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			1

			The big man in the torn track suit top watched the black swan building her nest on the island at the centre of the pond. Two years ago vandals with air rifles had killed the swan’s mate and all four of her cygnets. She had also been shot in the head, and her right eye was now blind. To the man called Bimbo the eye was deeply beautiful, for it was grey and shimmered like a pearl set in the bird’s ebony face.

			Now, as the mating season neared, the swan once more built her nest. A pointless exercise, made more sad by the fact that she would also sit on her sterile eggs, keeping them warm, and waiting for them to hatch.

			High above, the clouds drifted in a light breeze and the sun broke clear. Bimbo opened a brown paper bag, taking out a small granary loaf.

			‘Hey, princess!’ he called. The swan ceased her work and waddled gracelessly to the waterside, becoming majestic as she breasted the water. The big man rose from the park bench and walked to the two-foot-tall iron fence, watching her glide through the reeds and turn, in order to see him with her good eye.

			‘There’s my girl,’ he said, softly, tossing chunks of bread to the water. Several ducks torpedoed in but the swan scattered them with arrogant ease.

			‘Hello Bimbo,’ said a little girl in a Spiderman track suit.

			‘Hello darlin’, where’s yer mum?’

			‘Wiv Simon at the swings. Can I frow some bread?’

			‘Yeah.’ He handed her the remains of the loaf, but the swan moved away and Sarah fed the ducks that swarmed in. With the feeding over, Bimbo returned to the bench and glanced back along the north path to the outer gates. It was empty. Still, it was early yet, he thought.

			Sarah joined him and he ruffled her short, mousy hair.

			‘Aint your ’ands big, Bimbo?’

			‘Yeah. Bunches of bananas,’ he said, grinning.

			‘I was seven, Sunday.’

			‘Happy birthday. Did you get some presents?’

			‘l got a doll from me mum, and a packet of Maltesers from Simon. But he et them.’

			‘It’s the thought that counts, sweetheart.’

			‘Your princess is building a nest again.’

			‘l know.’

			‘Is she going to have babies?’

			‘No, darlin’.’

			‘How can you tell?’

			‘There’s gotta be two of them. Husband and wife. Mummy and Daddy.’

			‘I aint got a daddy.’

			‘It’s different with swans,’ he said, lamely.

			‘Why do you call her Princess?’

			‘Dunno. Seems to fit though, eh?’ 

			‘ls she a real princess? Like magic?’

			‘No. She’s just a bird.’

			‘She’s got a magic eye. All grey and foggy.’

			‘Yeah,’ said Bimbo, glancing up to see Sarah’s mother walking along the broad path, a sturdy five year old beside her. Bimbo stood and opened his arms. Simon squealed, tugged clear of his mother’s hand and raced towards him, shrieking with delight as Bimbo tossed him into the air, catching him expertly.

			‘I wish you wouldn’t do that,’ said Sherry Parker, sternly. 

			‘How ya doin, Sher?’ said Bimbo, gently releasing the boy.

			‘No point complainin’ is there?’

			Bimbo shrugged. Sherry was short and dark haired, her face still pretty despite the harshness the last few years had brought. Her eyes were tired, her complexion pale, her body becoming overweight, her shoulders round.

			‘You’re doin a great job with the kids,’ he said. ‘Pair of diamonds.’

			‘Yeah. Real diamonds,’ she said. ‘Come on you two, time to go.’

			‘Can’t we stay for a while, mum?’ pleaded Sarah.

			‘No. Mrs Simmonds is coming round.’

			‘Nice to see you, Sher.’

			‘Was it? You still with that pig Reardon?’

			‘Yeah,’ he answered. ‘It’s a livin’.’ She nodded, and he looked away, embarrassed .

			He watched them until they reached a bend in the path, then called out to Sarah, waving her back. She sprinted to him, her thin arms pumping. Obligingly he tossed her into the air. Then he knelt beside her and produced a £10 note from the back pocket of his faded jeans.

			‘When you get home you give this to your mum. All right?’

			‘Can I buy sweets with it?’

			‘No. That’s grown-up money, that is.’ He delved in the pocket of his track suit top and gave her a fifty pence piece. ‘That’s sweets money for you and Simon.’

			‘Thanks Bimbo. Why don’t my mum like you?’

			‘Cos she’s got good sense. Go on. She’s waitin’.’ Sarah swung away, and then looked back.

			‘Simon says that Bimbo’s a funny name for a man. Is it your real, true to God, name?’

			‘Nah. It’s John. But when I was about your age I used to go and watch this cartoon. Fell in love with it, like. Dumbo, it was; all about an elephant. So the other kids started callin’ me Dumbo. But I didn’t like it. Then they changed it to Bimbo.’

			‘And you liked that?’ asked Sarah, giggling.

			The big man smiled. ‘It means somethin’ else now, sweetheart. But back then it made me … different, you know what I mean?’

			‘No,’ she admitted. ‘And Simon says it means a woman with big tits!’

			‘Sarah!’ shouted her mother. ‘Will you get a bloody move on?’ The child pulled a face, then grinned at the man before sprinting away.

			Bimbo’s smile faded as he returned to the bench. He and Sherry had been in the same class at school, two desks apart. All the lads fancied her. But it was well known that, as a good Catholic girl, she didn’t screw. It made them fancy her all the more. Bimbo was no different. But girls always seemed to go for the slim, athletic type. Not bloody giants with big, ugly faces. And, like all the kids from the Home, he had nowhere to take girlfriends, except the hut at the back of the Rec. Two years after he’d left school he heard that Sherry had married that scumbag Wilks. He was now living with a barmaid on the estate and Sherry was struggling to bring up the kids on her own. It was Bimbo’s dearest wish that Wilks would get on the wrong side of Mr Reardon. Just once.

			Another hour passed and the distant factory hooter sounded. Bimbo rose and walked to a covered, white-painted seating area. He leaned against the wall and watched the gate. A tall, broad-shouldered man in blue overalls entered the park. Bimbo moved back out of sight. The man was whistling as he walked. Bimbo judged the moment of his arrival and stepped out, grabbing the man by the shoulder and spinning him into the building.

