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                                          Early Morning Call 

 

 

I woke to the hoot of a barge churning through the oily brown waters of the river Ost. A voice, 

megaphone enhanced, called out in my dream-like state. 

‘Curfew is over.’ 

Oh joy, I thought and curled tight, pulling a ragged blanket to cover my shoulders. 

It was cold, the morning bright, and a sharp object was digging into my arse. I 

readjusted my position, humming as my arse pulled away from the discomfort, and realized I’d 

been sucking at my finger. Hmm, I pulled it free, but that didn’t feel right. I grabbed more 

blanket, rubbing it between thumb and middle finger, and replaced my pointy finger in my 

mouth and sucked gently. 

The barge drew level. I opened my eyes a slit, suspicious of its proximity to my bed. A 

soldier stood proud in the bow of the boat, his foot resting on the railing. The second soldier 

sat on the cabin roof, pointing the megaphone at our camp and declared the end to curfew again. 

I squeezed my eyes closed and pulled the blanket over my head, wishing the boat to 

float away downriver. 

‘Currrrr-Fewww is over,’ he shouted at me. I half expected him to tell me to get up and 

get ready for school. Dougal took great pleasure in ripping my covers from my body and 

shouting at me to get up and get ready for school or he’d tickle me until I wet myself. Peeing 

your pants was funny to Dougal. 

Movement occurred at the far end of the bridge. A soldier hassled Madge. Poor old 

Madge. She had no idea what day it was. She talked of lost love, a child, but she never made 



sense. The soldier upended her collection of plastic bags and instructed her to tidy up the mess. 

A lifetime of paraphernalia littered the floor, and still, Madge slept. 

‘Get up and move along,’ the soldier said. He prodded Madge with the muzzle of his 

weapon. 

Madge wasn’t one of life’s early rises. She liked her piece of cardboard, and she’d 

zipped her sleeping bag tight to her throat. Someone needed to unzip the old bird because 

arthritis, age and dementia made zips a complicated business. 

‘Oi,’ I called out. I lifted my head from my pillow, blinking hard, and removed my 

finger from my mouth. My body had curled between Roller Girl’s skinny legs. She slept against 

the bridge strut, heavy breaths puffing in the chill morning. 

‘Oi,’ I called again. ‘Leave off, like. Madge isn’t doing any harm.’ 

A fox balanced on a static bin, paused in its pilfering, watching the soldier turn toward 

me. It’s cub continued to gnaw at a piece of litter. 

‘But it's against the law to sleep on the streets,’ he said. ‘So I’m helping you’s all by 

waking you’s up.’ 

‘Then unzip her.’ 

He placed a pair of disposable gloves on his hands and bent to the prone body, brushing 

her tumble of dry curly white hair aside to reach the zip, I heard it slide and stop. 

‘She smells awful.’ 

‘Hey, ease up. The only running water around here, is sluggish, a little thick and 

displays the oily colours of the rainbow when the sun doth shine.’ 

The soldier nudged Madge with his boot. ‘Git up. You’s can’t be sleeping no more.’ 

I eased my body from its prone position and rested my head against a splash of red on 

the bridge wall. A slogan condemned the Generals, a soldier with a moustache hung from a 

noose, Death to Batty Boy, scrawled in dripping black paint. 

Dawn was pissing about somewhere east, but it hadn’t bothered with our part of hell, 

just yet.  

It was autumn, leaves falling time of year, but most of the trees in Ostere were dead or 

diseased evergreens, and the only rustle the wind caused was of litter the convicts hadn’t 

collected. 

A light shone outside the Waterside Hotel. Smashed glass glittered, bodies creaking 

and groaning. The morning symphony of hacking coughs told me I was in the world of the 

undead, the untouchables, the invisible homeless lowlife. Wharfies arrived on the docks, 



spotlights flickering to life. A wheelchair sat upturned to my right, leaning against a shopping 

trolley crammed with cans and refundable bottles. 

I tried to move my legs, and a pain shot up my right thigh and offered a knotted spasm 

in my buttocks that caused me to cry out. More hurt flashed across my eyes as I grimaced and 

tensed. My stiff jaw clicked as I clenched my teeth. Roller Girl’s head nestled against the strut 

of the bridge, her face chalk-white in the light from the docks, with a tinge of the dead. I kicked 

her and watched her chest, waiting for the rise and fall of her breathing. There was no 

movement, so I placed my hand with care on her sternum, my fingers brushing the skin. She 

felt cold. 

No movement, no breath, but a growl broke the quiet. ‘Unless you got a tenner in your 

hand you need to get it off my tits.’ 

‘You’re alive.’ 

