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‘Fuck off, Caesar!’ The dog threw itself up against the wire and the little kid jumped back. He was trapped on the concrete football pitch. The only way out was through the open gate further along. But the problem was the dog on the other side of the fence. The dog belonged to three bigger kids, who were sitting on an old sofa listening to a car radio. Each time, just before the little kid reached the gate, the big kids would let the dog go, and it would race along the outside of the fence snarling and yelping. So the little kid would stop and the dog would try to get through the wire to where he stood shaking and swearing.


The dog was too stupid to know about the opening further along, so where the boy stopped, it stopped. The little kid knew that if he got as far as the gate, then the dog would get through and probably kill him. It was a very simple game, and the big kids looked like they could play it all afternoon without getting bored.


Sean Crawley leant on the wall of the walkway outside his flat and looked down at the enclosed pitch. He’d been reading the paper when he’d heard the dog and had come out to see what was going on. The dog looked like a Bull Terrier, a Stafford, or possibly a Pit Bull. It was an ugly thing, squat and brutal and powerful-looking, with thick bowed legs and a massive head which ended in a short, pig-like snout. It wore an iron-studded harness strapped over its shoulders, under its chest and around its neck, making it look like a monster from the cover of a cheap science-fiction book.


‘Look. Fuck off, Caesar.’ The kid was trying to sound hard. The big kids laughed and the dog turned its head towards them and wagged its stump of a tail.


‘Call him off, Neville,’ said the little kid.


‘Come on, Caesar.’ Caesar trotted back to where his master, Neville, sat laughing and smoking with his mates. Neville was black, maybe about twenty – Sean wasn’t too good at judging ages – smartly dressed and wearing expensive sun-glasses. One of his friends was white, and the other looked like a Greek or a Turk.


‘You’re a chicken, Jason,’ said the black guy, roughly stroking the sides of Caesar’s head with both hands.


‘Fuck off, Neville, I want to go home.’


‘Go on, then. Nobody’s stopping you.’


‘Oh, yeah? He’ll fucking kill me.’ He was close to tears.


‘Nah, chicken.’


‘Let me go.’


‘Don’t be such a spaz.’


‘I’m going.’ He began to march purposefully along the pitch towards the gate, trying not to run. He was almost there when he glanced back and Neville let the dog go.


‘Get him, Caesar. Eat him, boy.’ Caesar shot along the fence with ferocious scurrying speed. Jason froze, then spun round and ran back from the opening. Caesar launched himself into the air and smashed against the wire.


‘Call him off,’ Jason screamed.


‘Come on, Caesar.’ The Greek kid slapped his thighs to attract the dog’s attention. ‘Let him go, Nev.’


Jason began to walk away again. ‘I’m fucking going,’ he said. The dog watched him, snuffled a bit and looked questioningly at Neville.


Neville pretended he wasn’t playing any more. He waited until Jason was just about to go through the gate and then whispered, ‘Go on, Caesar.’


‘No don’t, Nev,’ said the Greek. ‘Let him go.’


Jason thought about his chances, slipped through the opening, then ran like hell. Neville called Caesar back and clipped a hefty chain to the dog’s harness. The game was over.


Thank fuck for that. Although Sean had quite enjoyed the show, he hated the sound of dogs barking. The estate was crawling with them. Mangy cross-breeds for the most part, half wild. There were always a few of them about, sniffing round the bins and each other’s arses.


Sean went back inside and started to think about what he should wear. Duke’s phone call had been deliberately mysterious, and he had no clear idea what the meeting was all about.


Duke the big man. Always wanting to make an impression. Always wanting the upper hand. Duke the boss. He bet Duke had a dog, a big dog like an Alsatian or a Rottweiler.


He remembered when he’d first met Duke. A couple of months back, in Fulham. He’d been doing some decorating at the time, nothing fancy, cosmetic stuff mostly.


So there he was, in a quiet terrace, painting the inside of a tiny converted labourer’s cottage, when he went to answer the door, and there stood Duke. He was a couple of inches over six foot, well built, but carrying a lot of excess fat. Thick arms and a beer-gut. A typical builder’s build.


‘All right, mate?’ he said. ‘Is Mrs Schafft around?’


‘No. She’s at work. Are you the electrician?’


‘That’s me.’ Duke grinned. He was wearing a paint-spattered Led Zeppelin T-shirt and jeans, and carrying a tool-bag. He came in and looked around the hallway.


Sean closed the door. ‘She told me to expect you.’


‘Yeah.’ Duke dumped the tool-bag and studied Crawley.


‘Painting the place up, are you?’ He had long hair tied back in a pony-tail and a scrubby beard and moustache, which he scratched absent-mindedly as he talked. His eyes were covered by a large pair of half-tinted pink glasses.


‘She selling, is she?’ he said as he inspected the sitting-room.


‘Yeah.’


‘Bloody typical, isn’t it? Lives here for God knows how many years, does fuck-all to the place, then gets it all nice just to sell it. She’s a Yank, isn’t she?’


‘Boston.’


‘Boston? I’ve got an aunt in Boston. What’s she asking for this place, then?’


Sean told him and Duke chuckled. ‘Silly money, you could get a place like this south of the river for a quarter of that. There’s no sense in it, house prices, no sense. So, she got any tea here, or don’t she drink the stuff?’


‘Yeah, sorry.’ Sean made some tea while Duke had a vague look round at the job.


‘I suppose if we’re going to be working here for a bit,’ said Duke as he came into the kitchen to pick up his tea, ‘we may as well know who we are. I’m Duke. Leastways, that’s what everyone calls me. Don’t see why you should be an exception.’