			‘You bin a naughty boy, Tony,’ said Bimbo. The man hit the far wall, steadied himself then drew a flick-knife from his pocket. The blade clicked into place.

			‘Don’t be a prick, son,’ said Bimbo, moving forward.

			‘I’ll cut you, you bastard.’

			‘You said you’d have the money by Thursday. That was yesterday,’ said Bimbo, still closing.

			Suddenly the man lunged. Bimbo grabbed his arm and twisted it. There was a sickening crack and the knife fell from his fingers. He slid to his knees.

			‘You’ve broken me bleedin’ arm!’ 

			Bimbo shook his head. ‘You aint never gonna learn, are you, son?’ He held out his hand. The man scrabbled at his pocket and produced a tightly rolled bundle of notes. Bimbo took them, removed the elastic band and slowly counted them. ‘You’re twenty light.’

			‘I’ll have it Monday. But leave us with something, Bimbo. There’s a game tonight.’

			‘There always is. Monday. And don’t make me find you this time. Be at the Stag around seven.’

			‘Seven. Right.’

			‘I should get to the hospital, son, and have that plastered up.’

			Tony’s face was grey, but he nodded and Bimbo helped him to his feet, watching as he stumbled away, clutching his arm to his chest.

			Bimbo wandered back to the pond. The black swan was sitting on her new nest, partly hidden by the bushes.

			‘See ya, princess,’ said Bimbo. 

			

			Bimbo didn’t much like the High Street any more, not since all those Asians had opened their shops and deli’s and Tandoori take-aways. He had tried to explain it once to Esther, back in the early days. ‘You’re a racist!’ she had said, spitting out the word like it tasted lousy on her tongue. Bimbo thought about it a lot after that. Maybe he was. But he didn’t like people chipping away at his memories. Old Mr Booker’s sweet shop was long gone, and, instead of Mars bars, the shop now had mangoes outside and a sweet, spicy smell wafted from the interior. Bimbo had liked old Mr Booker. Not that he didn’t like the Singhs. Always smiling them people, and you could shop there at night. But Booker’s was history. All the kids went there for paper rounds and their first, real, honest to God pocket money.

			And Mr Reardon liked the Asians. They knew how the world worked, he said. They never quibbled about paying their way.

			Bimbo made his weekly collections from the Six Bells and the Barley Mow and stopped at the Eel and Pie for a mug of tea before heading for the Anchor. The pub was crowded and a juke-box was playing Sinatra’s Strangers in the Night. Bimbo eased his way to the bar and beyond to the narrow corridor which led to MacLeeland’ s office. Mac was sitting at the small desk, holding a phone to his ear. He waved Bimbo to a seat.

			‘No, I’ll be home around eleven. No, eleven. Then leave it in the microwave. Jesus! What do you expect me to do? We’ll talk later. Yes, I’ve got the pills. See you. No, I’m not being snappy, but there’s someone waiting for me. See you later.’ He replaced the phone and leaned back. Bimbo stared at the fat man, wondering how he could still be alive. Two heart attacks and a mild stroke, and yet MacLeeland still drank like a fish, and smoked sixty cigarettes a day. Grossly overweight, and permanently bathed in sweat, even in winter, Mac was a living monument to man’s progress in the late twentieth century.

			‘You’re looking fit, Bim.’

			‘Can’t complain. How you doin’, Mac?’

			‘Bloody rat poison they’re giving me now. Warfarin. Can you believe it? “Take it easy, Mac. Rest, Mac.” What the fuck do they expect me to do? You know anybody who works for Mr Reardon who takes it easy? Now we’ve got the spades kicking up rough on the estate. That Silver has started his own racket! Pimpin’. Bleedin’ American idea. Six girls he’s got. Calls them his “String”. And there’s a tough crowd moved in down the Bush. Gonna have trouble with them. On top of that the old Bill are always sniffin’ around. Take it easy?’

			‘I saw Tony.’

			‘I heard. You broke his arm. That’s good. Flash git.’

			‘I didn’t mean to break it.’

			‘We won’t say nothing about that. Mr Reardon is very pleased with you.’

			‘He had a knife, see. And I grabbed his arm. It just bent.’

			‘Spare me the details. Get the cash?’

			‘All but twenty. He’ll have the rest Monday.’

			‘You believe that?’

			Bimbo shrugged.

			‘We’ll see,’ said Mac. ‘Any other problems?’

			‘Nah.’ Bimbo took the day’s collections from his track suit top and handed them to the fat man, who counted the notes swiftly, then returned ten £5 notes to Bimbo.

			‘You staying for a drink, Bim?’

			‘Nah. I’m off down Stepney’s. He’s teaching me chess.’

			‘Chess? Why?’ 

			‘Why not?’

			‘What’s it good for?’

			‘It don’t have to be good for nothing, Mac. I just like the old man’s company.’

			‘You watch it. He’ll have you down for a bar mitzvah or something.’

			‘What’s that then?’

			‘Some Yid festival. Aint given him no money have you?’

			‘Why should I give him money?’

			‘He’s a Jewboy. He must want something from you. And it can’t be a chess partner.’

			‘See you, Mac. Take care.’

			‘Take rat poison, more like. Enjoy your game.’ 

			Bimbo stepped out through the rear door into the cool of the night, and walked away from the tinny sound of the juke-box.

			Why shouldn’t he learn to play chess? What made it so bloody funny? Stepney said millions of people played chess in Russia. Like a national sport. What was so sodding clever about kicking a leather ball around a park? Or killing yourself in some poxy office behind a pub taking rat poison?

			He strolled through the estate past the graffiti-stained walls and the lounging groups of black teenagers, and on towards the station and the row of shops beyond the rail bridge.

			Only at night did the town seem the same as ever, the old terraces and the narrow streets. As long as you didn’t look up at the tower blocks, or read the newspaper reports about muggings and violence. 

			‘Good evening, Bimbo,’ said Mr Singh.

			‘How ya doin’?’

