That’s when the trouble will really start.” 

She turned to the others. 

“Is She with it?” 

“Nah,” said Jimmy Ray. “Been off her head all day and out for the count now.” 

“We’ll have to get her out ourselves then,” said Billy. “You lot get her and the others out of here. 

Go across the aerial to Livingstone and get down to the back entrance.” 

“What you going to do?” said Natalie. 

Billy smiled and grabbed Findo by the hand. 

“Sort out some transport.” 

 

 

The children crouched in the shadows just outside the back entrance to the estate’s Livingstone block. 

Bosnia was slumped, half-conscious against the wall behind them. 

 “Where’s Billy,” whined Natalie. “She said she’d be here.” 

 The others ignored her and they were all silent for a while. They could hear distant shouting and 

occasional crashes and thuds. 

 Then, the headlights of a vehicle suddenly appeared over the brow of the low hill behind the 

Tibbermore estate. It appeared to be following a footpath across the open ground. As it drew nearer the 

vehicle veered a few times, before slewing around in an arc and pulling up about ten yards away. 

 “Fuck!” said Rob. “It’s the cops.” 

 The driver’s door of the police Transit opened and Billy leant out. 
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 “Come on, hurry up!” 

 “Fuck!” said Rob. “It’s Billy.” 

 “Come on!” 

 Natalie stood open mouthed but her older brothers grabbed Bosnia and pulled her upright. She 

stumbled like a zombie but managed to stagger across to the police vehicle. Billy helped haul her mother 

and the other children into the rear of the Transit before clambering back into the driver’s seat. 

 “Wow!” said Rob, slipping into the passenger seat. “Where’d you get this?” 

 Billy crunched the Transit into gear and it lurched forwards. 

 “The bus station, where do you think?” 

Natalie leant forwards. 

“Billy, this is a police van, you can’t use this. Anyway, you can’t even drive.” 

“They see you?” said Jimmy Ray. 

“Not until I was driving off,” said Billy. “They were all to busy with their riot shields. They’d 

started lobbing a few petrol bombs and the cops were getting ready to make a charge.” 

She swung the van round in a wide arc and headed back along the pedestrian path. 

“They didn’t take any notice of me and Findo. We just looped round and came up behind. There 

was no-one watching the van. A few coppers tried to run after me when we drove off but they stopped 

when I went back into the estate.” 

The engine screamed as she tried to change gear and missed. Billy stamped at the clutch and 

managed to ram the lever into third with a violent grinding. The van lurched a few times, then shot 

forward again, bouncing over the hill. 

“We’ll have to be quick though. We’re going to have to ditch this soon as we’re clear of the 

estate.” 

“We could head down Chapelbank Road,” said Jimmy Ray. “There’s some new houses being built down 

there. I know a back way into the site.” 
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6: Abigail McGee 

 

Findo Gask was just over eight years old when he met Abigail McGee. The family had moved into a block 

of flats on the south side of town. The place had been abandoned after the previous occupants, a refugee 

family, fled one night. The eight Iraqis had endured six months of verbal abuse, burglaries, and obscene 

graffiti across their doors, walls and windows. That, and the general misery of life in one of the city’s 

human dustbins, had brought them to the end of their tethers. The fact that it did not seem to have 

stopped raining for five months had not helped either. 

 A friend from the other end of the seventh-floor walkway told Bosnia about the flat. Sally Murray 

had helped lead the persecution of the Iraqis – driven by boredom and a bad experience involving a 

Pakistani taxi driver.  

Sally was also the first to spot the door left open by the departed refugees. She made a quick 

sortie to see if they had left anything worth taking. Apart from a few open bags of rice and spices, which 

Sally dismissed as foreign food and threw out the window, the only other thing was the front room carpet. 

Sally’s was pockmarked with cigarette burns and various stains. This carpet was one colour and clean.  

Unable to remove the carpet on her own, Sally quietly slipped out of the flat, pulled the door to 

and wedged it shut. She bumped into Bosnia later that day outside the High Spirits off-licence. The deal 

was done while the two women sat sharing a cigarette cadged from local thug Albie Hooper. Bosnia was 

living in a squat in the failed Meadowfields housing project but wanted out; a psychotic junkie called Mack 

had already attacked two other residents of the house. 

