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THE LABYRINTH

Then one week, the fog came down in the evening and just stayed.  For days and days.  People were
bumping into lamp-posts, crashing their cars into wheely-bins and not apologising, tripping over cats
and dogs and small children and getting angry.  The fog swirled thicker and thicker.  Cigarette-smokers
had to give up smoking after they had applied their lighters once too often to their own noses, being
unable  to  see  any further.   People  who bent  down to  tie  their  shoe-laces  were  never  seen  again.
Children vanished in the act of  going to bed.  This was the thickest fog anyone had ever seen.  Or not
seen.  

After seven days of  fog, Sandy’s mother decided to send the boy to the supermarket.  She herself
dared not go out again; on the previous Monday, when the fog was only half  as thick as it was now, she
had gone to the corner-shop for the morning paper and  had only found her way home, hungry and
bruised, in time for the late evening news on TV.  Not that anyone could see the news on the screen,
because the fog got everywhere; but at least you could listen.  Anyway, she wasn’t going out in that fog
again.  So Sandy had to go.

“No ‘buts’, young man,” she insisted.  “Just put on your brightest jacket and go.  We’ve run out of
milk and beans and chocolate muffins.”

For safety, Sandy’s mother tied the end of  a ball of  bright yellow wool to the handle of  the front-
door and instructed Sandy to unwind the ball as he went, and to wind it back in as he returned.  For
safety’s sake, she gave him three more balls of  the same wool, and instructed him to tie each one on to
the previous one if  it ran out.

“That way,” she said brightly, “you can’t possibly get lost.”
Sandy was unconvinced by that argument.
Well, it was good idea.  Spoiled, perhaps, by so many other people having just the very same idea.

The streets were encased in a million spider-webs of  criss-crossing strings, ribbons, threads and ropes,
white, grey, red, blue, green, yellow.   Such was the knot of  strings and wool that it took Sandy well over
an hour to get to the supermarket.  He met several groups of  people whose strings had become so
entwined that no one knew where their own one led.  They were dancing round each other bawling
their eyes out.  He passed a crowd of  about a dozen people who had tied themselves up completely;
but no one wanted their own string cut, which would have been by far the simplest thing to do, because
then they would never find their way home.  Tall people were caught up in tree-branches, short people
were wound pathetically around pillar-boxes.

Not  everyone  had  opted  for  balls  of  wool  or  string.   Some  enterprising  soul  had  laid  down
breadcrumbs on the pavement.  They had not been learned the lessons taught by fairy-tales.  When
Sandy picked up such a crumb, it felt as if  it was several days old: someone, somewhere, was wandering
around lost.  Another bright spark had marked arrows in white chalk on the walls;  good idea, thought
Sandy, until he came to a corner and noticed that two or three other people had had the same idea and
that they had all used white chalk.  One family relied on the ability of  all members – father and son,
mother and daughter, grandfather and baby - to shout very loudly; but they were growing hoarse and
were still a long way from home.

When Sandy finally reached the supermarket, having started on his third ball of  wool, things looked
even worse.  Many people were already inside, their strings continuing through the doors.  It was not a
good sign.  Sandy left his own ball of  wool at the doors.  But it was difficult to get anywhere near the
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fridges without tripping and falling in; and it was impossible to cut a swathe through the jungle to reach
the tins of  beans.  Some despairing wretch, having lost his way in the fruit & veg, had resorted to tying
together strings of  onions and sausage-links and rolls and rolls of  cling-film, and a tangled line of  this
lay along the floor of   the alleys, causing the unwary to trip and slide and crash cursing into the shelves. 

After much searching, Sandy found all the things his mum had wanted, so he made his way in the
general direction of  the checkout.  He could hear the bar-code scanners beeping away to themselves.
But when he got close, there was a greater commotion in progress.  What sounded like an enraged bull
was stamping and snorting and bursting in and out of  the fog.  Sandy retreated to the safety of  a corral
of  trolleys which had been so tied together that no one could now separate them.  Within the shelter
of  the walls so formed, some exhausted shoppers were sleeping, gathering strength for the journey
home.

What the raging bull at the checkouts was, Sandy never found out.  It may have been just that – a
bull.  After several minutes, the noise suddenly subsided and there was an eerie silence, interrupted only
by the beep! of  the scanners.

At the door, by good fortune rather than anything else, Sandy found the yellow ball of  wool.  At
least … he thought it  was his.   But when he had followed it  back for perhaps twenty minutes, he
realised he was heading in quite the wrong direction.  He re-traced his steps back to the supermarket,
where he found a grown man crouched down in the doorway, sobbing his heart out, turning a ball of
yellow wool over and over in his hands.  Sandy looked at the wool he had followed – it was double-ply;
his mother had given him triple-ply, which is what the man was holding.  The unhappy man brightened
up considerably when Sandy proposed a swap, blew his nose and scampered off, winding in as he went.

The boy set off  once more, confident this time that he had the right wool.  There was one nasty
moment when he found his wool had been looped around the door-handle of  a strange house before it
led back in precisely the direction he had come.  

But then came the moment every mother’s son dreads.  Out of  the fog, looming like an army,
marched a platoon of  old ladies armed to the teeth with knitting needles.  This unruly band had been
preying on isolated wanderers in the fog, profiting from the glut of  good-quality wool which was there
for the knitting. 

“My, my – I spy some triple-ply!  Hand that over, sonny-jim, and we won’t hurt a hair on your pretty
little head!  Not a hair, eh, girls?”  The leading old lady cackled and advanced upon Sandy, her hands
grasping after the wool.  The boy moved backwards a few paces, then he turned and ran.  And he ran
and he ran, crashing into buckets, tripping over dogs and cats, colliding with more cautious shoppers,
whirling  round trees  and lamp-posts,  up and down blind alleys.   Behind him, the  distant  click of
knitting-needles, never seeming to fall behind, never seeming to fade.  And then coming closer, coming
ever closer….

Just as Sandy thought he was done for, he found himself  dashing up the front-steps to his house.
He hammered on the door and rang the bell for what seemed eternity.  At last his mother opened the
door and he fell inside, throwing the ball of  wool over his shoulder as he did so. 

“Shut  the  door,  mum!”  he  screamed,  “Shut  them  out!”   He  could  hear  the  old  ladies  heave
themselves up the steps… fumble at the handle… a loud curse; then a sharp ‘snick!’ as the wool was cut;
and the voices vanished into the murk.  

Sandy was safe.
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