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			The day they crashed McKay, not much else happened on the M4. At least, not on the stretch between Heathrow and Chiswick; further west, that was somebody else’s patch, so who cared? Especially as it was one of those warm, hazy August mornings when the police cars bask like lizards on their special roadside ramps; when those few extra feet above the tarmac permit a careless, un­observed, cap-tilted snooze. And then, perhaps, towards 11.30, the quiet phut and crackle of the FM radio would be eased a bit lower, and finally drowned out by the tiny portable in the blue pocket, tuned to the ball-by-ball.

			And the cars weren’t giving any trouble either. By ten, the last commuters had vanished east in a swirl of nicotine and bad temper; they wouldn’t be back for at least six hours. The commercials, the heavies, the twenty-tonners were uncharacteristically well-behaved: something to do with the sun, no doubt. And the civvies: well, on the way to the airport they were too scared of wrecking their holiday to do more than forty; while on the way back, they were so baffled by driving on the left that they often stayed in third gear all the way to the Cromwell Road.

			So the blues weren’t too pleased when McKay got crashed, when a taxi driver who had seen – well, hadn’t really seen anything, just a wreck and a paint smear on the crash barrier – radioed in to his office, who called the local police, who called Heathrow, who transferred it to Uxbridge, who at the third time of asking (England 8 for 1, Boycott bowled Chappell 2: even that bit of the day was going well) managed to raise a drowsily laconic panda crew. Who weren’t too pleased with McKay for fucking up their morning. It was almost as if he’d done it deliberately.

			What was left on the crash barrier might have been paint, but it wasn’t. McKay’s car had bits of red on it, but not that much. It was a customised Cortina with a tiger motif. At the front, a trompe-l’oeil radiator grille whose vertical bars formed the tiger’s teeth; along the side, the massed lightning of gold and black jagged stripes; at the back, a tail painted across the bumper, and (McKay’s own suggestion, of which he was incontinently proud) a pair of tiger buttocks which met at the point where the ­special central exhaust protruded. At work, to his face, they called him, as he planned, ‘Tiger’; when he wasn’t there, they tended to refer to his as The Farting Cat. Sometimes they would watch him drive off and laugh together at the first gust of blue-grey smoke from between the tiger’s buttocks.

			McKay left the Western International Cargo Market and headed east towards London. But he didn’t drive like a tiger. After a flash bit of foot-down and tyre-squeal as he left work (someone was usually watching, if only a cleaner and his broom), he settled back on the motorway to a steady forty-five. No point burning out the engine before its time. Besides, he liked being in his car – the longer it lasted, the better. Proper little maharajah’s palace in here, he used to say. The sound system; the row of miniatures in the ‘cocktail cabinet’, as he loftily described his glove compartment; the small, padded steering wheel, all black leather and studs; the full Cyril Lord underfoot; sheepskin seats (‘The wife makes ’em from the sheep Tiger runs over,’ he would explain); even a sheepskin rear-window shelf. On this shelf – another of McKay’s favourite touches – lolled a large soft toy. A tiger, of course. McKay was vaguely irritated that its ­colours didn’t match the bodywork, and he’d nearly punched the soft-toy salesman who tried to assure him that the colours were definitely authentic (as if the colours of his Cortina weren’t). Still, McKay was able to make a virtue of this whenever anyone mentioned it. ‘Tigers come in all colours,’ he’d quip, modestly referring to himself as well.

			McKay looked up past the too-pale toy and checked the traffic behind him. Just a coach, some twenty yards back. He moved his head a bit and studied his own reflection. The broad, slightly sweaty face, the cupid’s-bow mouth, the impassive eyes – they all pleased McKay as much as ever. Vroom, vroom, he thought to himself. Idly, he tugged on the chain around his neck until a thin silver swastika, about two inches square, appeared from beneath his shirt. The leading edges of the emblem had been filed to sharpness: for no particular reason at the time, except that it felt like a good idea. And later, it had proved useful now and then. When he was in the caff, for instance, and that Paki had started looking at him. Not doing anything, of course – they never dared; they just looked. McKay had dug out a match, reeled in his swastika and started sharpening the match to a point right in front of the Paki’s face. Then he let the badge dangle and picked slowly at his teeth, all the time ­staring at this guy. That was one Paki who didn’t bother to finish his sweet.