Bosnia and Sally returned to Cowfield Heights via a hardware shop where they stole a new Yale 

lock. Back at the abandoned flat, a quick session with a Stanley knife (also pinched) and the women had 

the carpet up. After changing the locks, they lugged the carpet down the walkway to Sally’s flat. They 

shoved the furniture to one side and spread the new carpet over the old one. 

Sally sank into her favourite armchair. “That’s it, eh?” 

“Lovely. Nice and soft.” 

Sally cackled. “Yeah, fit to shag on.” 

She reached down the side of her chair and pulled out her tobacco pouch. “Get a couple of lagers. 

There’s some in the kitchen.” 
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“Okay.” 

Bosnia wandered through to the kitchen. After a brief search among a pile of half-empty takeaway 

cartons, she found a four-pack nestling next to an assortment of beauty products from the Body Shop and 

Boots, collected on one of Sally’s regular raids on the city centre. Back in the lounge, Bosnia cracked open 

cans for herself and Sally, who was busy rolling a joint. 

“When you gonna get the kids then?” 

Bosnia stared out of the window at the chimneys of the local power station. “Dunno,” she said. 

“They’ll be alright for today. Tomorrow maybe.” 

 

 

Only five of Bosnia’s clan remained. Natalie had gone north. A man that she had met a few months earlier 

had taken her. Like her mother, Natalie enjoyed indulging herself. Unlike her mother, Natalie had never 

had the looks to be a prize and had gone straight to the street. She was not attractive enough to command 

a good price but had been a willing worker from the age of fourteen. At the age of eighteen, however, her 

limited attraction was already wearing thin and her new-found friend persuaded her to make the trip to 

Aberdeen, where he reckoned the oil workers, after months offshore, would be less fussy. 

 The oldest boy, Jimmy Ray, was out of circulation, serving a two-year stretch at a Young 

Offenders’ Institution. Jimmy would not be out for at least six months - longer if he did not behave 

himself. And knowing Jimmy, the chances of him getting parole for good behaviour were extremely slim. 

 That left Billy, who had reluctantly assumed charge of the rest of the family. Then came Rob, 

blond-haired and mean, followed by Otis, who was half-West Indian and sweet as treacle. Next to last was 

Louise, who was eight and hardly spoke, leading some to suspect – wrongly – that she was simple. Finally, 

came Findo, who talked nearly as little as Louise but unlike his dreamy sister took in everything. 

 

 

A few days after Sally helped Bosnia find her new haunt, Billy and Findo were making their way slowly 

through the weeds and derelict buildings of an abandoned factory. The complex once belonged to a firm 

making steel pipes but had been empty for more than thirty years. The factory stood on a loop in the 

River Allonby. It had been on the edge of the city, next to a planned ring road. But the business folded, 
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the road was never built and the site was now miles from the motorway, the wrong side of miles of 

housing estate. In healthier economic climes the factory might have had potential but, in a city with more 

development sites than developments, its future was as grim as its surroundings. 

 Findo booted a rusting beer can left by another visitor. It sailed over a low wall and landed in a 

pool of oily water. 

 “You can’t do it, Billy.” 

 His sister scowled. “I can’t stay here either.” 

 They walked on silently, passing through a side door into one of the steel mills. The machinery 

had been stripped out decades ago and now the building was just an enormous, echoing cavern. Brick 

walls soared fifty or sixty feet to a piecemeal roof where blue sky showed through gaps torn out of the 

sheet-metal covering. A double row of pillars, church-like, ran the length of the mill, supporting the roof 

and the remains some of the original gantries. 

 Findo and Billy trudged across the mill’s floor, through rust flakes, pigeon droppings and dead 

leaves. They exited through the far end and headed across an area of open ground. Weaving around 

straggling brambles and clumps of buddleia, they walked slowly over the stone chippings and through a 

wide gap in a chain-link fence.  

A couple of minutes later, they reached the base of a flight of steps leading up the side of a 

disused gasometer. The metal storage tank was almost a uniform rust colour now. Only a few patches of 

the original paintwork still lingered. 

Findo stopped and looked at the side of the gasometer rising a hundred and fifty feet above. 

“But why, Billy?” 