‘Sean.’ They shook hands.


‘You a Paddy?’


‘No. I think me mum fancied Sean Connery.’


‘James fucking Bond.’


‘Well, Sean Crawley.’


‘Creepy-Crawly, eh?’


‘I’ve never heard that one before.’


‘Yeah, point taken, expect you got that a lot at school.’


‘Just a bit.’


‘Kids can be right bastards sometimes, can’t they? It’s like we had this Paki at my place, everyone called him Shitty.’


‘Yeah?’ Sean said quietly.


‘His real name was Shritra, or something, but we just called him Shitty. I expect he’d have been glad to have been called Creepy.’


‘Yeah. I expect he would.’


Duke didn’t work very hard. He’d potter around in the mornings, ripping up floorboards, swearing at what he found underneath, and taking extended tea-breaks. Then he’d sit in the pub all lunch-time, and in the afternoons he’d often disappear altogether. As far as Sean could tell, he had at least another two jobs on the go in different locations around London.


Sean plugged away at his painting. He didn’t like drinking at lunch-time because it made him tired and he couldn’t work afterwards, and as he was on a quote and not a daily wage, he wanted to get it done as quickly as possible.


Sometimes, while he was painting, Duke would come in and stand around and offer him advice. Duke had, of course, done a fair amount of decorating, like everything else.


‘You’ll get away with one coat there, mate,’ he’d say. ‘Tell her you’ve done two, she’ll never know the difference. You know what they say: what you don’t know don’t hurt. That’s the trick with this game, keep the punter in the dark. There’s no great mystery to building and that, but you’ve got to act like there is, otherwise they’ll cotton on and do it for theirselves. It’s like this wiring, I give her a price for materials, she don’t know what I’m buying, it’s all under the floorboards. I mean, she don’t know one end of a piece of wire from another. You’ve got to, like, understand the game, right? Everyone’s doing it, she probably does it herself, in whatever she does. It’s how the world works, everyone screws everyone else, see? So I reckon you can get away with one coat there.’


Sean just smiled and got on with it, but in the last week the sun was shining and he was winding down, so he decided that if Duke asked him, he’d go for a drink.


Monday and Tuesday, the big man didn’t come in at all, and Wednesday he went off with an older man at eleven and didn’t come back till nearly three. But on Thursday he put in a normal morning, and at half twelve he came clomping down the stairs carrying a long piece of flex and singing an obscene version of ‘Like a Virgin’.


‘I don’t know what wally wired this place up,’ he said when he saw Sean. ‘It’s chaos. I reckon it must’ve been some fucking DIY wanker. I’m surprised the whole place hasn’t blown up years ago. No wonder Mrs Schafft said she was having trouble with her lights. I tell you, this is the sort of place you turn on the light and the sink fills up. How long’s she lived with it like this, eh, for fuck’s sake? I tell you I do not understand some people. It’s like, by the time I finish here I’m going to have to have rewired just about the whole bleeding place. You might even have to come back and touch up your painting. It’s stupid, she should have got me in before you, she’s got it all arse about tit. I mean, you’ve just about done, haven’t you?’


‘Yeah, I’ve just got to come in tomorrow and tidy up a bit, and then I’ll clear out.’


‘Lucky old you. I’m going to be here for days. What do you say to a drink, then? Or are you still little Miss Goody-two-shoes?’


Sean laughed. ‘All right, then. You ready now?’


‘See, you’re learning. I’m ready any time.’
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It was a beautiful sunny spring day. The air was warm and still, and everything looked bright and fresh. As Sean left the house, he stretched and smiled. He felt good. One more day, and then nothing. Bliss.


‘Yeah,’ said Duke as they strolled down to the pub at the end of the road. ‘You done a good job there.’


‘Thanks.’


‘I mean, I don’t mean to be rude, but what do you do for a living? Don’t get me wrong, like, as I say, you’ve done a good job an’ all, but you’re not a bleeding painter, are you?’


Sean laughed. ‘You noticed.’


‘No, it’s just when I first saw you, I said to myself, the first day I come in, I said, “He’s not your usual tosher.” And I’ve seen you work, slogging away at it. Like I say, you’ve done it well, but you don’t do it for a living, do you?’


‘No, not really. I don’t suppose I do any one thing in particular.’


‘You haven’t got a regular job?’


‘Not unless you count signing on.’


‘Oh, a dole queue scrounger, eh? A dangerous criminal.’ Duke laughed. ‘I don’t blame you, mate. How’re you supposed to live on the amount they give you?’


‘Yeah, so I do a bit of everything, really. Painting, gardening, bike messenger, typing things into VDUs, bit of leafleting, anything that pays cash, really. So I suppose if you were to ask me what I do, I’d say anything.’


‘Right. That’s what you need nowadays. The days of your skilled craftsman who could do one thing really well and was bollocks at everything else are long gone. There’s so many tools and corner-cutting shit these days, anyone can do anything. So long as you’ve got half a brain and you’re reasonably fit. It’s like me and the building game – you name it, I can do it.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Oh, yeah.’


They’d come to the pub, the Fox, a countrified little place with oak beams and a bare wooden floor. Duke held the door for Sean and they went in.


‘What you having, then?’ Duke asked, rubbing his big dry hands together.


‘Pint of lager, please.’