			McKay shifted the swastika in his right hand, selected one of the legs and began to pick inquisitively at his left nostril with it. That was another reason for keeping to a steady forty-five; though of course, with a racing wheel like this you could drive at seventy with just one little pinkie if you felt like it. As he told people.

			He worked methodically at his nostril, occasionally flicking a bogey on to his jeans. A lorry began to overtake him. For a few seconds it was alongside, thumping and shuddering; then it fell back. McKay glanced in the mirror to see where it had gone, but all he saw was the same coach as before; it was a bit closer than last time, maybe ten yards behind.

			Typical of fucking lorries, McKay thought. They bang past you going down a hill, swerve in front as soon as they can see six inches of daylight, and then you have to overtake them all over again on the next uphill stretch. Ridiculous; they ought to be made to stay in the slow lane where they belong. Always half-overtaking you and then changing their minds just because there’s a one-in-fifty gradient.

			McKay didn’t check on whether it had been a one-in-fifty gradient that had made the lorry fall back. He just assumed it, as anyone else might; and he just happened to assume wrong. Instead, he shifted the swastika in his hand, selected a new leg – he wasn’t a dirty bugger, he knew about clean sheets – and began to pick up gently at his right nostril. As he did so, the thump and shudder repeated itself at his shoulder. If McKay hadn’t been otherwise occupied, he might have been tempted to have a little game with the lorry, accelerating just enough to keep ahead of it, slowing as the lorry slowed, really getting on its tits. He liked doing that to lorries. But it was a nice morning; McKay was feeling unusually good-humoured; he was on a routine delivery run; and besides, he was picking his nose. So instead, he merely looked ahead (there was a bridge coming up) and then in his mirror – that coach was still there; funny, it was right up his exhaust – and settled back to let the lorry pass.

			It was well planned; but then the men hadn’t been cheap: they only did one-offs, and they never took rubbish jobs. They were proud of their work; proud, that is, of the way they carried it out. They knew where to steal what they needed; they weren’t afraid of wasting a few days on research; and they didn’t keep telltale cuttings books on what they did – even though they had, in their own quiet way, made the papers a few times.

			The lorry, an articulated eighteen-wheeler, all swaddled in canvas and ropes, drew level with McKay about three hundred yards before the bridge. Gradually it began to inch past, until the back of the trailer was level with the rear offside door of the Cortina; then it seemed just to sit there, straining and burping, unable to get past. Fucking run out of puff again, thought McKay.

			The coach, meanwhile, took up even closer order. Any­one following the three vehicles would have concluded that there were only two – a lorry unwisely trying to overtake a coach; the Cortina was completely hidden. And from the front – well, the lorry would hide the car from those directly across from them; and the bridge, they assumed, would take care of the rest. That was what the men had planned; and they were men who weren’t cheap.

			As the cab of the lorry emerged into the sunlight on the other side of the bridge, the driver twisted the wheel and stamped on the brake at the same time, putting the vehicle into a controlled snake. The back part of the trailer slewed suddenly left and rammed the Cortina in the midriff. ‘Just a little boomps-a-daisy,’ was how the driver had described it when accepting the first half of the money; but then he was always prone to understatement.

			The first effect of just a little boomps-a-daisy was to make the sharpened edge of the swastika rip through the fleshy outside of McKay’s right nostril. McKay intended to swear at that point, but events rather got the better of him. Besides, if he had sworn, he might have used up all his best words before something much more unpleasant than a torn nose happened to him; and that would have been a waste.

			As the lorry struck the Cortina, the coach pulled out into the middle lane to get clear of whatever might happen. The car was batted diagonally across the hard shoulder. The nearside rear indicator light was the first thing to break against the crash barrier: but then that, compared to the final toll, was about as grave an injury to the Cortina as was McKay’s nose to the rest of his body.

			Crash barriers work in the way they are intended to, as long as the angle of approach is within a certain range. The Cortina’s wasn’t. It hit the barrier, stood up on its boot for a second – at which point the doors burst open and McKay was shrugged out – then skipped over the barrier and cartwheeled down an escarpment. McKay himself made a long red trail on the metal barrier in a way that no one could quite understand. It looked, to those who could first be bothered to stop, as if he had been exaggerating terribly: if you were thrown out of your car, why didn’t you just land on the barrier and stay there, canted over it like a carpet ready for spring beating? Why did it look as if someone or something had smeared the poor fellow all along the barrier? ‘Darling, no darling . . . don’t look.’ Of course he probably wasn’t wearing a seat belt, but even so, it did look a bit much. ‘Darling, I told you not to look. Darling, are you . . . well, quickly, use that patch of grass over there . . . Oh Christ.’ Why did one stop for accidents; why didn’t one do as all the other fellows did?