She avoided his eye and sat on the bottom of the steps. “I’ve told you before.” 

“Tell me again, then.” 

Billy sighed. “You’re impossible, Findo.” 

“I’m not. I just don’t want you to go.” 

Billy reached out a hand and pulled her brother to come and sit next to her. “Findo, I know. If it 

wasn’t for you I’d have gone a long time ago.” 

“Then why now?” 

“Because I’m not sure how much longer I can take it.” 
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Billy sat and looked towards the river. She put her arm around Findo and pulled him closer. Findo 

slipped his arm around her. His sister was crying but made no comment; he knew Billy was miserable but 

that did not make it any easier to let her go. 

“Where will you go?” 

Billy gave a thin smile. “Anywhere as long as it’s out of here.” 

“But where? How will you get there?” 

Billy sighed. “I’ll take a train. South. I don’t want to go to any cities. I want to see the 

countryside. I want to see the sea. I want to see clean places, animals, sunshine.” 

“Will you miss me?” 

“Findo!” His sister pulled away. She twisted round and punched him on the arm. 

“Ow! That hurt.” 

“Good. It was meant to. Don’t ask stupid questions.” 

Billy scowled but she was fighting back tears and smiles at the same time. “You’re my little 

brother. I’ve looked after you since the beginning. I swore I would protect you before you were born and I 

only ever let you down once.” 

Findo nodded. “Fat Natalie got there first.” 

“But have I ever let you down since?” 

“Not once,” said Findo, finishing the routine as brother and sister high-fived each other. 

“So don’t you dare ask if I’ll miss you,” said Billy. 

“Sorry.” 

“You should be. Not everyone’s lucky enough to have me to look after them. And anyway, I’ve 

already told you - soon as I’ve got somewhere safe, I’m going to come back and get you. I’ll take you away 

too. We can wave goodbye to this place and find a proper life.” 

“But what will I do when you’re gone?” 

“You’ll survive, Findo. You’ll be alright.” 

Billy shrugged. “You’re turning into a tough kid. I wouldn’t leave if I didn’t trust you to look after 

yourself. You know what I’ve told you. Keep out of the way, don’t do anything you don’t want to and look 

after yourself.” 
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She reached out and ruffled his hair. “I’d take you if I could but I reckon you’re safest staying 

here. It could be tough to begin with. There’s no point me taking you if we both end up in trouble. It’s 

better if I come and find you when everything’s sorted.” 

Findo nodded reluctantly. “But how long will it be?” 

Billy shook her head sadly. “I don’t know, Findo, I really don’t. It might be a couple of months; it 

might be a bit longer. I’m not going to make any promises because then I won’t break them.” 

“How will you know where I am when you come to get me?” 

Billy shrugged. “I’ll find you. She never strays too far and there’s plenty of people know her. I’ll 

find you.” 

“Can you let me know when you’re coming?” 

“Sure,” said Billy. “I’ll write.” 

She poked Findo in the ribs. “If you wanted, I could send you letters to tell you how I’m getting 

on. Tell you where I am and what I’ve been doing.” 

Findo nodded. “Will you?” 

 Billy nodded. “I could send letters to Eileen Dunn, she won’t mind. She can get Mickey to find 

you. He’ll let you know there’s a letter.” 

Findo frowned. “But how will I know what they say?” 

Billy laughed. “You could learn to read. Otherwise, you’ll have to get Eileen to read them. Or 

Mickey, I think he knows how.” 

Billy pulled Findo to her in an abrupt and savage hug. “Look, I’ve got some things to do. Some bits 

I need to sort out. I’ll see you later, okay?” 

Findo bit his lip and nodded. He looked down at the ground then reached up and threw his arms 

around his sister and buried his face in the side of her neck. After about twenty seconds he let her go and 

stepped back. 

“Go on then.” 

Billy nodded and turned away. 

Findo watched her. He knew he would not see her later. Billy was on her way. He had no idea 

when, or if, he would see her again. But neither could bear to say goodbye or prolong the parting. 

She was halfway back towards the mill when he jumped onto the steps. 
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“Write lots of letters!” he called. 

Billy’s arm came up in acknowledgement but she did not stop or look back. Findo watched until 

she disappeared. Then, tears streaming down his face, he began to climb the long flight of steps leading 

up around the gasometer. 