‘I’m alive, Izzy girl. No thanks to you and that brother of yours. I’m sitting here on my 

arse, a bed of glass and urine-soaked litter, and the nights chill as my covers. I’ve been awake 

all night fearing every move, hoping it isn’t a vagrant come to kill me. Three times the river 

rats have passed by shining their high powered beams over this area and I could feel the fingers 

twitching on the triggers just waiting for movement so they could shoot. A fox gave me a sniff. 

It had a litter of cubs, but the smell is so dire here, the stench of human waste so putrid the fox 

led its merry band to cleaner pastures. 

‘Yes, Izzy girl, I am alive, but I wished I was dead.’ 

‘Don’t be like that,’ I said. ‘We’ve got a visitor.’ 

I pointed at the soldier. 

‘What’s he want? A cup of tea and crumpets.’ 

‘No, his mummy does that for him.’ 

‘She’s dead,’ the soldier said. He slung his weapon over his shoulder, straightened his 

trousers and stood straight. ‘She’s rust red, dead.’ 

‘His mum?’ Roller girl asked. 

‘Your smelly friend. Dead arsed dead.’ 

‘Okay, I heard you. So, now old Martha is free, and no concern of yours. Leave her be.’ 

‘But I’ve been told to clean this area, to move you all away from the bridge. How am I 

going to move a dead person?’ 

A convict worked the gutter with spade and brush. His orange and black striped uniform 

glowed in the early morning gloom. He called out to another convict and pointed at the body 

lying at the soldier's feet. They removed their bins from the trolleys and threw Madge across 



the wooden platforms, and, together, pushed Madge onto River Street, heading for the morgue, 

Madge’s head lolled, an inane grin to her face, happily heading for the final bed, for the 

grandest of all sleep. 

The soldier watched bodies rise, unfold, grumbling and cursing the start of another day. 

He backed off, startled by the volume of residents camped beneath the bridge. 

He spat into his radio. ‘We got a problem beneath the bridge,’ he said. 

‘What problem?’ I asked Roller Girl. 

‘Get my chair, Izzy. We got to go.’ 

I stood but met the muzzle of his rifle. ‘Sit down,’ he ordered. ‘All of you sit back down. 

I want you all with your backs to the wall.’ 

No one was listening, but I began to fear the worst. 

You got to run, Izzy, Elliot said. 

‘Now, you wake up. I’ve got a gun pointing at me, and your advice is to run.’ 

‘Izzy,’ Roller Girl whispered at my back. ‘It’s not the time for Elliot.’ 

The gun poked me in the stomach. I pushed it away. 

Take it off him, Elliot said. He’s a child, just out of school. He’s probably younger than 

us. Take it off him and spank him, Izzy. 

‘Get my chair,’ Roller Girl hissed. 

Now, Elliot cried. 

And I grabbed at his gun as a truck rumbled to a stop. Bodies came to my aid. Everyone 

wanted to fight with the soldier. I could hear Roller Girl crying out to me, but Elliot was 

screaming encouragement, and we were winning. I had the gun, and the soldier was on the 

ground getting the kicking he deserved. 

Then a shot sounded. I looked at my weapon, confident my fingers rested nowhere near 

the trigger. A line of soldiers lined the road before an army issue truck. Rifles pointed at us. 

We backed up. 

Get rid of the weapon, Izzy, Elliot said. 

I dropped the rifle and kicked it clear. 

‘What happens now?’ I squatted next to Roller Girl. 

‘We rely on their mercy. Hopefully, because we are so many, they’ll tell us to move on. 

Why’d you take his gun?’ 

Because you could, Izzy. We don’t let people point guns at us. We’re Izzards, right Izzy. 

‘Shut up, Elliot. We’ve got a lot of guns pointing at us, and they don’t care about our 

surname.’ 



‘Izzy can you shut up,’ Roller Girl said. ‘And don’t mention your surname to these men. 

Your brother wasn’t liked around here.’ 

‘Roller Girl,’ I said. The soldier was talking into the window of the truck. ‘I don’t have 

papers.’ 

‘Nor do this lot. So make up a name, an address and hope they don’t photograph you. 

My guess is they’ll move us on. There must be twenty plus, and we’re not going to fit into that 

truck.’ 

‘I can’t be photographed.’ 

Jesus Izzy, we can’t go back to the Asylum. No way. 

I was panicked. Arundel Asylum was hell on earth. They strapped you into chairs and 

left you to pee and poo in your padded pants. They fed you gruel and beat the voice out of your 

throat if you complained. But worse, they sedated, day and nightlife was a vague, foggy dream. 

Slow-motion pictures of leering faces, cries and anguished calls, and white jackets touching 

and hurting. 

A barge hooted. I watched it draw level with the bridge, its cabin passing beneath the 

span as it moved away from the dock. I eased along the line of bodies, edging closer to the 

river. 