			No one had seen what had happened. Or rather, no one came forward to say that they had seen what had happened. There was a muted discussion, about an hour later, as an Alitalia DC-8 took off for Palermo, about what exactly had occurred, and those big lorries shouldn’t be allowed on the road, I always say, and do you think we should have stopped, and I hope no one took our number, and they couldn’t have, they couldn’t have known we were watching; but after ten days of a Thomson package, of sun and drink and not too many ruins, the whole incident was more or less forgotten. It was just a bump in the memory, no bigger than the bump in the crash barrier a few yards beyond the bridge.

			The police resigned themselves to not getting back to the cricket until it was 63 for 4; it was always 63 for 4 when England batted first against the Australians, so they supposed they could take the rest of the morning as read. The few motorists who had bothered to stop were routinely quizzed, but none of them had seen anything. The drivers of the lorry and the coach turned off at the next junction, and left their vehicles in a lorry park close to the Gunnersbury tube station: they both wanted the District Line, and didn’t see why they should have to change, especially after doing a job. They soon forgot the details of their morning’s work, and were never required to reflect any further on the crash.

			The only people who reflected on it – apart from McKay, of course, as he wheeled himself around in later years – were the two policemen in the panda car and the surgeons at Uxbridge Hospital. As the constables were driving back to their lizard’s ramp, one of them switched off the two-way radio and said,

			‘You know, we could do some business.’

			‘. . . ?’

			‘Someone’s got to pick up that car, haven’t they? I mean, some garage. I mean, it’s business, isn’t it? It wouldn’t be far out of our way to pop round to a garage and tip them off when there’s a crash. They’d be bound to be grateful.’

			His colleague grunted.

			‘Been done.’

			‘Has it? What . . . locally?’

			‘Not here. Up on the M1, couple of years ago. Big stink. Few early retirements. Didn’t work out.’

			‘Hmm. Well, maybe they were too grabby or something; maybe they got too sure of themselves. I bet we could work it. Just pick the right garage. Not do it too often. Not ask them to be too grateful.’

			His colleague merely grunted again, and turned on the two-way radio. It might be worth a think.

			Meanwhile, at Uxbridge Hospital, the surgeons were having a more serious think. Should they start on the legs first, or the pelvis? One of the legs looked really messy; it might have to go altogether. On the other hand, with a pelvis you never knew what else you might find until you started digging around. It looked as if there were problems with the back as well. Oh God, that was the trouble with crashes – you never knew where to start. The chief surgeon looked up at McKay’s broad, tanned face. Why did they drive so fast, for Christ’s sake? Oh well, better get on with it. The anaesthetist caught his glance and eased the oxygen mask off McKay’s face. The side of the right nostril was slit open to a depth of about half an inch. The bleeding had stopped. Well, at least that could wait.
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			Three months earlier Duffy had been sitting over a drink at the bar in the Alligator, trying to decide which of two alarm systems to recommend to a customer: the one which worked better, but on which he got a smaller cut; or the one which worked less well (that electronic eye could be bypassed by a Scotty dog, let alone the fellows with A-levels who were joining the business nowadays), but on which he got a larger cut. Really, he supposed, there was no conflict: he’d disliked the customer so much – the way the fellow had automatically given him a beer while he had sherry (not that Duffy liked sherry), the hoity way he had put Duffy down about the most likely method a burglar would use to break in. Now what he’d do . . .

			‘Mine’s a virgin on the rocks.’

			Duffy looked up. A chubby-faced man with pronounced five o’clock shadow was easing himself on to the next stool. He had a pasty complexion and didn’t look very fit. Duffy turned back to his whisky. What he’d do was draw up one of his specially complex-looking wiring plans for the old fart’s house, recommend the system on which he got a larger cut, shove in a slightly bigger bill than normal, and then hope for the best. It was all luck with burglary, really: if you landed a smart pair of gloved hands in the night, you couldn’t stop him; if you landed a trainee, or a shitter, or someone who was only really doing it to get away from the wife, then all you needed was a big white box with a few wires sticking out and they buggered off to the next house.