 

 

Billy MacBeth’s heart was troubled as she walked away. She had no desire to leave Findo but knew that 

she faced an uncertain road. She had no idea where her journey would take her or what hardships and 

trials might lie along the way.  

Billy was leaving for the simple reason that she could no longer stay. She hated her life; she hated 

the people around her. Most of all, she did not want to turn into one of them. For sixteen years, Billy had 

lived amongst poverty, crime, degradation, waste and ignorance. She had seen other children become 

drug addicts and convicts – or corpses. Some had turned mean, others spiteful. Many turned to petty 

crime, some to more serious offences. Others of Billy’s generation, as they approached adulthood had 

become the worst kind of whining cheats, not even trusting each other. Corrupted by the squalor of their 

environment, they had been dragged down to the level of their parents.  

For Billy, the risk of being sucked into that morass, of becoming like her mother, was horrifying. 

But there was another, more immediate risk: Billy was nearly sixteen now. She was still small, still young-

looking but men no longer ignored her and it was getting trickier to avoid their attention and stay as 

inconspicuous as Findo. And she did try; Billy never wore make-up, kept her hair cropped and wore the 

loosest, most concealing clothes. But it was not enough. She had inherited her mother’s cheekbones and 

more beside – including a body that her sister Natalie would cheerfully have killed for. 

Billy’s defences were her tongue and reputation for violence. In most cases that was enough. But 

Billy knew that a sharp wit and obscene vocabulary would not deter some suitors; her barbed jests went 

over the head of many and her physical defences could be overwhelmed by a determined attack from a 

bigger, stronger man.  

And Billy bitterly resented having to defend herself. Although she had grown up with a vicious 

temper and a natural ability for fighting, she had had enough. These days she avoided fights wherever 

possible – and felt dirty and sullied every time she was forced to resort to violence.  
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Now, Billy wanted a life free from oppression and privation. She wanted to make choices, not live 

by opportunism and threat. She had to leave the city before it was too late and she ended up becoming 

what she dreaded.  

 

 

Findo only partly understood Billy’s reasons for going but he had seen how she had become more 

withdrawn and bitter over the past year or so. No one else had noticed. They were used to Billy being 

sharp and aggressive. Few thought that her attitude might be an act, a shell to protect the creature 

inside.  

For only a handful of people had ever really got to know Billy, to find out what she was like when 

the barriers came down. In public she never dropped her guard. But with her youngest brother, Billy did 

not pretend. She never tried to shut out Findo and he had seen the anger and resentment beginning to 

seep into her spirit. 

Sharp tears ran down Findo’s face as he climbed the gasometer; he wept for his sister partly 

because he was losing her, partly because he knew how miserable she must be. 

The steps went up in long flights to circular walkways ringing the giant metal storage tank. Findo 

kept going past each landing. At the top, he stepped out onto the gasometer’s slightly domed metal lid. A 

stiff breeze was blowing and Findo breathed deeply. The wind was coming up from the firth and carried 

the sharp tang of the sea - scents of salt and freedom. A few clouds scudded overhead but otherwise the 

March sky was clean and bright. 

A handrail ran along the rim of the gasometer and Findo began to follow it clockwise. From this 

high he had a view across much of the city and beyond. To the northeast was the city centre with its high-

rise offices, cathedral and grand parades of Victorian municipal architecture. To the east lay Cowfield 

Heights and the tower blocks of Tibbermore. Beyond was the sprawl of Clathy, grey domain of dreary 

suburban life where office workers and lower management eked out drab lives. To the southeast – on the 

other side of the river - rose the leafier reaches of Chapelbank and Garvock Hill. 

As he came round to the southern side, Findo stopped for a while. The loop of the river curved 

right around the base of the gasometer here. On the other side a landscape of hills rolled away from the 

city. Findo looked down at the river. He did not know what it was called. It was dark and sullen looking, 



The Tale Of Findo Gask 

 41 

sliding between thick mud flats. The fields on the opposite bank were waterlogged, poached by the 

hooves of bedraggled cattle. A thick wood, the trees still leafless, lay beyond.  