You can jump. There’s no one on the barge, just the driver. Jump it, Izzy. 

Roller Girl hissed, but I ignored her, watching the soldiers, the river and the barge. It 

was an option. 

Of course, it is, Elliot said. You can’t go back to Arundel. Just do it, Izzy. 

The soldiers couldn’t see me. The barge was close, the gap minimal. I took a final look 

and leapt. 

I landed like a cat. 

No sound, but I tripped as I scurried to hide behind the cabin. A random coil of rope 

caught my foot, and I went down with a grunt. 

No harm, I pondered. 

The barge kept moving. There were no shouts. I looked over my shoulder, and no one 

was watching me. I scooted to the cabin to place it between me and the shore, only to find two 

men, two rifles, in khaki having a sneaky cigarette. 

‘Sorry,’ I said. 

Bugger, Elliot said. 
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Locked up 

 

 

 

 

 

We hadn’t driven far, but the jolting jalopy the army used to ferry convicts was bruising my 

arse, my ribs suffering elbows from the tatty collection of flotsam collected from the river's 

edge. We headed south of the river, the constant toots of the tugboats replaced with the hum of 

tyre on track, church bells calling to the faithful, and the clock in the square chiming the hour. 

My truck, the second army green with its canvas covering, was full of raggedy old boys and 

medicated youth. No one was fully conscious or aware of their plight—or didn’t care. Most 

would spend the week in prison because no one could pay the fine. It would be a week off the 

drugs, with gruel to eat and concrete slabs to sleep on, a roof above, and a thin cloth for warmth. 

It was the holiday season for the vagrants of Ostere. 

Me, I was in trouble — heaps of it. 

Izzy, Elliot whispered. I don’t know why he whispered as no one was listening. Izzy, 

we’re in trouble. You’ve got to get out of this truck. 

The flap at the back of the vehicle was strapped tight. The truck bumped and swayed, 

but it wasn’t travelling at any great speed. ‘I could cut it,’ I whispered. 

Do it. Otherwise, we’re out of control. 

I eased off my wooden perch and sat on the floor by the metal gate. My knife was small, 

compact, dull metal with a bottle opener and a nail file. My movement caused unrest, but when 

the occupants of the truck saw the knife, outright shock, then laughter sounded at my back. I 

sat cross-legged and pushed with the blade at the canvas. It didn’t make a mark. 

‘It’s quite thick, like.’ 



The truck lurched and bodies toppled, and I dropped the knife. As I felt in the dark 

cabin at trainers and scruffed boots, the truck braked with a jolt, and I found myself face down 

in the middle of the truck looking front and centre. 

‘We’ve stopped.’ 

‘What?’ The question originated from the man above me. He was old, craggy and 

scarred with little hair. His boots pushed at my body, trying to move me out of his space. My 

seat was gone, so I inched my way backwards, pulling at the canvas flap to look outside. 

Voices sounded, and many boots scrunched outside the flap. It shook and flapped open 

and bright morning light flooded our dark interior. The metal door dropped, and voices barked 

ordering us to disembark. 

Remind me, Izzy, why we came back to Ostere? 

‘To escape the attentions of the Spooky man, to collect monies owed to us by Johnny 

and to ask Robert for the name of his forger.’ 

And we are trapped in this truck because? 

‘I got drunk with Roller Girl when I should’ve been meeting with Johnny.’ 

I jumped first, with no idea where I was standing. Another truck was parked in front, 

its back metal door open, and the canvas flap tied to the side. We stood on cobbles between a 

white building and an old honeycomb stone wall. 

‘Where are we?’ I voiced to anyone in the know. 

‘It’s the courthouse.’ 

‘Oh.’ 

‘It’s a bed, a meal and a roof.’ 

‘How long?’ 

‘If it’s your first offence, you’ll get an overnight stay. Me, I’m due a serious stint. It’s 

cool. I wasn’t doing much of anything, and it’s getting cold.’ 

‘Where?’ 

‘The new prison down south.’ 

We marched in single file, with no restraints but dumb obedience to the barked order. 

And we marched in silence, accepting of our guilt and our fate. No one was complaining or 

rebelling. Lambs, I thought. Lemmings, maybe, lags legging it to the tune of the Law. It was 

crackers. 

Once inside Izzy, you got to drop back, hide, do something. 

Elliot was right, but what. There was a comfort in this orderly procession. Maybe, being 

a first-timer, I’d be excused. It wasn’t like I had a history of crime. 



Dealing drugs on the streets of Old London Town is a serious crime. Being sectioned 

under the Mental Health act of 2015 by the Man’s government is serious. You will be put away. 

If they know who I am, I thought. The soldiers don’t yet know who I am, and if they 

don’t fingerprint me, or photograph me, then I can assume the judge will go by memory. These 

guys are probably all regulars here and will be given mandatory weeks in the farm jail digging 

at veg. 