			‘I said, mine’s a virgin on the rocks, old chum.’

			Duffy didn’t look back. He wasn’t in the mood to be picked up; he certainly wasn’t in the mood to spread the drink around. He’d got his bank statement that morning. So he merely raised his glass in the direction of the barman and said, when he came across,

			‘I think the gentleman on my right wants to buy himself a drink.’ He heard a chuckle, then:

			‘Virgin on the rocks, same again for my friend here, whatever it is he’s got his fist wrapped around, the name’s Leonardo.’

			Duffy continued to gaze into his whisky. If chubby-chops wanted to buy him a drink, that was up to chubby-chops. He turned, and caught a look of scurrying anticipation from the next stool.

			‘Leonardo . . . virgin . . . oh, forget it. Barman, put a vodka in that, will you. Large one.’ Then he turned back to Duffy. ‘Pity, that would have been an easy round for you. I’m not a cheap date after the first.’

			‘You’re not a date,’ said Duffy.

			‘Eric Leonard,’ said the newcomer.

			‘Duffy,’ said Duffy.

			‘Anything else? Sir Duffy.’

			‘There’s a Nick.’

			‘There usually is. My dear Nick,’ Leonard repeated the name needlessly, in a mildly ingratiating way. Duffy almost didn’t recognise himself. At work he was Duffy; to his close friends he was Duffy; the only people who called him Nick were acquaintances who didn’t know – or weren’t allowed – better. So that was all right for the moment.

			‘And you shall call me Eric.’

			‘I’ll think it over.’ Duffy was always suspicious of people without proper surnames. Two Christian names: it wasn’t right; it wasn’t . . . neat.

			Duffy wondered what Leonard wanted. Apart from going to bed with him of course. Which was a long way from being a certainty. Mostly you went down to the Alligator so as not to go home alone – that stood to reason; but sometimes you just went for the atmosphere, a bit of drinking company, and then, with a ‘some other time, perhaps’, you were on your way. That was one of the things Duffy liked about the Alligator. It wasn’t a hard raunch club; it wasn’t a place where people came Concording out of the closet in a splatter of supersonic bangs; it wasn’t a place for clones – the lumberjack shirt, the little tache, the logger’s jeans; it wasn’t a place for leather and chains and ‘Hang on, I’ll just go to the toilet and grease my fist’. It was a quiet, neat place for quiet, neat people like Duffy. It was even, he supposed, a bit middle-class.

			Which was why Eric struck Duffy as a slice of rough. The pushy manner, the double entendres – that was so out of date, all that stuff; as out of date as bottom-pinching. You may be gay, Duffy thought to himself, but that’s where you start from, not where you end up. Duffy wasn’t a prude, but he might have been a bit of a puritan. He wondered what sort of job Eric did; but he didn’t wonder hard enough to ask.

			Eric, for his part, had put Duffy in the same category. He hadn’t been to the Alligator before, and found it depressingly conventional. You might as well be in a singles bar in midtown Manhattan, he thought. All those blue blazers, and striped shirts, and ties for God’s sake. And in the middle of them, this shortish fellow in a blouson with a big plastic zip up the front, and a polo-neck sweater and a longish brushcut. As he slid on to the barstool, Eric had noted the broad, strong face with a slightly small, tight mouth; the hands too were strong, with stubby, square-ended fingers. The first time Duffy turned towards him, Eric noted the gold stud in the left earlobe. You’ll do me, he thought, you’ll do me, my nice little slice of rough.

			Except that he didn’t. When Eric finished what had turned into a Bloody Mary he leaned across and said,

			‘Well, Sir Duffy, shall we mount up?’ the fellow had simply put down his glass, shaken his head and replied, ‘No.’

			And Duffy had wandered home, depressed by the thought of his bank statement, and depressed by the way he’d very nearly not said No.

			Eric, meanwhile, was regretting the drink he’d had to pay for. He had a rule about drinks: Leonard’s Law, he called it to himself. Always buy more drinks than are your due for those richer than yourself; but sponge off those poorer than you. That way, both lots respected you.