			‘I am very well. But my shop window was smashed last night. May I walk with you? This estate makes me nervous and I am visiting a friend.’

			‘Sure.’

			‘I think the neighbourhood is deteriorating. So much violence and hatred,’ said Mr Singh.

			‘Aint it the truth,’ said Bimbo.

			

			‘What is the matter with you, Bimbo?’ asked Stepney, his Bishop sweeping down to remove the white Queen. ‘Why you don’t relax?’

			Bimbo glanced up from the ornate board into the old man’s face.

			‘Dunno, Step. Funny sorta day.’

			‘You must relax, in order to play. Let the body tension ease so that the brain can work.’ 

			‘Yeah? But what’s the good of it? Chess, I mean.’

			Stepney eased his slight frame from the high-backed chair and moved to the small workshop. He plugged in the kettle and lifted two mugs from a pine shelf. He was over seventy, bald and sparrow-boned with rounded shoulders.

			‘The good, Bimbo? Chess is life. Conflict. The overcoming of one’s opponent by stealth and cunning and force. It teaches you to think. You want tea?’

			‘Life don’t work to rules. You make your own, or the other bloke does. And in chess everyone starts out equal. Life don’t work like that neither.’

			‘This is so. And yet each man lives to a set of his own rules, and that makes each man the victim of his own predictability. Study his rules, know his life, and use your knowledge to conquer.’

			‘Conquer what?’

			‘Your enemy. That is what we were discussing, was it not?’

			‘I thought we was talking about chess.’

			Stepney chuckled and added warm water to the old silver tea pot, swishing it around the base. ‘Your generation is soft, Bimbo. Everyone seeks to hide from life. It is always the other man’s fault, or the fault of society. You have forgotten that man is an animal. To survive and prosper he must be strong. He must conquer his enemies.’

			‘That can’t be right. Like … say … unemployment. That’s got nothin’ to do with conquering people.’

			‘It has everything to do with it. Milk or lemon in your tea?’

			‘Milk, ta.’

			Stepney handed him a mug and lowered himself into his seat. ‘If there is one job and ten applicants who is chosen? The best one. Verstehen? He has to conquer the other nine. Down it always comes to strength, either of the mind or the body.’

			‘Maybe we should be partners,’ said Bimbo. ‘You got the brains, and I once turned a Volkswagen over for a bet.’

			‘If I needed a partner’, said the old man, ‘it would be you.’

			‘I was only joking.’

			‘I was not. You would like another game?’

			‘We aint finished this one yet.’

			‘It is mate in three. But you are getting better.’

			‘It just takes me longer to lose.’

			Stepney chuckled and shook his head. ‘You British won the war this way. By taking a long time to lose, you won.’

			‘Don’t start on history. I was never no good at it.’

			Bimbo sat back and stared at the small room, with its cluttered shelves and bric-a-brac, musical mugs, telescopes in brass, and tiny porcelain figures, depicting Chinese or Japanese warriors. By the far wall, beside a narrow window, was a bookcase, filled with tomes on antiques or chess.

			‘You ever bin married, Step?’

			‘Once.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘Death is what happened,’ said Stepney, bleakly. 

			‘Long time ago, was it?’

			‘It was yesterday, Bimbo. Just yesterday.’

			‘I’m not with ya. I saw you yesterday.’

			‘It does not matter. Why have you not married?’

			‘Never really thought about it.’

			‘You should. You would make a good husband. You care. And children like you. It is a good combination. Find a wife.’

			‘Yeah. I could advertise in the post office window. Wanted: Wife for seventeen-stone leg breaker. Likes children.’

			‘You do not like your job? Find another.’

			‘Yeah? Airline pilot? I fancy that.’

			‘Why are you so down today? It is not like you to be so negative.’

			Bimbo sipped his tea and walked to the window, looking out over the rail tracks. ‘Saw somebody today. Sherry Parker. Used to know her at school. She’s starting to look old and worn out. But she used to have bright eyes and was always laughing. Lovely kids she’s got – and a scumbag of an ’usband what walked out on her. I seen her lots of times. But today? I dunno. Maybe it was me swan. She’s buildin’ a nest again. And I broke a bloke’s arm … Anyway, it’s all going round in me head.’

			The old man nodded and quietly reset the chess pieces. Rain began to lash at the window and Bimbo felt a draught of cold air against his chest. ‘You oughta get that seen to,’ he said. ‘Or plug it wiv paper.’

			‘It is not a problem.’

			‘You could catch a chill or somethin’.’

			‘Come. Sit down and finish your tea.’

			Bimbo returned to the table and idly moved the King’s pawn forward two squares. Stepney introduced the Queen’s knight into play.

			It was after midnight before Bimbo called a halt and left the old man’s flat, and he walked slowly through the rain across the common and on towards the estate. A white police car pulled up alongside him. He stopped and crouched as the window slid down.

			‘Where you left the body this time, Bimbo?’ The voice was deep, and almost amiable. Bimbo leaned down and glanced in at the policeman. Sergeant Don Dodds was past fifty with a round florid face and knowing eyes. Bimbo liked him, though he didn’t know why. Maybe it was just that Dodds was an old fashioned copper.

			‘I bin with a friend, Mr Dodds. No violence.’

			‘Won’t be long before I put you away again, son.’

			‘That’s life innit, Mr Dodds?’ 

			The car drew away and Bimbo crossed the road on to the estate. He was half-way home when a thickset black man wearing a shiny black leather coat stepped into his path.

			‘Got a cigarette, man?’

			Bimbo chuckled. ‘You must be new ’ere, dick-brain. And if your mate behind me takes one more step I’ll break ’im in half. Now bugger off!’ 

			‘No need for unpleasantness, man.’

			‘Damn right,’ said Bimbo, moving on, his hands thrust into his track suit pockets.

			He arrived at his home just as the sky was clearing. He moved quietly along the communal hallway and opened his front door. The flat was cold and he lit the gas fire. Stripping the track suit top he towelled himself down, then plugged in the kettle and returned to the fire. A subdued tapping at his door made him smile.

			‘I heard you come in,’ said Esther.