‘Two pints of lager, please, love.’ Duke leant on the bar and got back into his stride. ‘Yeah, I can do electrics, of course, painting and decorating like you, plastering, carpentry, plumbing, glazing, roofing. I could build you a place from scratch if you wanted, do it all myself, even the labouring if needs be. It makes sense, you see, cut down on your workforce, keep things co-ordinated. That way, instead of having to wait for some wally to turn up before you can get started on what you need to do, you can do it yourself. It’s like, she could have got me in to do the wiring, and what you’re doing as well. I’m not saying I’d have done such a careful job, but she’d never have known the fucking difference. Mind you, you’ve got to charge accordingly. If I’m doing three different jobs, I’m going to be paid for three different jobs, you see what I mean? It takes time to pick up those skills. So it doesn’t work out any cheaper for the punter. What’d be the point in that?’


The middle-aged landlady put down two pale pints of lager in straight glasses and Duke gave her some money.


‘Ta, love.’ He gave Sean his drink. ‘That’s the thing, you see, to be versatile and charge accordingly. I’ve done it all, not just building, I’ve done security, you know, night-clubs, that sort of thing, cars, there’s money in that if you know what you’re doing. Driving work, mini-cabbing, I could go on all afternoon. But that’s the trick, you see, these days, do anything, don’t tie yourself down.’


Sean smiled. It was funny to be advised by someone to do something that you’d just told them you already did. But if Duke wanted to go one up on his story, then who was he to get in his way?


They went and sat outside the front of the pub in the sun, and Duke took off his T-shirt. His skin was pale and hairless.


‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘Yes indeed.’ He took a large gulp of beer. ‘And work breeds work, you see? Like money breeds money. I’m only thirty-four, but I’m doing very well for meself. Something comes up, yeah, give old Duke a ring. I’m very well placed.’


‘Why do they call you Duke? Is that your surname?’


‘Me surname? No. Me surname’s Wayne. You know, like in John Wayne. And his nickname was, like, Duke, and I’m a big bloke, so I suppose it seemed appropriate and all that. You know, Duke Wayne, Cowboy Builder.’


Sean smiled into his pint.


‘What a lovely day,’ Duke said, spilling some beer and massaging it into his belly. ‘I think I might take the afternoon off and go fishing.’


‘Fishing?’


‘Sure. Fishing. Magic. If I had the money, I’d retire tomorrow and spend the rest of my life just fishing. You know what my dream is? To own my own piece of land in Scotland, with my own lake, or loch, or whatever they call them up there, and my own stretch of river, full of lovely trout and salmon. Just sit there all day, fishing and drinking Scotch.’


‘I’ll leave the fish to you, if you don’t mind,’ Sean said, picking some dried paint off the back of his hand. ‘But I’ll join you on your estate for some whisky.’


‘Nah, there’s no need to take the piss. I know I’ll never own me own beat, but that’s not the point. It’s just like, you know, something to think about. I mean, you must have some plans, stupid plans, dreams.’ He looked at Sean with a half-amused, half-serious look on his face.


‘I don’t know.’ Sean wasn’t committing himself.


‘Oh, come on, don’t tell me you want to spend the rest of your life sitting around scratching your arse on the dole.’


‘That’s not all I do.’


‘Oh, right, I forgot, you paint people’s houses white and all, don’t you? Very fulfilling. That’s all you ever wanted in life, is it? Don’t give me that, there’s got to be more, there’s always more.’


‘Not really. I’m quite happy, as it goes.’


‘Oh, fuck off.’ Duke shook his head.


‘No, it’s true,’ Sean said. ‘I’m fine. I get a lot of spare time, I do what I want. I’ve generally got enough money to be comfortable. I’m fine.’


‘Yeah, right, so if I offered you a million pounds you’d turn it down?’


‘No, of course not: But I’m not going to break my back trying to make a million pounds.’


‘That’s not what I meant, though, was it? I’m talking about what you’d like to do in an ideal world.’


‘An ideal world, eh? I really don’t know.’


‘There must be something. You must have some stupid fantasy. Like being a film star or an astronaut.’


‘An astronaut? No way.’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘Really stupid fantasies?’ Sean thought for a moment. ‘Well, when I was a kid I wanted to be James Bond. I guess that’s what comes of being named after Sean Connery.’


‘Nah, every kid wants to be James Bond. But I’m not talking about that, I’m talking about now.’


Sean watched the pattern of light on the pavement, refracted through his glass.


‘I should think most people’s fantasies are pretty similar, really,’ he said, ‘when you come down to it.’


‘You think so?’ Duke asked.


‘Yeah. You know, money, fast cars, women. Everything you see on the TV.’


‘And you’re above all that, are you?’


‘No, of course I’m not. I’m the same as everyone else. That’s what I’m saying. We all want to be like people in films, you know, like, a cowboy, or a cop, or a private eye, or something.’


‘Private eye? Who wants to be a private eye?’ said Duke laughing.


‘Yeah, you know, Philip Marlowe, Mike Hammer.’


‘Bergerac.’


‘I thought he was a copper.’


‘Don’t know, I never watch it. So that’s what you want to be, is it? A private eye?’


‘Nah, not really,’ Sean said, leaning back and tilting his face towards the sun. ‘But they do seem to have a pretty good time of it with the car chases and the shoot-outs and the beautiful women.’


‘You don’t need to be a detective in order to get off with beautiful women.’


‘I’m not talking seriously, am I?’ said Sean. ‘I thought we were talking about stupid fantasies.’


‘Stupid’s the word. You really think about being a detective?’


‘Not really, no.’


‘Yeah, well, perhaps you could go and detect a pint of beer for us.’


‘Sorry, what you having? Same again?’


‘Please.’