			The funny thing was, it hadn’t worked with this Duffy fellow. He hadn’t seemed to need to be sponged off. Some psychological hang-up, no doubt. Maybe, Eric thought, he ought to have asked the fellow more questions about himself. They always liked that.

			A fortnight later, Leonard called in at the Alligator again. This time, when he spotted Duffy, he altered his act a bit, played it more ordinary, even went so far as to ask him what he did.

			‘I run a firm.’

			‘Ah, what line of business?’ 

			‘Security.’

			‘Would I have heard of the firm?’

			‘You heard of Duffy Security?’ 

			‘No.’

			‘Then you wouldn’t have heard of it.’

			Eric was suddenly a bit keener than before to get off with Duffy. He’d fucked a policeman once, but never anyone in the security business. He had a vague, half-formed ambition to sleep with someone from every trade and profession (there were exceptions, of course, like bankers and stockbrokers and barristers; but then you weren’t a left-wing journalist for nothing: sometimes you simply couldn’t help running up against your principles). Fucking a security man; that was something new. Though of course he didn’t tell Duffy.

			And in reply, Duffy didn’t let on that he was only a one-man firm; that his office was an answerphone; that his van was ‘F ’ registration; that he didn’t even have a dog. Not that he ever needed a dog; it was just that some people thought they gave status. But Eric didn’t cross-question him on the details; his curiosity was more or less exhausted by now. Instead he asked:

			‘Can you give me a lift home?’

			And Duffy replied,

			‘All right.’

			In the event, they went to Duffy’s flat, the bottom half of a semi in Goldsmith Avenue, Acton. At first the flat struck Eric as very neat; then he realised that it was less neat than empty. What there was by way of furniture and decoration was tidily enough arranged; but the effect bordered on the monkish.

			‘You been burgled or something?’ he asked, thinking that this was the sort of remark a security man might be amused by. But Duffy didn’t reply. Instead he pointed at the bathroom and said,

			‘Watch in there.’

			‘I beg your pardon?’ What was he meant to watch? 

			‘Put your watch in there.’

			Ah. Well, if that was how he ran things. Eric wandered into the bathroom and saw a square Tupperware box with a label on it. The label said ‘Watches’. He unpeeled his strap and dropped the watch in; then, puzzled but feeling distantly indulgent, he unsnapped his silver name-bracelet with the ‘el’ almost camouflaged by engraved curlicues, and he dropped that in afterwards. Maybe it was like giving up your valuables to the groundsman. He’d have to ask Duffy about that.

			If he had, Duffy might have told him about his ticking phobia. But Eric didn’t ask. When he got to the bedroom his host was already between the sheets. Eric vaguely looked around to see where to put his clothes. Duffy’s own were nowhere to be seen. Tidy again. Oh well, he thought, it was all part of meeting people.

			The next morning Eric left in a normally ambiguous frame of mind. He’d added a security man to his list, that was something. On the other hand, fucking Duffy was much like fucking someone who wasn’t a security man: if you closed your eyes, you wouldn’t find yourself thinking, I am clearly in the hands of a man skilled in cash transfers, alarm systems and personnel screening. You wouldn’t think that. So, while in one way it made every difference to Eric that Duffy was a security man, it also made none at all. Well, that bit of wrong-footing was nothing new about sex, he thought.

			He’d sort of quite liked Duffy – as far as one did on such occasions (and liking was often alloyed with relief that it had all passed off OK and hope that there wouldn’t be any bacterial after-effects). He’d even gone so far, on leaving, as to say,

			‘See you around.’

			‘No,’ Duffy had replied politely, and Eric found himself thinking, I didn’t know I was that bad. But Duffy’s negative had no connection with the night before; it only had connection with Carol, and events of four years ago, and a lot of past history that he certainly wasn’t going to spill to one-nighters.

			And there were only one-nighters in Duffy’s life at the moment. One-nighters of both sexes, as it happened; but however erotically competent they were, or clean, or interesting, or even good old-fashioned nice, they only got to drop their watches into his box once. Carol, ex-colleague from West Central police station, ex-girlfriend (no, still girlfriend, sort of), and also ex-fiancée (no, not quite: she’d asked him, and he’d said No) – she was the only exception; and a bitter, wry exception at that. The one person Duffy wanted to succeed with in bed; the one person with whom he automatically failed – had failed so often now that he no longer tried. Potency with Carol, Duffy had long decided, was an idiot’s mirage. You might as well believe in Heaven.