			Bimbo stepped aside and she slipped past him into the flat, moving straight to the fire and sitting crosslegged on the floor. She was twenty-two, ebony dark and wand slim. Her hair was short and tightly curled and she was wearing a white towelling robe with a Japanese letter embroidered at the breast.

			‘You wanna coffee?’

			‘Is it all right?’

			‘Sure. Why shouldn’t it be?’

			‘It’s late. You don’t mind?’

			‘If I minded I wouldn’t ask.’ He vanished into the kitchen and returned with two mugs of black coffee. 

			‘There’s a storm coming. I can feel it. And I hate thunder,’ she said.

			‘Would you like to stay?’

			‘How come you never knock on my door, Bimbo?’

			‘Dunno. I should really.’

			‘I wish you would. Just once. I’d feel less like a whore.’

			‘You aint a whore! Don’t ever say that! You’re a friend. There’s a bleedin’ great difference.’

			‘Honest?’

			‘Cross me heart and hope to die in a cellar full a rats.’

			‘You look tired.’

			‘Nah. Strong as an ox. Now do you wanna stay?’

			‘Yes,’ she said, grinning.

			‘Come on then. You can keep me warm.’ He turned off the fire and led her into the bedroom. She switched on the bedside lamp and dropped her robe. The bed was unmade and she lay back, tugging the covers over herself. Bimbo stepped out of his jeans and boxer shorts, hurling both in the direction of an overflowing basket. He slid in beside her.

			‘These sheets are cold,’ he said. Her warm body snuggled alongside him. For a little while he lay still, enjoying the closeness. Then she kissed him.

			When he awoke she was gone, but the musky, pleasant smell of her remained. He wanted to go to her room and tap at the door. But he did not. Instead he fried four eggs and six rashers of bacon, ate them, washed the pan and dish, made some tea, bathed, and dressed in a faded blue track suit and worn down Adidas trainers. He flipped open the curtains. The sun was high and it was close to noon. For a quarter of an hour he went through the familiar stretching routine: first the hamstrings and lower back, then the quads.

			Out on the street he began to run the circuit. Out past the tower blocks to New Street, left at the baker’s, across the common, back along the lane, down the High Street, left into the estate, and then a figure eight past the station and over the bridge and back along the canal path.

			Six miles exactly. Back home he took the weights from the rear cupboard and worked out for an hour, finishing with a hundred sit-ups.

			He bathed once more then searched the flat in vain for a clean shirt. Finding nothing he pulled on a woollen jumper then checked his basket for a pair of shorts that might stretch to one more day. It was empty. Esther must have taken it before he awoke. He grinned and stepped into his jeans. They were still damp from last night’s rain.

			At the back of the High Street he entered the Roadster Cafe and sat nursing a mug of tea. Mac entered some twenty minutes later, pulling up the chair opposite.

			‘Saw you running again this morning. Not bad for a man your size.’ 

			‘Gotta keep in trim, Mac. You oughta try it.’

			‘Yeah,’ said the fat man, sceptically. ‘My heart’d love that. Anyway, down to business. There’s a geezer owns a restaurant in Westbrook Street. Cypriot. Mr Reardon aint too happy with him. Normal business, Bimbo. Book a table, complain about the food and give someone a spanking. Upset the customers. All right?’

			‘No, it aint all right. I’m a collector. Turning over cafes aint my game.’

			‘Mr Reardon asked for you. There’s fifty notes in it.’

			‘Nah. What else you got?’

			‘You aint getting the point, son. That’s the job. Mr Reardon wants you to do it. Or should I go back and tell him you said no?’

			Bimbo looked away, his face reddening. ‘I’ll do it. But why me? What happened to Nelson?’

			‘He’s a known face. Anyway, what’s it to you? You soft on Cypriots?’

			‘No. It’s just … it don’t matter.’

			‘I’m beginning to worry about you, son. Now wear a suit tonight. It’s a posh place. Know what I mean?’

			

			Bimbo stared at the heavy, square face in the mirror, and the thick bull neck below it. Glancing up he looked into his own blue eyes. The awkward, clumsy boy from the Home was still there, deep down. He was older, sure. But he was there. Prison hadn’t changed him. Even sharing a cell with Adrian and Stan hadn’t affected the boy from the Home. Still a loner.

			He smeared shaving cream on the broad chin and slowly shaved with a safety razor.

			‘It don’t improve you much, son,’ he told the reflected man. ‘You was just born ugly.’

			From a cardboard-thin wardrobe he took a white polo-necked sweater and an old Harris Tweed jacket he had bought six years ago. He had no trousers, and once more pulled on his jeans. They didn’t look too bad, he thought, the sweater and the jacket giving him the impression of neatness.

			His hair was close cropped and unruly. He ran a comb through it twice, but it swiftly settled back into place.

			He sat on the bed, toying with the comb, uncomfortably aware that the time was creeping on.

			‘Complain about the food and give someone a spankin’.’

			It didn’t sit right. Bimbo rarely got angry, but he could feel the swelling of the ugly emotion now. His needs were few, but he still had them. Pay for the flat, buy his food. And where was he going to get it if he didn’t work for Reardon, or someone like him? Dole? Not bloody likely.

			He’d had enough of charity down the Home. He’d worked on the lorries for a while after leaving school. Two pounds a day as a casual. But all the drivers had their fiddles, and they’d chipped the big youngster in, giving him an extra tenner a week. Then the police raided and Bimbo was among those charged with theft. Suspended sentence that time. Three of the drivers got six months each. Then, short of cash, he joined Nobby Fletcher in knocking over a supermarket manager on his way to the bank with the day’s takings. He’d made £425 – and nine months in the Scrubs. No regrets. Nobody forced him to do it. But after he got out nobody wanted him working for them. Except Mr Reardon.

			

			A smartly dressed waiter led Bimbo to a table near the window and lit a thin red candle.

			‘Aperitif, sir?’

			‘Just some water.’

			‘Perrier, sir?’