When Sean returned from the bar with the two fresh pints, Duke was playing wth a young cat and giggling.


‘Look at this little bastard,’ he said, boxing with it. ‘I love cats.’


‘It’s funny,’ Sean said, putting the beers down on the bench. ‘I was reading this article about private eyes just the other day.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Yeah, you know, what it’s really like to be a modern private detective.’


‘And?’


‘Well, it looked dead boring, actually. It’s all divorces and kids with their fingers in the till.’


‘Yeah, well, everyone knows that. It’s not Sherlock Holmes any more, is it?’


‘Yeah,’ Sean smiled. ‘But it did set me thinking.’


‘What about?’


‘Money-making scheme.’


‘Yeah? And?’


‘Well, all the companies in this article, all the agencies, made one thing very clear.’


‘What’s that?’


‘They’d never touch anything dodgy, never do anything illegal, always keep within the law, everything above board.’


‘They have to say that, don’t they?’ Duke scoffed.


‘No, it’s not worth their while to break the law. They wouldn’t be able to survive. If they’re not respectable, respectable people won’t use them.’


‘Maybe.’


‘But on the other hand, there’s bound to be loads of unrespectable people who did want stuff done which isn’t, you know, strictly within the law. So, what if you set up an agency that only dealt with dodgy work?’


‘You’re fucking crazy,’ laughed Duke. ‘How do you advertise? “Sean Crawley Detective Agency, nothing legal considered”?’


‘Yeah, I know it’s a stupid idea, but there’s bound to be some money in it. Clean up on all the dirty jobs.’


‘What about ethics?’


‘What about it?’ said Sean. ‘It’s a county near Thuthex, ithn’t it?’


‘Oh, very funny, you stupid twat. But I’m serious. You’re talking about breaking the law, becoming a criminal. I mean, what about that side of things?’


‘Well, you’d have to have no scruples, obviously.’


‘What about you, then? Have you got any scruples?’


‘I don’t know … I just think something like that would be more interesting than painting.’


‘You silly wanker. I’ll stick to fishing, I think.’


‘Tell you what, I’ll set up my dodgy agency as soon as you’ve bought your castle in Scotland.’


‘Yeah, and I’ll bring you some flowers in the nick, mate. Or put them on your grave.’ Duke picked up the cat and blew into its face. ‘I mean, look at you, you’re a nice, quiet, decent little bloke, really, aren’t you?’


‘What makes you think that? You don’t know me.’


‘I know you well enough.’


‘Do you?’


‘Yeah. You know nothing about crime, you know nothing about the law, you’re a scrawny little sod who looks like he’d come off worse in a fight with this kitten. You stick to painting houses, mate. You may not be a professional, but you get the job done.’


‘Yeah, well, maybe you’re wrong, Duke. I learnt decorating, I can learn about anything else.’


‘Oh, for fuck’s sake …’


‘I’m only joking. I’m not serious about it, am I? I just thought it was an interesting idea. Possible gap in the market. I’ve got no intention of doing anything about it. I’ll let someone else follow it up.’


‘Some other nutter.’


‘Probably. Look, I know I’m never going to be a detective, criminal or otherwise. But I’m going to do something, I know it. I’m not going to be a decorator all my life.’


‘Oh, yeah? Then what?’


‘I don’t know. I’ve just got this feeling. One day it’ll suddenly hit me, and I’ll see the rest of my life mapped out, I’ll know what I was always meant to be.’


‘You reckon?’


‘Yeah, I think so. I mean, at school, they ask you what you want to be, and there’s about three options, I don’t know, join the army, work in a factory, work in a bank, go to college. It seems such a small choice. But there’s millions of jobs out there. I don’t even know what half of them are. So how am I supposed to know what I want to be?’


‘You better make your mind up pretty quick. You won’t be young for ever.’


‘I’m younger than you,’ Sean said.


‘Yeah, but I’ve got a job. I’m a builder. It was the only thing I ever considered. See, I’m not such an optimist as you, I’ll stick with it and not wait for something else to come along, some magic job. And if I were you, you shouldn’t either. It might seem easy now, but believe you me, it gets harder as you get older.’


‘Yeah?’ said Sean. ‘So what do you think I should do?’


‘You’re not a bad decorator, and there’s money in it.’


‘Oh, great. One minute you say I don’t look like I do this for a living, and the next you tell me to stick with it.’


‘No, I mean it, you done a good job. You just don’t look like a painter, that’s all. If you give us your number when you go, I may be able to put some work your way. That’s the thing about contacts, I can get into sub-contracting, make money without even getting out of bed.’


‘We all screw each other, huh?’


‘Yeah. So give us your number and if something comes up, who knows? Tell you what, give us it now, so I don’t forget.’ He took a small notebook from his pocket, and Sean told him the number.


‘Where’s that, then?’ said Duke, frowning. ‘I recognize that code.’


‘Hackney.’


‘Hackney!’ Duke grinned as if at some private joke. ‘Oh yes, I know Hackney.’
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That was how it had begun. Duke with his T-shirt off playing with a kitten in the sun; Sean, relaxed on two pints of lager, rambling on about his stupid schemes; none of it meant to be taken seriously. Chance. A chain of chance. A million random switches close and you’re trapped.


When Sean left the job in Fulham, that was the last he thought he’d ever see of Duke Wayne. On the Friday evening he’d packed up his gear, gone home, got into the bath and slipped into oblivion.


He forgot all about Duke and the job until, five weeks later, as he was struggling into his flat with two carrier-bags full of shopping, the phone rang.


