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The Rope Works fire, my Uncle Hal always said, was like
Shaw’s description of a General Election in a capitalist society. |
was nine years old at the time, it was one o’clock in the morning and
I'was sleeping fitfully with my head at the bottom of the bed because
of toothache when my old Aunt Emma burst in.

“Throw on your vest!” she shouted. ‘The Rope Works is on
fire!”

‘Where is it?’ | asked.

‘At the bottom of Stony Bank, you should know that,” she
cried.

‘T was thinking of my vest,” I said.

‘I should hope so0,” she said. She had brought me up always to
think of my vest. ‘But where are your glasses?’

‘Where are my cigarette cards?’ 1 responded.

‘What’s wrong with the lad?” Uncle Hal called from the
kitchen, where he was throwing on his bowler hat, because it was
Sunday.

‘It’s just that he’s never seen me in my nightie before,” said
my old Aunt Emma, throwing on her mackintosh.

The Rope Works! Many a time I had got my elbow jammed
in its railings. And now, as we stepped out of the door, it seemed that
everybody was hurtling down Stony Bank to see the blaze, the tooth-
ache epidemic that had been sweeping Wallsend forgotten.

Tevatura creatd de focul de la Fabrica de fringhie, obisnuia sd
spuni unchiul Hal, se aseam@na cu descrierea alegerilor generale
dintr-o (ard capitalista.

Aveam noud ani pe atunci. Era ora unu dimineata gi ma
zvircolecam in somn avind capul la picioarele patului din pricina
durerii de dinti, ¢ind batrina mea matusd Emma dadu buzna in camera.

Pune-1i iute fTanela de corp! tipa ea. Arde Fabrica de fringhiel

Asta pe unde-i7 am intrebat-o.

La capatul strizii Stony Bank, cum de nu stii? se mira ea.

M gindeam la Hanclid, am Bmuril-o eu.

Sper ¢ aga ¢, zise ea. Mi crescuse in ideea de a nu-mi
dezlipi gindurile de la flanela de corp.

— Dar unde ti-s ochelarii?

— Unde-mi sunt cartonasele ilustrate de la pachetele de tigari?

— Ce are baiatul? intreba din bucatarie unchiul Hal, unde
tocmai isi punea pe cap melonul, intrucit era ziua de duminica.

- Treaba e ca num-a mai vazut niciodata pind acum in camaga
de noapte, ii raspunse batrina mea matusa Emma, punindu-si pe ea
impermeabilul.

Fabrica de fringhie! De cite ori nu mé trezisem eu cu cotul
intepenit in grilajul gardului. Si-acum, cind am pasit pe usa afara,
parea ci toatd suflarea orasului se bulucea spre capatul strazii Stony
Bank sa vada vilvataia, epidemia de durere de dinti care bintuia prin
Wallsend fiind data uitarii.



‘This stampede,’ Uncle Hal panted, is like Shaw’s descrip-
tion of a General Election in a capitalist society.’

‘This is when youneed a bicycle, you see,” my old Aunt Emma
reproached him. Uncle Hal had lost his bicycle during the heavy
rains of 1930.

‘The Fire Brigade!” Uncle Hal shouted. ‘What about the Fire
Brigade?’

“They’ve got an engine, Uncle Hal,’ I said.

But Uncle Hal had made a detour to the door of P.C. Jack
Townsend. Consumed as always with public-spiritedness, he had
decided that he must urge the policeman to cycle offto the Fire Sta-
tion to entreat them to come.

P.C. Townsend said he would have done it, nobody sooner.
‘But it’s my leg,” he explained.

He was a diffident man, reluctant to get involved in unseemly
matters, and would sit in his lodgings in dressing gown and pyjamas
rather than apprehend murderers. Notified by his landlady that the
Rope Works was ablaze, he had made a token gesture of putting on
his uniform, but had missed his trouser leg and fallen quite heavily
on his knee.

‘It’s a nasty night for a fire,” said my old Aunt Emma.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?” asked P.C. Townsend’s land-
lady.

‘11 let the doctor see my knee,’ said P.C. Townsend.

But Uncle Hal was already binding on the policeman’s bi-
cycle clips. When he arrived at the Fire Station, the man at the door
said they were all out at the fire. ‘I’ve stayed behind because of tooth-
ache,” he confided.

“You must understand,” said Uncle Hal, ‘that this bicycle
doesn’t fit me.” It was a perfectly good machine, but he had always
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— Aceasta fuga-n debandada, spuse unchiul Hal cu voce gifiita,
se-aseamini cu descrierea unor alegeri generale dintr-o tard
capitalista.

— Vezi, in clipe d-astea e bine sa ai o biciclet, 7i reprosa batrina
mea mitusd Emma. Unchiul Hal isi pierduse bicicleta in timpul ploilor
torentiale din anul 1930.

— Pompierii! strigd unchiul Hal. Ce fac pompierii?

— Au o tulumba de stins incendii, unchiule, i-am spus eu.

Dar unchiul Hal ficuse cu noi un ocol pind la locuinta
agentului de politie Jack Townsend. Mistuit ca de obicei de spirit
civic, luase hotirirea de a-l convinge pe politist sd dea fuga cu bicicleta
la remiza pompierilor gi sa-i implore sd vina.