			‘Whatever.’ He tugged at the polo neck to allow some air to his throat. Around him some dozen or so diners were enjoying their meals, and a tall blonde woman was sitting at the curved bar, sharing a joke with two men. She glanced in Bimbo’s direction, saw his eyes on her and smiled nervously. He nodded and turned away. He was out of place here, and the situation was moving inexorably out of control. The waiter returned with his drink. The water was fizzy, but quite pleasant.

			‘Are you ready to order, sir?’

			‘Nah. Not yet.’

			‘Bimbo?’ said Esther. ‘Is that you?’

			His head jerked up. She was standing in the doorway in her nursing uniform, her navy blue coat draped over her shoulders, her white dress held at her slim waist by a wide black belt. Bimbo stood.

			‘Yeah. Er … join me?’

			Esther hesitated. ‘You … waiting for someone?’ she asked. ‘I mean, you don’t often dress up.’

			Bimbo grinned. ‘Yeah, clean jeans. And no I aint waiting for no one.’

			‘That’s a double negative,’ she said, removing her coat and handing it to the waiter, who asked her if she desired a drink. She ordered dry white wine and he walked away. Bimbo moved round the table and helped Esther to a seat.

			‘I saw you through the window,’ she said. ‘Are you sure you’re not meeting someone? It’s okay. I mean we’re not an item or anything. I won’t get jealous.’

			‘No,’ he told her. ‘In fact I’m sorta relieved you’re ’ere. Now we can just have a nice meal. You hungry?’

			‘It’s a bit expensive, isn’t it?’ she whispered, leaning across the table. Bimbo summoned the waiter and ordered a fillet steak, rare. Esther chose veal with ham.

			‘You been here before?’

			‘No,’ said Bimbo. ‘It was recommended. Had a good day?’

			‘Not bad. All bedpans and bedmaking. You?’

			‘I had a run. Yeah, it was a good day. Thanks for doin’ me washin’.’

			‘It was no trouble. Thanks for last night.’ 

			He smiled, and started to relax. ‘You look really great in that uniform.’

			‘It’s the black skin, Bimbo. Goes well with blue and white.’

			‘You oughta bin a model.’

			The steak was good, but the portions were not large enough to suit Bimbo. Esther couldn’t finish her veal. Bimbo swapped the plates and ate it with gusto.

			‘You eat like a sparrow,’ he said. ‘I dunno how you manage.’

			At around 11 p.m. three youths entered the restaurant, one of them sporting a Union Jack T-shirt. Esther stiffened, but Bimbo reached across the table and took her hand. The trio sat down at a nearby table. The waiter approached them.

			‘l am sorry, gentlemen, you cannot be served here without wearing jackets.’

			‘Says who?’ snarled a burly, blond youngster.

			‘It is the rule. I do not make the rule,’ answered the waiter, warily.

			‘We can’t get a meal then?’ said the youth in the Union Jack T-shirt.

			‘I am sorry.’

			‘Even though I’m wearing the flag of me country?’

			‘No sir.’ 

			‘But you serve niggers?’

			‘I think you had better leave, gentlemen,’ said the waiter, steeling himself for the inevitable violence. The three stood, one of them kicking back at his chair and sending it flying into the doorway. Bimbo saw that Esther was sitting very still, her eyes staring at the table. He looked back at the trio, feeling suddenly sorry for the waiter.

			‘Hey you,’ he said to the leader. ‘Your mum know you’re out this late, sonny?’

			The three started forward. Bimbo stood and moved towards them.

			At his advance the leader fell back, suddenly aware of the power in the huge man. He backed into one of his comrades and the trio headed for the door, stepping over the upturned chair. In the street a semblance of courage returned to the youths. ‘Fuck you, nigger lover!’ one of them shouted. Then they ran. Bimbo scooped up the fallen chair and returned it to the table. 

			The waiter was sweating as he grinned at Bimbo. ‘Thank you, sir. I hope it did not spoil your evening?’

			‘Don’t worry about it, son. You got balls to stand up to ’em like that.’

			‘We have been waiting for trouble. My uncle says it is inevitable.’

			‘Life’s like that,’ said Bimbo, returning to Esther. She was still stiff and her eyes were frightened. ‘Don’t let them worry you,’ he said, taking her hand. 

			‘It’s not nice to be hated.’

			‘I don’t hate you, Esther. And I’ll bet your patients don’t neither.’

			The waiter returned with two brandies. ‘On the house, sir,’ he said.

			‘See what I mean? Nobody here hates you.’

			A movement outside the window gave Bimbo a fraction of a second’s warning. He up-ended the table just as the first brick smashed the plate glass window. Pulling Esther from her chair he shielded her with his body. A brick struck his shoulder and bounced away. The sudden noise was followed by the sound of running feet. Bimbo stood and surveyed the damage. Esther rose alongside him.

			‘Take me home,’ she said, sadly.

			A police car pulled up alongside the restaurant. Two officers entered the building and questioned the waiter. The chef and a female cook were now standing at the back. The waiter spoke to the policeman and gestured to Bimbo. The officers walked over.

			‘Can you describe the men, sir?’

			‘I never saw who threw the bricks.’

			‘That’s a shame, sir.’ 

			Another police car drew up. Sgt Dodds walked wearily into the building. He spoke to the waiter then approached Bimbo. ‘So,’ he said, ‘into the restaurant wrecking business now, are we?’

			‘I was just having a meal. It’s nothin’ to do with me.’

			‘Don’t give me that shit, Bimbo. Mr Niazzi has been having trouble with your boss. Now you’re here and the place is a wreck. You want to tell me it’s coincidence?’

			Bimbo’s anger faded. ‘I don’t know who done this. They come in and insulted Esther. I never done nothin’. I never even gave ’em a spankin’. What else you want me to say?’

			‘Nothing at all. Just get out of my sight.’

			The waiter, who had been listening to the exchange, pushed his way forward. ‘So you work for Reardon eh, you bastard! Well, you tell him he don’t get a penny. And don’t you ever come here no more.’

			‘You want me to pay the bill?’ said Bimbo, softly.

			‘Thirty-two pounds – and four hundred for the window.’