			‘Mine’s still a virgin on the rocks,’ a familiar voice whispered in his ear at the Alligator three months later. ‘Where’ve you been, Sir Duffy?’

			Duffy signed at the waiter, and interpreted.

			‘Tomato juice, lots of ice.’

			‘Oh well, old thing, if you’re buying . . .’ Eric retained the waiter with a flick of the eyebrow. ‘Dunk a couple of vodkas in it while you’re about it.’

			‘No, you’re paying,’ said Duffy, stubborn about being taken in by that sort of trick.

			‘God, you don’t guard cash transfers for nothing, do you?’ Eric gave a theatrical groan. ‘Anyway, I’ll come straight to the point.’

			‘No,’ said Duffy. ‘I said not again, didn’t I?’ Why did people always think No meant Yes, soon? 

			‘Wait. Waity-wait. Job. Want a job?’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘That’s why I’ve been looking for you.’

			‘I’m in the book.’

			‘Yes, but it’s much more fun sitting here being bought a drink than talking to your secretary down the phone, isn’t it?’

			Duffy let one of the two remarks pass, but picked up on the other.

			‘You’re still buying.’

			‘A friend of a friend . . . is having a little trouble.’

			‘That doesn’t surprise me.’ There was something about the pallid face and the buoyant manner which irritated Duffy. Be one or the other, he thought.

			‘Always a little tart, eh?’ (Duffy let that one pass too.) ‘A little thieving seems to be going on at his establishment.’

			‘There’s this quite useful branch of the civil service they’ve set up, you know. It’s called the police.’

			‘Well, obviously he has his reasons.’

			‘What are they?’

			‘It’s a small establishment – half a dozen or so employees. Good relationships all round, just happens to be one rotten apple. Now if he went to the police they’d come clumping in with their great boots, stir everything up, put everyone under suspicion, wouldn’t they?’

			‘They might stop the stealing.’

			‘So he thought, get someone private in, let him sniff around. Can’t do any harm, can it?’

			‘No. It can only cost money. Why did you suggest me?’

			‘Well, you run a security firm, don’t you?’

			‘That’s not how you know me.’

			‘No, but we must stick together, mustn’t we?’

			Ah, thought Duffy: gays as the new masons – is that what’s happening? Would he have to learn a new handshake soon? He was irritated. Once you didn’t need solidarity, you resented its offer.

			‘Tell me more.’

			‘His name’s Hendrick. He runs a transport and storage business out of Heathrow. He’s been losing rather more stuff than he cares for lately.’

			‘How would he explain me? I’m not much good leaning on a mop.’

			‘One of his men just had a car crash. He’ll be off for some time.’

			‘Convenient. What do I do?’ 

			‘He’ll tell you.’ 

			‘I charge . . .’

			‘Duffy,’ Eric cut in, ‘I’m not a fucking broker. You fix that up with him. I don’t care what you earn. You want the job, go and see him.’ Eric was annoyed. First Duffy acted as if he expected to be raped; then he got all uppity. Eric scribbled on the top of a newspaper. ‘This is his London office. Ring up, say you’ve called about the pawpaws.’

			‘The what?’

			‘The pawpaws. As in fruit. Tropical. It’s a code, Duffy. It’s not a good idea, we thought, for you to ring up and say you’re calling about sorting out the thefts.’

			‘I get.’

			‘I hope so.’ Eric began to slide off his barstool. He felt he’d been misjudged. He certainly hadn’t taken Duffy’s No to mean Yes, soon. He’d only taken it to mean Perhaps, in a bit.

			‘Oh, two things.’ 

			‘Yes?’

			‘Who’s your friend?’ 

			‘. . . ?’

			‘The friend who’s the friend in “a friend of a friend”.’

			‘Oh, it’s not relevant.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘Because he hasn’t been stealing from his friend’s firm, that’s why. And what’s the second thing?’

			‘Oh – don’t go without paying for the drinks.’

			 

			Duffy sat opposite Roy Hendrick in an office the size of a bus shelter just off the Euston Road. His secretary had a room the size of a large refrigerator. Hendrick didn’t seem very comfortable. Perhaps he wasn’t that familiar with his office – perhaps it was only here for tax reasons, or to impress customers by appearing to show a London end to the business. Or perhaps Hendrick was uncomfortable for some other reason; maybe he was lying to Duffy. Clients often did.

