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The doorbell rang near midnight.  I woke with a start. I’d been dreaming of a concert I’d seen on television recently, where the singer had thrown flowers over the audience.

I looked around.  Where the hell was I?  Oh yes, at home. 

The house I lived in then was on the corner, by the park.  The road that ran outside my house didn't go anywhere, it just ended at one park gate.  Another road joined it at right angles, and that ended by the other park gate, further north.  Both roads headed up the other way, away from my house, to the main road into Manchester.  Plenty of cars used to turn off, looking for a short cut through, come roaring down the road, realise they weren't going to get anywhere, and were forced to reverse frantically, or turn around in a squeal of tyres and burning brakes.  Some times they woke me from my dreams.  Mostly in the middle of the cold night.

I could hear revving engines then, as I hurried down the stairs, but the particular night this story starts, it was shortly BEFORE midnight.  I was in bed anyway.  It was a Sunday, and I'd had a bad battle with several pints of lager lunchtime, followed by a verbal battering from my long-standing girlfriend outside the pub.  The fight had started by the bar, but people want a quiet time on Sunday, and - since we're such a considerate couple, with OTHER people's feelings, anyway - we thought it better to leave and continue in the open air.

We shouted at each other on the pavement for a while, - it was a nice, sunny, summer's  day - and when she stomped off up the road, (like she usually did), I went back into the pub and downed several more beers.  I did it as quietly as I could, (making up for the annoying noises earlier).  I didn't even belch out loud, so I can't see that anybody had any right to object anymore.  I got morose, and spent an hour wondering how grown, adult men and women could behave with such mind-bending, child-mimicking stupidity.  And - how the hell I was going to apologise THIS time.  Would flowers be good enough?

What time was it then?  I looked at my watch.  Eleven, something; my eyes weren't working well enough to focus and confirm the details.  I remembered returning from the pub and slumping on the settee with music blaring, (an old Smiths’ album), then getting up for long enough to fetch a few cans from the fridge and continue my descent into unconsciousness.  Later, it was dark and I dragged myself off to bed.  It was summer, sunset was around ten, I guessed, which meant I hadn't been out much more than an hour.  Who the hell would dare punch my doorbell and disturb me, given my appalling state?  I got down to the door, staggering a little, jumping some of the stairs, and flung it open.  A tall, thin man in denim confronted me.

"Could you move your car, mate?" he said.  He had a thick, broad accent that wasn't immediately recognisable.  His face was narrow, brown, with a hawk-like nose.  Foreign?

I looked out.  Several of my neighbours were on the street already.  Bert, from number 73, was just getting into his Ford, and the guy with blonde hair from four doors along was climbing out of his green saloon.  He usually parked it next to mine, but he'd obviously had to go out and move it twenty feet back.  My silver machine was still outside my door, where it wasn't in the habit of bothering anybody.  I looked up.  An enormous cab was protruding from the side street, and coming fully out and round the corner.  It was a wagon, a massive, 8-wheel, 32-ton articulated lorry.  I gasped.  How could anyone have gotten that so far in there, in the first place?

I brushed past the man with the accent and looked around the corner.  Sure enough, the huge box lorry was lined up in the side road, coming down from the other park gate.  It was stuck.  He couldn't go back, and from the look of it, he was still wanting to get round into our street.  It was the only way back out onto the main road.  I looked at the angles, and wasn't too drunk to see that he wouldn't make it unless all our parked cars moved along and gave him room.  Even then, he'd have two lamp-posts to manoeuvre around.  It would be tricky.

I assessed the situation with an expert eye; in my regular civilian life, I drive lorries, and such dicey toing-and-froing is a part of my day to day work.  However, I thought sourly, I wouldn't have been so stupid as to come down to our particular street in the first place.  This lorry was the biggest you could legally bring onto a British road, and no one in their right mind should have even considered driving it off the main drag into one of our tiny avenues.

I looked around again, to see if I could see anyone ‘not in their right mind’.  A tiny, bustling dwarf approached, badgering the man in denim who had first spoken to me.

"Trouble, Tim?" he asked the man.

"Nothing a bribe won't cure," I muttered.

The dwarf looked up, irritated.

"Hello, Eddie," I said.  "Long time, no see."

He didn't recognise me at first. But then, Eddie Melrose never was the most alert, the most perceptive person I ever had the pleasure to meet or work with or call my friend.  He made up for it in energy: he was the busiest, the fastest operator, the smoothest talker, I've ever been privileged enough to watch in action.  Every moment was fun, when we were colleagues.  He could talk monkeys out of trees and sell Olde English monuments to tourists.

Which was strange, because HE was American.  Hailing from somewhere out in the backwoods, maybe Arkansas, he had come to England in the '60s, promoting a seriously untalented bunch of good-looking singers called "Wild Bunnies", or something equally inane.  He lost them in France, and had to make a living selling the Eiffel Tower to his visiting fellow countrymen, till the gendarmes chased him out of the country again.  Back in London, a recruiter from my department found him, and signed his talents up on a temporary contract.  He featured in a number of tricky deals, like talking hostages out of basements and similar adventures.  He would have lasted longer in Her Majesty's service, but he tried to fiddle his expenses.  The boss took a dim view: he wanted Eddie to con the opposition, not his friends, colleagues and fellow travellers.
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