Findo wondered what it would be like in the woods. He had never been out of the city and had 

little idea what lay outside it. Until now, he had never thought of going to see. 

He glanced left and right to see if there was any nearby way to cross the river. No bridges caught 

his eye but something else did. On the other side of the gasometer, almost out of sight because of the 

domed roof, someone was sitting. Findo began to walk slowly closer. He could only see one figure, 

perched on the very edge of the gasometer.  

He edged cautiously closer. It looked like a girl, about the same size as him. She had long red hair 

and was bent over something. Findo was about fifteen feet away when she turned. The girl gave a little 

start and put something inside her jacket. She looked at Findo. 

“Hello.” 

Findo stared back mutely. She was about his age, with a face full of freckles. Her hair was a 

torrent of loose curls, tied roughly behind her head. She was cleaner than Findo but her clothes did not 

look any better.  

The girl stared back at Findo, weighing him up. “Well?” 

“Well, what?” replied Findo. 

“Aren’t you going to say ‘hello’?” 

Findo shrugged. “What are you doing here?” he asked. 

“Minding my own business.” 

“What business is that?” 

“None of yours.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Because I don’t know you.” 

Findo smiled. He walked a little closer and sat down like the girl, holding the rail around the 

gasometer and dangling his legs over the edge. He bent over the bottom rail and peered over the thin 

band of rusted metal. There was only a thin strip of ground between the gasometer’s base and the 

riverbank. 
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Out of the corner of his eye he could see the girl watching him. It was she who eventually broke 

the silence. 

“What are you doing here?” 

“Looking at the view.” 

“Which bit?” 

“Huh?” Findo looked sideways. “What do you mean?” 

The girl frowned. “Which bit of the view are you looking at? The whole thing or one part.” 

Findo shrugged. “Dunno. Whole thing I guess. I came up here to look at it all. I like to see the city 

from places like this. It’s different. I can look at it and think which bits I want to see next.” 

The girl shook her head. “I like looking at the countryside. I come up here because I can see 

outside the city. I can see the fields and trees. Sometimes there’s animals and birds. And I can see the 

sky.” 

“The sky?” said Findo. “But you can see the sky anywhere.” 

“Not so much of it. When you’re down in the houses you only see the bits between the buildings. 

When I come up here I can see the whole sky. All the clouds and sun and everything.” 

“You been up here before then?” 

The girl nodded. “Most days.” 

Findo frowned. “How come I’ve never seen you before?” 

She shrugged. “Because I see you first.” 

Findo looked at her in surprise. “You’ve seen me before?” 

The girl nodded. “Yes, a few times. You’re normally with that girl. The tough-looking one.” 

Findo scowled. “How come I’ve never seen you?” 

“Because if I see you coming, I go down the other side.” 

“Why didn’t you go this time?” 

The girl pouted slightly. “I didn’t see you coming. I was too busy reading.” 

“Reading?” 

“Yes, you know, books.” 

“Books?” 

The girl sighed. “Yes, books. Like this.” 
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She reached into her jacket and pulled out a paperback. It had a bright orange-red cover with a 

picture of a dragon on it. Findo nodded slowly. 

“So you come up here to read?” 

The girl gave him an exasperated look. “Yes. I come up here to read. That’s why I’ve got a book. I 

come up here for some peace and quiet and to get away from the city and look at the sky.” 

Findo grinned. “Could you teach me to read?” 

The girl looked at Findo in surprise. She slid her book back inside her jacket and frowned. She 

started to speak a couple of times then stopped. Eventually she gave him a considering stare. 

 “What’s your name?” 

 “Findo.” 

 “Findo what?” 

 “Findo Gask.” 

 The girl only frowned briefly. Then she stood up, turned to Findo and stepped forwards. 

 “I’m Abby McGee. Abby’s short for Abigail but I don’t like being called that.” 

 Findo nodded and stared back silently. 

 After a long pause she scowled. “You’re supposed to say you’re pleased to meet me.” 

 “Am I?” 

 “I don’t know if you’re pleased,” said Abby. “But you’re supposed to say it anyway.” 

 “Why?” 

 She sighed and shook her red head in despair. “You just are, okay. Doesn’t anyone teach you 

anything?”  

 Findo considered. “No. Not really.” 

 