			Hendrick, a fleshy, saturnine man with dirty blond hair and a flapping suit which might just have been handed on from someone else, explained the problem.

			‘I’m not an angel, Mr Duffy, and I don’t expect other people to behave like angels. It’s just that there are limits.’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘If you get the removers in, when you shift house, you expect to lose a bit, don’t you? I mean, if you’re sensible, you pack up the stuff you really care for and take it yourself, and then don’t get too surprised if you suffer a small attack of removers’ perks in the course of the job. That’s the way it is, isn’t it?’

			‘If you say so.’ The only removers Duffy had ever come across had been burglars. At his last flat he’d been burgled twice: the second time, they’d taken everything, his pile of sixpences and his electric kettle included; they’d even taken his pot plant. He’d been left with a few ashtrays, a bed and a carpet. That scarcely warranted hiring a pantechnicon when he moved flats.

			‘Well, the freight business is rather the same. You expect to lose a bit if you ship by air. It goes through so many hands, has to be opened by customs – well, there are more temptations than Adam ever had, if you follow the expression.’ (Duffy didn’t look a bookish fellow to Hendrick.) ‘And you know what they say about Heathrow?’ Hendrick paused. It was clear from Duffy’s expression that he didn’t know what they said about Heathrow. ‘No one who works there ever needs to buy fresh fruit and veg. They tell me there’s scarcely a greengrocer within miles. Anyone around there who catches his wife trying to buy a pound of apples or whatever practically has her committed on the spot.’

			Hendrick stared at Duffy, inviting vague complicity towards the opposite sex. Duffy looked blank. Hendrick stared briefly at the gold stud in Duffy’s left ear. He felt like giving it a tweak, if only to make the man say something. Eventually Duffy did speak, if reticently.

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘What do you mean by uh-huh?’

			‘You’ve been losing apples, is that what you’re saying?’

			‘No. Well, yes, sort of, but that’s beside the point. I’ve been running the business for five years. Always accepted a certain percentage of pilfering. There’s almost an unspoken agreement at times: it helps them bump up their wages, I charge it to the insurance and turn a blind eye. Not worth going into.’

			‘But recently . . .’

			‘But recently, about once a month or so, it’s got out of hand: a really big dip. Something I can’t go along with.’

			‘Like?’

			‘Caseload of calculators. Half a dozen furs. Two crates of smoked salmon.’

			‘You carry only luxuries?’

			‘Not really. We freight a pretty mixed bag; bit of everything. But you don’t shift stuff by air unless it’s valuable, or perishable, or has to be shipped quickly because of the state of the market. We don’t get many crates of garden furniture or dried pigfeed, if that’s what you’re asking, no.’

			‘So how do you get me in?’

			‘You can take McKay’s place. Poor old McKay,’ Hendrick added, as if confirming compassion; but the repetition made it seem artificial (and perhaps it had never been very sincere in the first place). ‘Nearly wrote himself off. Did write his car off. Very nice car.’ In the last comment at least Hendrick was indubitably sincere.

			‘What do I do?’

			‘Bit of everything: we’re a small firm. Everyone mucks in. Bit of driving, bit of humping things about, bit of helping Mrs Boseley.’

			‘. . . ?’

			‘Oh, she runs the shed for me. First-class woman, keep you on your toes.’

			‘Wears furs a lot, does she?’

			Hendrick looked up, the saturnine face pulling itself lethargically into an expression of shock. Before it got there, Duffy flashed an uncommon smile. ‘Just a little joke, Mr Hendrick. Have to ask, don’t we?’

			‘You report to her as soon as you can start. Tomorrow?’

			‘The day after. I charge twenty-five a day.’

			‘Yes, well that’s about what McKay was getting, so that’ll be all right.’

			‘No, that’s on top of McKay’s salary. If I’m doing two jobs I want two pay packets.’

			They haggled. As usual, Duffy opened firmly, then lost a bit of interest and ended up conceding enough to make him feel cross with himself afterwards. Still, he was getting one and a half times his going rate, and he wouldn’t mind shifting a few sacks now and then. Especially if that included not going to the greengrocer’s for a few weeks.
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