Agentul Townsend zise ¢ nimeni n-ar fi facut asta mai degrabi
decit el.

— Dar nu ma lasa piciorul, se plinse el.

Era un ins timid, cdruia 1i repugna sa se implice n chestiuni
necuviincioase si atunci prefera sa stea acasd in pijama si halat de
cash decit si aresteze criminali. Anuntat de proprietareasa ca arde
Fabrica de fringhie, l[dcuse un gest simbolic de a-gi pune uniforma,
dar nereusind sd-si vire piciorul prin cracul pantalonului, a cazut cu
toatd greutatea pe un genunchi.

— Urita noapte pentr-un foc, isi dadu cu parerea bétrina mea
matusd Emma.

— Nu serviti o ceasca de ceai? intreba proprietdreasa agentul
de politie Townsend.

— Am sa merg la doctor s vada ce-i cu genunchiu’, continua
agentul Townsend.

Dar unchiul Hal deja-si prindea pantalonii deasupra gleznelor
cu clemele luate de la bicicleta politistului.

Cind a ajuns la remiza pompierilor, barbatul din fata intrarii
[-a informat c& erau cu totii plecati la foc.

— Eu am ramas aici din pricina durerii de dinti, se confesa el.

— Trebuie sa intelegi, 1i zise unchiul Hal, ca bicicleta asta nu-i

ce-mi trebuie mie. Era o bicicletd nemaipomenita, dar el dintotdeauna
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resented that the policeman, as society’s lackey, was provided with a
free bicycle.

“They’re at the Rope Works,’ said the man. ‘Turn left at Stony
Bank.’

‘By such bribery, you see,’ said Uncle Hal, ‘does capitalism
ensure its survival.’

‘It you see the chief,” said the man, ‘will you give him this?’

‘Pardon?’ said Uncle Hal.

‘It’s just that he took the wrong helmet,” said the man.

My old Aunt Emma and | had meanwhile drunk our tea and
proceeded to the Rope Works. ‘See those flames licking up to the
sky,” she said.

‘T haven’t got my glasses,’ | said. They were with my ciga-
rette cards in the gas meter cupboard.

Uncle Hal arrived and accosted the Fire Chief. ‘Can you not
see the lad’s got his elbow in the railings?” he said.

‘Get your foot out of my bucket!” the Fire Chief shouted.

“It’s your foot that’s in the bucket!” Uncle Hal shouted back.

‘Can 1 help it,” said the Fire Chief, “if I’ve got the wrong
helmet?’

The fire lasted five hours and they had to pump the Gut dry to
put it out, finding Uncle Hal’s bicycle.

Next day, T went down with my stomach, in the gas meter
cupboard. ‘It serves him right for going out in nothing but a vest,’
Dr. Duncan said. He sounded my elbow and my stomach and pre-
scribed syrup of figs and embrocation. ‘Not that he’ll survive,” he
added, speaking sourly because of toothache.

‘Embrocation and syrup of figs?’ said my old Aunt Emma.
‘What if we get them mixed up?’

12

ii purtase ranchiund politistului din pricina ca, lui, un lacheu al
societdtii, i se punea gratis la dispozitie o bicicleta.

—Sint plecati toti la Fabrica de fringhie, continud insul acela.

— Prin mitd ca asta, vezi tu, spuse unchiul Hal, isi asigura
capitalismul supravietuirea.

— Daca-l intilniti pe seful meu, ii spuse celalalt, vreti sa-i dati
asta?

— Poftim? intreba unchiul Hal.

— Treaba e ci a luat coiful altuia, se justificd omul.

Batrina mea mitusd Emma si cu mine ne bauseram intre timp
ceaiul si-o porniseram spre Fabrica de fringhie. Uite, flacérile alea
parcd ling cerul, spuse ea.

—N-am ochelarii la mine, m-am justificat eu. Erau in debaraua
unde era instalat contorul de gaz impreuna cu cartonagele ilustrate
de la pachetele de tigari.

Sosi si unchiul Hal si-1 acosta pe pompierul sef.

Nu vezi ¢i baiatul are cotu-ntepenit in grilajul gardului? il
admonesta el

- Scoate-ti piciorul din gileata mea! tuna pompierul sef.

— Dar asta-i piciorul tiu din galeata! tund inapoi unchiul Hal.

— Ce vind am eu, se justifica pompierul sef, daca mi-am
incurcat coiful.

Focul a durat vreme de cinci ore si au fost nevoiti sa pompeze
toatd apa din canal ca sa-| stingd, gasind in el bicicleta unchiului
Hal.

A doua zi, am avut varsaturi, in debaraua contorului de gaz.

— S se-nvete minte gi sd numai iasa afard cu nimica pe el in
afara flanelei, zise doctorul Duncan. Mi-a ciocdnit genunchiul si
stomacul si mi-a prescris sirop de smochine gi frictiune.

— Astanu ¢l va supravietui, adauga el, vorbind cu acreald din
pricina durerii de dinti.

— Frictiune si sirop de smochine? repetd batrina mea matusa
Emma. Si dacd le amestecam?



