Excerpt: Richard Sims nodded then glanced towards the clerks sat in the adjacent office.
‘Might need money for the toll gates, sir?’
‘Not for Wilmslow, Mr Sims. We’re still talking about setting up the Trust, but yes you will for Congleton.’
Sims still seemed reluctant to leave the office, pausing at the door, the turnpike fee still in his hand.
‘What is it, man? You need to hurry if we are to catch them.’
‘Pardon me for saying so, Mr Greg, but today’s me one day off. So, perhaps I should tell one of the stable lads to get it ready, eh.’
Mr Greg fixed his superintendent with a one-eyed look that made the large man’s knees shake. Greg’s left crescent eyebrow floated above such a stiletto stare that Sims felt a piercing prickle in the back of his skull. The rumble from Greg’s throat exploded his words once more, like a slap across Sims’ sideburned ruddy cheeks.
‘You are lucky to still have a job, man! Get to it now before I throw you and Mrs Sims, both, out on your ears. Get out!’
 
***

‘What you doing down there on your knees, Tommy?’
‘I’m praying, Joe. Asking The Lord for his guidance on our journey to London…’ He closed his eyes again and muttered some words of repentance.
‘You ain’t in church, Tommy. You’re under that there old oak tree. It probably don’t count, pal.’
‘I know that, Joe, but it don’t seem right somehow - it being Sunday and all. We’d a’ been to church twice by now. This morning… and then again for evensong afore the sun sets… Don’t seem right not to pray.’
‘Well I reckon we’ve only got a couple more hours of daylight, Tommy, and no sight of Congleton yet. So, if you’ve finished resting on your knees for Jesus... Maybe we can sing a couple o’ hymns on the road, eh?’
Joseph’s enormous grin betrayed the fact he was making fun of Thomas, who replied, ‘I don’t care what you say, mate, it makes me feel better if I think God’s looking out for us. ‘Sides, I promised Mrs Bawtry I’d say me prayers and she said God will still be looking down from the sky, from heaven.’
‘Say one for me, Tommy, and let’s be off, eh? I don’t suppose a bit of religion is going to hurt us. But we might find we’re saying our prayers in jail if we get picked up as a pair of vagabonds. Come on, pal!’

They had been walking for another two hours, chewing on concrete crusts of bread and bruised apples, donated by Mrs Bawtry, following a path through Brereton forest when Joseph stopped suddenly. 
‘I need a pee,’ he said, running to stand behind a tree. ‘See if you can find where that river is, Tommy. We’re out of water.’
Thomas listened to the sounds of rushing water from the River Dane and headed deeper into the woods. The chill from the shadows seemed to grip him and pull him away from the remains of the June sunshine that flickered through the leafy canopy. An overpowering weariness was telling him to rest but he dutifully pressed on towards the sound and now the smell of the river. He sat down and looked down the slope beneath him, smiling at the water that glimmered through the trees.
‘Found it,’ he said, throwing his sack down and closing his eyes, with his back resting against a giant oak. Tiredness was slowly winning after three hours hiking almost without a long stop. The shadows of the trees in the gathering gloom caused moments of fear to creep down Tommy’s spine but he had to rest – just for a few minutes. He knew that Joseph had been correct in telling him that they would need to move off the road when they lay down to sleep, hiding from any interested ‘nosey parkers or trouble makers’. Surely, this would do, he thought; better give Joe a shout.
‘I’ve found the river, Joe! I’m over here by –’
It was at this point that Thomas’ drooping and heavy eyelids snapped open. It was at this point that he became aware of an enormous furry brown head, with a big black leathery nose that sniffed the sack beneath his feet. At this point Thomas’ throat refused to make a sound, soprano or baritone, or any tone, try as he might nothing came out of his mouth. The fear that paralysed the muscles controlling his voice had spread to the rest of his body, and all that the young boy could do was stare into the big brown eyes of a big brown bear.
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