He dumped the bags and picked up the receiver. It was Duke, wanting to know if he was busy.


‘Not really, no,’ said Sean, slightly out of breath.


‘Well, I just might have something for you, mate.’


‘What is it? Painting?’ Sean felt a bit pissed off; he hadn’t wanted any more work for a while.


‘Not exactly.’


‘Well, what then? Not labouring?’


‘No, no. I’ll tell you when I see you, all right?’


‘See me?’


‘Yeah. Where’s easy for you?’


‘Anywhere within reason, I suppose, but …’


‘How’s Highbury Corner?’


‘Okay …’


‘Great. You know the Cock? By the station there?’


‘Yes.’


‘Meet me there at seven o’clock, all right? I’ve got a little proposition for you.’


‘What? What sort of proposition?’


‘You’ll see. But I think you’ll be interested.’


‘And it’s not painting?’


‘It’s nothing like painting. I’ll see you at seven, then.’


‘All right, if you want to be mysterious about it …’


Duke laughed and hung up.


So now Sean was considering what to wear. He didn’t want to dress up in any way, but he didn’t want to dress down, either. He had to look normal, like a completely ordinary person. He had no idea what the work might be, so he had to keep up the impression he had tried to give Duke, of someone who could do anything, a blank to be filled in later.


He chose a clean pair of jeans, neither tight nor baggy, slightly faded but not tatty in any way, a green short-sleeved shirt, Nike trainers and a beige zip-up cotton jacket.


He studied himself in the mirror and was satisfied that he looked ordinary enough. His dark hair was cut short, but not too short. His blue eyes were set in an unmemorable face. His skin wasn’t pale and it wasn’t tanned and he was average height, a little over five ten. He was completely unexceptional in every way. It was perfect.


He looked at his watch; it had just gone twenty past six. He decided to leave so that there was no danger of being late. He wouldn’t cycle; the whole impression had to be just right and a lot of people objected to cyclists. He’d get the train from Hackney Central.


He’d eaten straight after Duke’s phone call, so that he wouldn’t get drunk on half a pint. He was all set. He took a five and a ten from under his shirts in the chest of drawers and then checked that the weather was still fine. There was hardly a cloud in all the blueness; it looked like it was going to be another hot summer. He made sure his windows were closed and left the flat, pulling the door shut behind him. He looked down at the football pitch. The kids with the dog had got in their car and gone. Two boys were cycling between the goal-posts, shouting.


Sean locked the mortice on the front door, dropped the keys in his pocket and walked along to the stairs. As usual they were strewn with rubbish, and filthy pools of water sat on the steps. But he didn’t really notice the mess any more, or the graffiti on the yellow tiles, or the constant arguments in the other flats.


He tramped down the stairs, humming something that wasn’t a tune, and zipping up his jacket. At the bottom someone hadn’t put their bin-bags in the tall drum, and the dogs had ripped them apart. Now a couple of little kids were hitting the spilled contents with sticks, screaming and laughing. They stopped when Sean went past and stared at him in silence, their open mouths ringed with grime.


A black guy was sitting in the front seat of his gleaming car with his legs sticking out the door, fiddling with something under the dashboard. An old woman sat in her doorway on a wooden chair reading the Sun.


Sean set off towards the station, but when he reached the end of the block he heard someone hooting at him and he turned to see George in his van. Well, it wasn’t really George’s van, it belonged to the office supplies company he worked for, but he could borrow it at weekends and some evenings, and so everyone considered it his, even George.


George was a sickly, lazy bloke with thick, black, plastic-rimmed glasses and a bad complexion. He spent most of his spare time getting stoned and watching cartoons and kung-fu films on his video. He was a friend, not a close one, but then Sean didn’t really have any close friends, which suited him just fine. George was tolerable, and he had his uses. Sean often got him to carry his gear around in the van, so he was pleasant towards him, and George seemed to genuinely like him in return. The only problem was, he had a habit of dropping round unexpectedly.


‘Where you off to?’ George leant out of his window and squinted at him.


‘Highbury.’


‘You want a lift?’


‘No, it’s all right, I’ll get the train.’


‘Come on, I’ll give you a lift.’


Sean reluctantly got in. There was no point in arguing with George.


George spent the entire trip to Highbury alternately trying to tune the van’s radio and find a track on a cassette that he wanted to play to Sean. He never found it, and all the while, over the whining and howling of various foreign-sounding stations, he talked incessantly about the various types of dope he’d been smoking lately.


‘I’ve got this great black at the moment,’ he said, hitting the fast forward on the cassette player. ‘I tried some in my lunch-hour yesterday and spent the afternoon seeing things.’


‘You’re an asset to your company,’ Sean said sarcastically.


‘I know.’ George sniggered. ‘As a matter of fact, I had a quick blow just now, before I left work. Tell me if I’m driving on the wrong side of the road, will you?’ He sniggered some more, and the radio seemed to hiss and crackle with him.


‘Very funny.’


‘Where you want to be dropped off, then?’


‘The Cock.’


‘Oh, I’ll join you for a jar, then.’


‘No, George, I’m seeing someone about a job.’


‘Oh, right. What about later?’


‘Yeah, maybe. Might see you down the Princess.’


‘Okey-dokey. Here, you ever seen Pink Flamingos? Borrowed a video off this geezer at work. I tell you, that is one disgusting film, man. There’s this bit, right …’


Sean stopped listening and looked out at the dirty grey streets of Hackney and Dalston. As usual they were busy with traffic, made worse by the tail-end of the rush hour. Cars and lorries banged along the pitted roads, heading east out of London.