			‘Does that include the tip, you dago son of a bitch?’

			‘I want him out of here,’ shouted the waiter.

			Bimbo peeled six £5 notes from his roll and dropped them to the floor, adding two £1 coins. ‘Come on, Esther. I’ll walk you home.’

			Esther waited until Bimbo reached the door, then she turned to Sgt Dodds. ‘He didn’t have anything to do with it. We were just having a meal.’

			Dodds removed his hat and rubbed his hand across his heavy face. He was fifty-three years old and a career copper. And he was a good judge of character. He took the girl by the arm and led her to the bar.

			‘Nurse, I think you’re a nice girl, but you’re keeping bad company. If Bimbo didn’t have anything to do with tonight’s fracas it doesn’t mean a thing. This is his career. He breaks things. Mostly people.’

			‘You are wrong. He saved my life.’

			‘Don’t get carried away by a few bricks, miss.’

			‘Not tonight. Two years ago. Now if you’ll excuse me. I have a friend waiting.’

			

			Bimbo sat at the Roadster cafe, staring at the £50 note on the Formica-topped table. ‘Well pick it up, son,’ said Mac.

			‘l never done it, Mac.’

			‘Don’t be so modest. You gave them kids some verbal and they done it for you. Take the cash. Or are you that bloody rich you can afford to look a gift horse in the mouth?’

			‘I aint that rich,’ said Bimbo, scooping the money and pushing it into the back pocket of his jeans. ‘Funny though, eh, them skinheads turning up like that?’

			‘Dunno what you mean, son,’ said MacLeeland, pulling a cigarette from his pack and lighting it.

			‘You aint lookin’ at me, Mac.’

			‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Bimbo! Okay, so I sent ’em along. I knew you were wrong for the job, and I didn’t want to see you get into trouble. All right?’

			‘No it aint all right. I had Esther with me. One a them bricks could have smashed her face. And I don’t like being accused of somethin’ I never done.’

			‘Doddsy give you a hard time, did he?’

			‘Nah, not really. He’s all right.’

			‘What’s that mean? All right? He’s a bastard. A right pig.’

			‘He aint bent though, is he?’

			‘Course ’e’s not bent. Doddsy? That’ll be the day. That’s the trouble with the force now. You can buy ’em for a tenner, and they’ll come in a coach. No, Doddsy’s old fashioned. But he’s still a right pig!’

			Bimbo grinned. ‘I don’t understand you, Mac. Do you like him or hate him?’

			‘Both. What you got planned today?’

			‘Gonna see an old mate.’

			‘Okay. Be here about three on Wednesday. I’ll have somethin’ for you.’

			‘No more restaurants, Mac. I aint in that game.’ 

			Mac shook his head and sighed. ‘What game do you think you’re in, son? It’s the same one we’re all in. You work for a boss, and he tells you when to shit and how to wipe your arse. Don’t be difficult.’

			‘I think I might go labourin’ again,’ said Bimbo. ‘It’s gotta be better than this.’

			‘I’ll see what I can do about the restaurants and such,’ said Mac. ‘I’ll see you Wednesday.’

			

			Bimbo threaded his way through the High Street crowds and stopped at the Singhs’ general store. The daughter, Shamshad, was serving at the checkout. She was around eighteen, a shapely girl wearing tight jeans and a pink sweatshirt with the words Raw Evil embroidered across the chest. Bimbo paid for his apple and wondered what her mother thought of the fashion. It would never beat a sari for style, he decided.

			He queued for twenty minutes for a number 11 bus and climbed to the top deck. Ever since childhood Bimbo had loved sitting on the upper deck, especially at the front. In those days the windows had rolled right down and a child could push his upper body out, stretch his arms and pretend to be Superman whizzing through the air, high above the worries of the world.

			There was no seat at the front and Bimbo found himself a place left of centre. A hand tapped him on the shoulder. He turned.

			‘How’s it goin’, pal?’ asked Willy Norris.

			‘Not bad.’ Norris was a thirty-three year old lorry driver with his own artic. He lived in Ramsay Road with his wife and two daughters. Bimbo had known him for around seven years, from his first stretch in the Scrubs.

			‘I’m goin’ down again, Bim.’

			‘What they got you on?’

			‘Receivin’. Sixty fruit machines. Lovely bits of kit.’

			‘How long you got out?’

			‘Remanded fourteen days. That bastard Lynch is charging five hundred for the remand. It’s a piggin’ liberty. Used to be two hundred.’

			‘He’ll get rumbled one of these days.’

			‘Yeah? Who’s gonna rumble a copper? Anyway I need the remand on bail to set Nancy up. Gotta sell the business. You don’t know no one what wants a trucking set up?’

			‘Sorry, mate.’

			‘Don’t matter. I’ll sort it out.’

			‘How long do you think you’ll get?’

			Norris shrugged. ‘Two. Maybe three. You still got that flat by the estate?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘How’d you get on with all them niggers?’

			‘Fares please,’ said a large, black conductor.

			‘They don’t bovver me,’ said Bimbo, handing the man two fifty-pence pieces.

			‘Bloody bovver me,’ said Norris. ‘You can’t move without fallin’ over one. And they’re all on bloody social security.’

			The conductor moved on. ‘And they’re all so bloody surly. Did you see his face? If looks could kill, eh? It’s envy, see. You wanna stop for a pint?’

			‘No. Gotta see someone.’

			‘Been naughty has he?’ Bimbo bit back his anger and turned to face the front. A slim young woman in black leather trousers squeezed into the seat beside him. 

			‘Tasty!’ said Norris.

			The woman turned, and raised the second finger of her right hand in an upward stabbing motion. ‘Up yours, arsehole!’

			‘I think I’m in love, Bim,’ he said, happily.

			Bimbo swung his head to look out of the grime smeared window. Two miles along and the High Street had been replaced by a dismal lookalike, the same drab shops, the same idle strollers, or groups standing in doorways. Norris leaned forward and whispered something in the woman’s ear. She reddened and looked around, but there were no other seats. Bimbo turned.