So ask, Elliot said. 

I tapped the lad in front. ‘What’s the deal, like?’ He stopped, and I stopped, and the 

shuffling feet behind didn’t, his forehead whacking me in the back of my skull, causing me to 

head butt the nose of the man answering my question. The line disintegrated into a broken 

shambles as the battered nose sprayed blood into my face and I screamed at the gory, irksome 

grossness of this raggedy diseased gimp sharing his blood with me. 

Elliot laughed. Oh, how he laughed. Like elephants in the jungle, he cried. I think that’s 

what he was saying. Guards emerged from walls, the floorboards with batons and rifle butts 

herding us back into order, hoiking me out of the line with a serious cuff to the back of the 

head. 

‘What’s so difficult?’ This soldier was tall, old, erect, and pissed at my insubordination. 

‘You march in, you get processed, and you march out. Back to the truck, do your time. It is a 

process that needs no explaining because it’s designed to satisfy the lowest of the low. An 

amoeba could work this process.’ 

He held his hands behind his back. He wore a riding crop in his army greens. He was 

bearded with a little waxed effort to the ends of his moustache. He rocked back on his heels 

and leaned in close. ‘Look at me, boy.’ 

What was it with Ostere. I was tall, gangly thin, but I was obviously a girl. I had tits, 

and I didn’t have a dick. But I smiled, thinking he writes boy, they don’t see girl from Asylum. 

I went deep. 

‘Sorry, sir,’ I replied. My voice was ludicrously gruff. ‘Just stumbled a bit. It’s not my 

blood.’ 

‘Humph,’ I think was his reply. 

‘Could I wash up. The judge will look on me poorly with blood on my mug. I have 

never been in trouble me, not ever like. You haven’t seen me, no? Just a quick wash.’ 

And he removed his riding crop. I cringed, flinched even, waiting for the strike, but he 

pointed at the toilets to my left. ‘Be quick, lad. Lots on. Judge is a busy, busy man.’ 



Blood stained my face. It had congealed in streaks and took a load of water and soap to 

find my pale sallow cheeks. I looked at my reflection, shaking my head with wonder at the path 

I was now contemplating. To my left was a window, ajar and within reach. I had no idea what 

was outside, but I knew what awaited me inside the courthouse could be problematic. 

Don’t think, just do it, Elliot encouraged. 

I leapt to the sill and eased my body onto the ledge. The alley outside was empty. Cars 

passed on the road to my left, and a small garden led onto the back end of shops to my right. 

As I eased further into the gap, the door to the toilet opened. 

‘You done lad,’ the soldier asked. 

He yanked on my legs, and I dropped back into the toilet. I smiled and received another 

cuff to the back of the head. ‘You’re up.’ 

*** 

The convicts lined the front of the court and faced the judge. He was in a black robe and sat 

high behind a massive desk. Soldiers, a cute half dozen slouched against walls, showing little 

interest in our fate. 

‘Name?’ 

Now what do I say, but hesitating wasn’t an option. ‘Izzy.’ 

‘Izzy, what?’ 

The judge was staring at me, his eyes travelling all over my body. He squinted, holding 

my gaze until I turned under his intensity. I felt his eyes on my chest, wanting to button my 

jacket. 

‘What’s Izzy short for?’ 

‘Isla.’ 

‘What’s your full name, Isla?’ 

‘Isla Irving Izzard.’ 

‘Do you have a fixed abode?’ 

‘I’m staying with friends.’ 

‘Do you have a fixed abode, a registered address, papers to prove your age, your sex, 

your parentage?’ 

Trouble, I was in heaps of trouble. ‘No.’ 

‘So you’re living beneath the bridge?’ 

‘No. Thugs from the Waterside decided I was too black for their bar, beat me up, and 

dumped me with my disabled friend under the bridge. She was looking after me.’ 



‘Why didn’t she take you home. Is she also of no fixed abode?’ 

‘No, she’s got a nice place, but they nicked her wheelchair, not giving it but she’s 

disabled, and they took her wheelchair so she couldn’t travel. Not without leaving me.’ 

The clerk turned to the judge. ‘Excuse me sir, but we have a record for an Isla Irving 

Izzard for possession of class 2 drugs, with intent to sell.’ 

Maybe you’ll get a proper prison. 

‘Oh yes,’ I muttered, ‘that’s what I’m hoping for. And a cell bitch to cuddle.’ 

‘Previously,’ the clerk continued, ‘an inpatient at Arundel Asylum on order of the 

Clerkendell courts.’ 

The judge sat back and smiled. ‘Well, young Isla Irving Izzard, it would appear you’re 

going back to the Asylum.’ 

 

 