It took them about ten minutes to get to Highbury Corner, and George dropped Sean off at the roundabout. Sean thanked him and with a cheery toot-toot George set off back to Hackney.


‘Stupid tit,’ said Sean as he turned and headed for the pub.


The Cock was an ugly brick building with no character. Sean went inside and, although he was early, looked around for Duke. It was a large pub and he had to make a complete circuit to be sure he wasn’t there. The place was fairly busy for the time of day, office workers mostly, men and women having a few drinks before going home. A group of labourers stood around a pool table, and a few old die-hard locals, who still came despite the modernization, were dotted about, drinking alone. Maybe they still had fond memories of when the pub had been gloomy and unkempt and they belonged there.


Sean ordered himself a pint of Foster’s and waited at the bar, watching the door. The juke-box was quietly playing an old Rolling Stones song, and Sean found himself tapping his fingernails on his glass. He frowned and put his spare hand in his pocket.


At five past seven Duke came in with another man, late forties, early fifties perhaps, about Sean’s height; but stocky and chunky. He had steel-grey hair which came over the top of his ears and almost down to his collar. His sun-tanned face showed the effects of heavy drinking; he looked like a once-strong man gone to seed. He was wearing a slightly too-tight and unattractive seventies-style suit and carrying a brief-case.


Duke was wearing his work clothes, dirty jeans and T-shirt. He spotted Sean straight away and smiled. Sean walked over to meet them and, as he did so, Duke muttered something to his partner and they both smiled.


‘Mr Crawley?’ said the older man in a not completely successful attempt to sound sincere.


‘Hello,’ said Sean, shaking his hand.


‘This is my guvnor, Mr Mathews,’ Duke explained.


‘Derek,’ Mr Mathews said.


Sean smiled to himself. So the big man had a boss. So much for his freelance trouble-shooting image. He hadn’t even hinted at it to Sean before now. Trying to look like he knew it all, when all the time he was working for someone else.


‘What’re you having then, Duke?’ Mathews asked.


‘Oh, just a lager, please.’


‘And can I get you one, Mr Crawley?’


‘I’m all right for the minute, thanks.’


‘Go on, you’ve nearly killed that one. I’ll get you another. What is it?’


‘Oh, a lager as well then, please.’


‘Right, then. There you go, there’s a table over there. Grab it and I’ll bring the drinks over.’


Sean and Duke sat down while Mathews went to the bar.


‘So, what’s this all about, then?’ Sean asked.


‘You’ll see.’ Duke gave him a big, superior grin.


‘What is it, some kind of office work he wants or something?’


‘Wait and see. Wait and see. He’ll explain it all to you in good time.’


A couple of minutes later Mathews arrived at the table with three pints firmly gripped in his large thick hands.


‘So,’ he said, sitting down. ‘Tell us all about yourself, Crawley.’


‘Well, what exactly do you want to know?’


‘Duke here’s told me a bit, maybe you could just fill us in on the details.’


‘Such as?’


‘You’re a college boy, aren’t you?’


‘Poly. I never finished.’


‘What we used to call a drop-out.’


‘If you like. I just thought I was wasting my time. There was no point in it.’


‘Where did you study?’


‘Here in London. City Poly.’


‘You a London boy?’


‘No, Reading. I’ve been here about seven or eight years, I suppose.’


‘You know your way around, then?’


‘I suppose so. Better than most Londoners, anyway. You know what it’s like, people who’ve lived here all their lives just know their own little areas.’


‘Yes, you may be right,’ Mathews said automatically. ‘And you live in Hackney now, Duke told me.’


‘Yes.’


‘You live alone?’


‘Yes, council flat. I used to share it with a girl, but she moved out about a year ago.’


‘Girl-friend?’


‘Suppose she was.’


‘Got anyone else?’


‘Not really, not at the moment.’ Sean looked from Mathews to Duke and back again. What the hell was this all about? He hadn’t expected a job interview.


‘What about family?’ Mathews asked. ‘Your parents still in Reading?’


‘Yeah. Never really see them. Got a sister in Leicester, and a brother working in America.’


‘America?’


‘Yes. Look, don’t think I’m being rude or anything, but what’s all this in aid of? I mean, I don’t really know why I’m …’


‘Don’t worry, Mr Crawley, I’m just trying to get a general picture of you. You see, the job I might be in a position to offer you is of a rather special nature. I wouldn’t offer it to just anyone, you understand? So I want to make completely sure you’re the right man before I discuss it.’


‘But I don’t know what the job is. How d’you know I want it? How do I know I want it?’


‘Patience, Mr Crawley. What I’m saying is I’ve got to be sure of you before I can tell you the first thing about it. If you’re not right I won’t discuss it, and we’ll just sit here and have a nice drink together and that’ll be the end of it, okay?’


‘Okay.’


‘So, after college you’ve just done odd jobs? No particular skills, no qualifications?’


‘Not really. Nothing special. I’m just like all the thousands of other people my age you see around London.’


‘Ever been involved in politics? That side of things?’


‘Not really.’


‘You weren’t active in your student union or anything?’


Sean laughed.


‘So you’re not one of those young people who’s always got some cause or other? Gay, black, lesbian, Marxist, single-parent workshops?’


‘No, nothing like that.’


‘Do you vote? If you don’t mind me asking?’


‘I haven’t done yet.’


‘So your philosophy is really looking after number one?’


‘I suppose so. Stupid not to. Specially these days. There’s no one else going to do it for you.’


‘Everybody’s screwing everyone else, right?’ Duke said, winking over the rim of his glass.