			‘You’re beginning to annoy me, Willy. Shut it!’

			‘Sorry, Bim. Honest to God.’

			Bimbo looked at the woman. ‘Don’t take no notice, sweetheart. Enjoy the ride.’

			‘Up yours as well,’ she told him.

			

			Bimbo stepped from the bus in the centre of Shepherd’s Bush, moved swiftly through the crowds and on to the back roads to a secondary shopping area boasting a launderette, a newsagent, and a massage parlour-cum-health centre. The Body Spa had a pine frontage and a beautifully ornate door with a dozen leaded-glass circular windows. Bimbo pushed open the door and wiped his feet. The short hall was plushly carpeted and he padded silently to the reception area where a gorgeous brunette in a low cut dress was reading a paperback novel. She looked up as he entered.

			‘Hello, Bim. Adrian’s out back.’

			‘Busy?’

			‘Not so’s you’d notice. Sheila got busted last week.’

			‘What for?’

			‘She offered the VIP Special to a detective constable.’

			‘Unlucky.’

			‘Yeah. The pig’s been here about a dozen times. How long does it take to suss out?’

			‘You keepin’ well?’ he asked, to switch the subject. 

			‘Yes. And Mandy’s doing well at school. Best reader in her class. She’s going to be bright that one.’

			‘She’s a nice kid. Is it all right to go through?’

			‘You know you don’t have to ask.’

			The rear office was clad in pine and furnished with a white desk, and black Chesterfield, with three matching armchairs set around a glass-topped coffee table. On the wall was a giant Aubrey Beardsley poster of two women arm in arm. Adrian was sitting on the sofa examining a set of computer print-outs. He smiled at Bimbo, stood and stretched.

			‘I dunno how you get away with that gear,’ said Bimbo, taking in the blue and white silk shirt, the grey leather trousers and the shimmering shoes.

			‘Style, my dear Bimbo. One needs grace and flair to carry it off. Do you like the shoes? Pure snakeskin.’

			‘Nice.’

			‘Nice?’ mimicked Adrian. ‘They were six hundred pounds. I bought them in Milan.’

			‘I expect they’ll keep the rain off.’

			‘You don’t change, do you, dear?’ replied Adrian, grinning. ‘Coffee?’ Adrian was twenty-four years old, and already rich by Bimbo’s standards. For a year they had shared a cell and Bimbo found him to be a witty companion. And he had a marvellous talent for always finding the bright side of any problem. Some months ago a group of thugs had given him a severe beating. From his hospital bed he told Bimbo it was a heaven-sent opportunity of – at last – having his teeth capped. 

			‘So how is life treating you?’ asked Adrian, handing him a small cup in an oval saucer. The coffee was rich and unusually strong.

			‘Not bad.’

			‘Still feeding that swan?’

			‘Yeah. She’s buildin’ a nest again. Sad, really.’

			‘Have you had a word with the council?’

			‘What for?’

			‘To find her a mate, for heaven’s sake.’

			‘You can’t just go out and get a male black swan … can you?’

			‘Why not? Just about everything else in this world is for sale.’

			‘I never really thought about it.’ He handed back the empty cup.

			‘My God, Bimbo, I think your hands are getting bigger. It’s like watching snakes writhing around a bird’s egg.’

			‘You oughta get some mugs. I feel like an idiot sitting here with a bleedin’ thimble.’

			‘I don’t know, you look kind of sweet. Endearing, in a murderous sort of way. You got work tonight?’

			‘What’s on?’

			‘Only a stag show, but there’s a live act after.’

			‘You know I don’t like that sorta thing.’

			‘You don’t have to watch it. You’ll be on the door. It’s worse for me. I’m inside.’

			‘Where is it?’

			‘You won’t believe it. St Mary’s church hall.’

			‘You’re kiddin’?’

			‘Straight up. Hired it for the Royal Order of Antlered Stags reunion. Good eh? Thirty five notes and seats one hundred.’

			‘What if the vicar turns up?’

			‘You stop him at the door.’

			‘Bloody hell, Ade!’

			‘We’re not breaking the rules. All they said was no alcohol. We’ve laid on some food, but they won’t be eating much.’

			‘Not that film about pigs again?’

			‘Nothing like watching a man screw a sow to put you off your bacon sarnies.’

			‘That’s vile, Ade.’

			‘The whole thing is vile, Bimbo,’ said Adrian, suddenly serious. ‘But a man has to make a living. I’ve got big expenses. Rich tastes.’

			‘Is Sally doing the live act?’

			‘No, she married an accountant. I’ve got this black chick. She’s new to the game, but she’s learning fast. She’s agreed to take someone from the audience after. So it’s a good raffle as well.’

			‘What am I supposed to be looking for?’

			‘It’s all ticket, Bim. Numbered tickets. No gatecrashers. No late arrivals. No Filth. Anyone not kosher does not get in.’

			‘What time?’

			‘Eight-thirty. You know St Mary’s?’

			‘Yeah. Alvin doin’ the camera stuff?’

			‘No. We had a tiff. He walked out.’

			‘Sorry. Wasn’t he the one that waited for you while you was in nick?’

			‘Yes. He’ll be back. It was just a stupid tiff. It wasn’t important. We were supposed to be going to Cyprus next week. I’ve hired a boat there. Now this … But he’ll be back. Four years we’ve been together.’ 

			‘Yeah. I’d better be going.’

			‘Another coffee?’

			‘No, ta.’

			‘I don’t suppose you’d fancy Cyprus, Bim? No funny business. Just a holiday.’

			‘I never bin abroad, Ade. Don’t fancy it. Anyway you’re right. He’ll come back.’
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			Bimbo pounded his way along the canal path, seeking to exorcise his frustration. He could feel the tightness in his calves as lactic acid began to settle, signalling that he was heading into oxygen debt, where even his huge lungs could no longer supply enough air to maintain his speed. Running magazines were his only reading now. He knew about oxygen debt, and carbo-loading, pulse rates and recovery times.

			His own pulse was a steady fifty beats a minute at rest, and 150 at the end of a long run. It took about eleven minutes to return to normal, which wasn’t too bad.