‘Yeah.’ Sean looked at Mathews; he seemed pretty humourless.


‘So any little deal you might get going for yourself is okay, whether it’s strictly above board or not? Duke here told me, for instance, about your dole fiddling.’


‘Mm.’


‘Don’t get me wrong. I’d be the last person to put you down. We’ve all got to do what we can to survive these days, and if you’ve got to bend the rules a little, all well and good. I’m not talking about bringing the country down, or armed robbery or anything like that. Just a little, shall we say, ducking and diving.’


So that was it. Sean realized he’d have to tread carefully from now on. He didn’t want to scare Mathews off.


‘I think I know what you’re getting at, Mr Matthews,’ he said in a business-like manner.


‘Good,’ said Mathews, similarly business-like. ‘What we’re talking about is what’s right and what’s wrong. Where you draw the line. Now, say something was not, in the strictly legal sense, wrong, and yet was, well, antisocial, perhaps. What’s the word for that? Er …’


‘Immoral?’ Sean suggested.


‘Immoral.’ That’s it. See, your education wasn’t wasted, was it?’


Duke laughed and Sean forced himself to smile. When was Mathews going to get to the point?


‘So what’s your feelings about that?’ Mathews asked. ‘About something being immoral?’


‘I think in the end it’s up to us, really, isn’t it? It’s up to us to sort out our own system of right and wrong.’ Mathews was thinking about that. Sean hesitated. Maybe he’d gone a bit too far.


‘What I mean is,’ he said, ‘you do need order, obviously. It’s just, you know, the difference between bending the rules and breaking them. As you say, you wouldn’t want to bring the country down.’


‘And so’ – Mathews leant back in his chair and breathed in heavily through his nose – ‘how far would you be prepared to bend the rules, yourself?’


‘That depends on what was in it for me.’


‘That’s your only consideration?’


‘I suppose so. As Leslie Crowther once said, “The price would have to be right”.’


Mathews looked at his gold watch and straightened his cuffs.


‘I can offer you a job, four hundred a week plus expenses, cash in hand. No paperwork. You could even still sign on if you wanted.’


‘And I assume that this job is rather …’


‘Immoral,’ said Duke.


‘Okay,’ said Sean. ‘I’m listening.’


Mathews shifted on to his elbows so that he drew close to Sean. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘we’ve reached the point of no return here. If you’re not interested, if you’ve any doubts at all, I’ll stop now. Just say the word and you’ve never met me. You didn’t come here tonight.’ He sat up straight and looked towards the bar. ‘I’m not in a position to be pissed about.’


‘I won’t piss you about.’


‘I hope so, for your sake.’


‘Go on, then.’


‘Right. First off, you won’t actually be required to do anything illegal as such. So you’re safe. You’ll just get some information about some things that the general public shouldn’t know about.’


At last he was coming to it. Sean felt his throat becoming dry. Things were beginning to move fast, and he had to stay in control. As casually as possible he took a drink.


‘So what do you want me to do, exactly?’


‘Well, you’ve got Duke to thank for that, really. You see, a problem came up, and we needed to deal with it. I consulted Duke and he suggested you.’


‘And?’


‘We want someone watched. We want to know how he spends his time, what he does, who he sees, where he goes.’


Sean nodded his head and tried to look relaxed, like he had this kind of conversation every day, but he felt himself begin to flush. He swallowed hard and studied his beer in a serious manner.


Jackpot.
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‘His name’s Eric Gatley,’ Mathews explained, laying a photograph down on the table. ‘He’s an accountant for Hackney Council. Lives just round the corner, Canonbury Road.’


Sean picked up the picture; it looked like it had been taken at an office party. Gatley was holding a plastic glass and leering at the camera. He was bald, with a short beard and moustache, and glasses.


‘He’s thirty-eight, married, two kids, both girls, thirteen and ten. He drives a Renault 4, but apparently he usually rides a bike to work. One of those health fanatics, you know, vegetarian and all that shit. Oh, and he’s got a lodger, young lady, teacher. That’s about it. Keeps himself to himself.’


Sean put down the photo. ‘And why do you want him followed?’ He was pleased with the way his voice sounded, clear and firm. Under control.


Mathews looked into his eyes. ‘There’s one thing I have to get completely clear before I say anything else.’


‘What’s that?’


Mathews offered him a smile that wasn’t really a smile at all.


‘Now this may sound corny, but, like, in films, when the heavy says, “You fuck me around and I’ll break both your legs,” that’s usually the line, isn’t it? Well, what I mean is, if any of this goes any further than the three of us here, then I will break both your legs. All right?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I’ve got some big boys working for me, and if I tell them, you could spend the rest of your life in hospital.’


‘I understand,’ said Sean flatly.


‘Good. There’s no need for this to become unpleasant. So back to Mr Gatley. Now, as you probably know, the building trade’s a bit of a game, a rough game sometimes, and, as with everything else these days, it’s getting harder all the time. So one way or another you’ve got to give yourself an edge, a little money here, a little muscle there, a favour here, a blind eye turned there. You know how it is. Sometimes corners have to be cut, accountants have to be a little creative.’


‘Sure.’


‘Now, take sunny Hackney. Where do you suppose most building contracts come from?’


Sean shrugged.


‘The council,’ Mathews said. ‘That’s where the money is, council contracts. The place is virtually one big estate, and it’s all falling down. But things being what they are, there’s a lot of competition for those contracts. So, as I say, you need an edge, a few sympathetic ears in the council, a foot in the door. Now that means a few big drinks for the right people down at the Town Hall. Everywhere’s the same, it’s not just Hackney.’