			The tightness began to wear off and his breathing eased. He was in automatic now, moving at a steady nine-minute-mile pace, and his mind cleared.

			No matter what, he’d never get involved in another restaurant caper, or indeed anything else that smacked of … smacked of what? Was it any worse to break some poor bugger’s arm because Reardon said so? And what of the pubs and clubs who paid protection? What if they decided to defy Reardon? Wouldn’t Bimbo be sent in, along with Nelson, or Roache or Taggart? He thought of the Cypriot waiter. He seemed like a decent bloke, and he’d been willing to stand up against those skinheads. Sadness settled on Bimbo. There was no getting away from it, when the man had turned on him he had been right! Shouldn’t have called him a dago, thought Bimbo. 

			He gritted his teeth and ran on. Sweat drenched his face, rolling in rivulets down his neck and back. One of these days he was going to run the London Marathon. That’d be good, he decided. That’d be worth something. The day was bright and clear, the evening fresh. Back at the flat he showered and donned his old track suit top with the tear at the shoulder. Draping his black donkey jacket over his arm, he left for the long walk to St Mary’s hall.

			

			Eighty-seven people had so far packed into the tiny hall. Bimbo shut the door and slipped the lock into place. There had been no trouble, and no late arrivals, and the films had already started. The windows were sealed with black plastic, and no prying eyes would see the Swedish extravaganzas beaming from Adrian’s projector. Bimbo pulled up a chair in the hallway and sat down, resting his head against the brickwork. Another easy thirty pounds. With thirteen spare seats inside he could have watched the show, but what was the point? They never aroused him. They just made him uneasy. He didn’t know why. Maybe it was that old Sunday school teacher – what was his name? Wills? Wilson? Something like that? All that stuff about sins of the flesh, and wanking making you go blind. Bimbo chuckled, as he remembered the old man, and his white, waxed moustache. ‘Sex is an instrument of the Devil, yes the Devil! From sex comes wickedness and greed, covetousness and all things vile.’

			Bimbo closed his eyes and thought about Sherry Parker. She’d won a sprint race once. He remembered her bursting through the tape, her face radiant with triumph, her nipples erect under the thin cotton top. He squirmed in his chair. That bastard Wilks! What right had he to marry her and then ruin her life? No, not just hers – the kids’ too.

			At a quarter to ten there was a tap at the door. Bimbo opened it. A young black woman stepped in out of the rain, followed by two youngsters, both white and in their late teens.

			‘Where can I get changed?’ she asked. Bimbo pointed to the kitchen.

			‘How many in tonight?’

			‘About ninety,’ he told her.

			‘Can we get a drink?’

			‘No. It’s a church hall.’

			‘Is that supposed to make sense?’

			‘I guess not. Done much of this?’

			‘Enough. What’s the crowd like?’

			‘About normal.’

			‘I don’t think normal comes into it, does it?’ Producing a weary smile the girl waited for his reaction. Bimbo shrugged.

			‘Dunno, I only watch the door.’

			‘I don’t want no funny business tonight,’ she said. ‘I said I’d take one. No gang bangs.’

			‘Adrian’s all right,’ he assured her. ‘It’ll be okay.’

			‘Gay though, isn’t he? Hardly the tough type. Can he keep them in order? I was nearly put in hospital by a crowd in Brixton.’

			‘This aint Brixton. And if you get worried just yell. I’ll be in like a shot. All right?’

			‘I’d be happier if you were in there.’

			‘Aint my scene, sweetheart. But I’ll be here.’

			‘I could do with a drink,’ she said. ‘Is there a pub close?’

			‘Across the road.’

			‘Tony, love, nip out and get a bottle of whisky – Bell’s if they’ve got it.’

			The tallest youth grinned sheepishly and moved to the door. Bimbo unlocked it and let him out.

			‘He’s a bit nervous,’ said the girl. ‘He’s not done this before. I’m Miranda.’

			‘Bimbo,’ he said, offering her his hand. She giggled.

			‘That’s not a name, it’s a description. Nobody’s called Bimbo.’ 

			‘I am. Real name’s John. John J. Jardine. Call me Bim, if you like.’

			‘This is Daniel, Bim. He’s my boyfriend.’ Bimbo nodded and ignored the outstretched hand.

			‘What time we on?’ asked Miranda.

			‘Adrian’ll be out in a minute. They’re about to serve food.’ At that moment a great groan went up from the audience.

			‘What’s happening?’ asked Daniel.

			‘You don’t want to know, son. You wanna get changed?’

			‘Might as well,’ said Miranda. ‘Is there a mattress in there?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Thank heaven for small mercies,’ she said, picking up her bag and heading for the kitchen. Tony returned with the bottle. It was already open. He took another long swig.

			‘How many people did you say?’

			‘About ninety.’

			He took another swallow, and followed Daniel and Miranda. Adrian stepped into the hallway.

			‘They here, Bim?’

			‘Yeah. Gettin’ changed.’

			‘Good, the natives are restless. Raffle went well, but there’s several blokes want to have a go at her if she’s tasty.’

			‘One is all,’ said Bimbo. ‘Make that clear.’

			‘I have. You stay on hand though.’

			‘Don’t worry about that. You watch that tall geezer with the gold neck chain. Don’t like the look of him.’

			‘Good spot, Bim. He’s the one asking for seconds.’

			Miranda appeared, dressed in white panties and bra with pale stockings and a red suspender belt. Behind her came the two boys, in capes and leather G-strings. Adrian led them into the hall, and a chorus of wolf whistles greeted them.

			The show lasted another hour. Bimbo waited on edge, but there was no trouble and Miranda reappeared. She dressed swiftly and, followed by the two youths, left without saying goodbye.

			With the last of the punters gone Adrian and Bimbo cleared away the chairs, folded the mattress and carried it to Adrian’s saloon. They carefully laid the equipment on the mattress in the wide boot, covering it all with a blanket. Bimbo climbed into the passenger seat and stretched his legs. Adrian switched on the engine and pulled out on to the main road.
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