‘You mean that perhaps your work’s not as rigorously checked as it might be,’ Sean suggested.


‘Perhaps.’


‘And perhaps the accounting’s not scrutinized in depth.’


‘Yeah, and perhaps the materials we charge for are not the exact same materials that get used on the job.’


‘I think I know the sort of thing you mean.’


‘No great revelation, right? But it might be in different quarters.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘Did I say there was a problem?’


‘Well, no, but …’


‘Potential problem, Crawley, potential problem. Maybe. You see, a few months back our man Eric Gatley starts work there. And him being new and keen, he starts looking into things and finds certain discrepancies. “Hello,” he thinks, “this is all a bit fishy.” And the next thing you know he’s dug a bit deeper and come across a whole steaming lorry-load of fish. He’s not quite put two and two together yet, but it’s only a matter of time.’


‘You can’t get to him?’


‘Not our Gatley. A little saint by all accounts. We’ve tried a few casual approaches, but you get a nose for these things. We don’t want to push it, no telling what he might do.’


‘Isn’t he likely to just go to the police?’


‘Not yet. He’s on a crusader kick, he’s seen too many films. This is his one chance to be a hero, to get famous, get his mug on the telly. So he’s got to crack the case by himself. He wants to say, “I’m the one, I did it all by myself.” Then there’s publicity, promotions; he’ll be one of the fucking Untouchables.’


‘But if you know all this about him, why do you want him watched?’


‘We want to know what he’s going to do next, in case we want to try and stop him.’


‘Stop him how?’


‘You’ve got to find out if he’s got any weak spots. If we can’t bribe him, we may be able to blackmail him. I want to know what that little bastard gets up to morning noon and night. I want to know him inside out. I want him taped.’


‘So why me?’


‘I could use one of my boys, but I want to be covered. If anything went wrong, and one of my lot got sussed, it wouldn’t look too good for me, would it? I’m not suggesting that anything is going to go wrong, mind, but you’ve got to play it safe, understand? Now, you, on the other hand, I don’t know you, do I? If it comes to it, you can make up any old excuse why you’re hanging around Gatley. There’s no law against it. You could say you fancied his wife or something. This way we’re all covered.’


‘I suppose so.’


‘No, it’s got to be a stranger, someone who could never be connected with me. This is the only time you and I will ever meet.’


‘All right. You’re on.’


‘Good. Duke’s rarely wrong in assessing someone. The only thing he’s a bit slow on is getting his round in.’


‘Sorry, guvnor.’ Duke jumped up. ‘Same again all round, is it?’ They nodded and Duke went to the bar.


Mathews put his hands behind his head and belched quietly. ‘You’ll report to Duke. Phone only, don’t use your real name. Work something out between you. And only get in touch if you’ve got important news, or it’s an emergency, right? Don’t suppose I need to tell you not to put anything in writing?’


‘No.’


‘I’ll start you off on a month’s pay, in advance. Cash, of course. And that’s whether you work for all that time or not. That’s to keep you sweet. Keep you on our side. You do all right by us, and we’ll do all right by you.’


‘Sounds good to me.’


‘It’s a deal.’ Mathews smiled and they shook hands.


Duke came back with the beer and they chatted for a couple of minutes about nothing in particular, before Mathews excused himself and went to the toilet with his brief-case. Duke took this as a sign to leave and he finished his beer in one long swallow.


‘All right then, Sean?’ he said with a wink. ‘It looks like your wish came true.’


‘Looks that way.’


Mathews reappeared, dumped his brief-case and a carrier-bag on the seat, and smiled at Sean.


‘All set then, Duke?’


‘Yep.’


‘Come on, then, I’ll give you a lift.’ Mathews picked up his brief-case and nodded at the carrier-bag. ‘That’s yours there, Crawley. Don’t forget it.’


‘Thanks.’


And then they were gone.


Sean was too excited to finish his beer. He picked up the carrier-bag and looked into it. There was an envelope at the bottom, not bulging, but full. He stood up and walked to the toilet. He felt self-conscious, as if he was drunk and trying to pretend to be sober, imagining everyone in the pub was looking at him.


In the toilet he locked himself into a cubicle, sat down and took the envelope out of the bag. What if the whole thing had been an elaborate joke? And when he walked out of the toilet, Mathews and Duke would be standing there pissing themselves.


But what if it wasn’t a joke? Everything had happened so fast. What had he got himself into?


He tore open the envelope. There was a wad of notes in it, of various denominations. Carefully he counted them out. Exactly sixteen hundred pounds. He felt himself grinning from ear to ear.


‘Fuck me,’ he said quietly. ‘Fuck me to hell.’


He closed his eyes and tried to calm down. Tried to make some sense out of what had just happened. It was true, then, he’d just been hired to follow someone. Jesus Christ.


He’d followed people before. When he wasn’t working and was bored, he’d sometimes go into the centre of town, pick someone at random, and tail them. It was always crowded enough for him not to be noticed, and only someone who had reason to believe that they were being followed would be at all conscious of someone following them.


Most times, the person would disappear into an office and that would be that. But sometimes he’d latch on to someone a little more interesting, and he’d spend hours watching them. Once he even went as far as Brighton, only to lose the woman on the sea-front. But he had never witnessed anything extraordinary or clandestine; it had always been more interesting than exciting. For an hour or two, though, he would become part of someone else’s life, lost.


But this was different. He knew something about the person he had to follow and he had to find certain things out. And he was being paid.
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