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      It was only yesterday and the weather, it seemed, was good.
      

      
      Mahatma Campbell put his best foot forward.

      
      This foot, the left, was bandaged somewhat about the second toe and encased within an argyle sock, darned at the heel by the
         mother who loved him. Foot and bandage, sock and what-have-you lurked within a boot of the seven-league persuasion.
      

      
      On his right foot the Campbell wore a slipper.

      
      The knees of the Campbell were naked, as indeed were his arms. The loins, trunk and chest of him were clothed respectively
         in a kilt with ample sporran and a vest with room for improvement. The face of the Campbell was redly bearded, the head of
         him heavily turbaned.
      

      
      Had he not been so unevenly shod, the Campbell would most certainly have strode, but given the inequilibrium of his footwear,
         this was an impossibility. And so Mahatma Campbell limped. And as he limped, he sang a song of lochs and byres and bonny banks
         and braes. And when his memory failed him, he whistled the refrain.
      

      
      Mahatma Campbell limped the streets of Brentford.

      
      The time was six-fifteen of the early morning clock, the day was a Wednesday, bright and sunny, but with that ever-present
         fear of precipitation the Campbell had come to live with.
      

      
      The month was that nippy one known as November.

      
      Mahatma Campbell limped along Moby Dick Terrace, Victorian artisans’ cottages sheltering beneath slate roofs to the left and
         to the right of him, a post box to his rear, a pub rejoicing in the name The Four Horsemen in the near distance before him.
         Clipped box hedges confined fussy front gardens, hanging baskets of Babylon hung and a tomcat snored on a windowsill. And
         the Campbell, in song and in whistle, limped on.
      

      
      As he reached the Ealing Road the Campbell turned left and limped past Bob the Bookie’s and Peg’s Paper Shop.
      

      
      Norman Hartnel*, husband of the abundant Peg, numbered the daily papers, a sprightly whistle issuing between his lips. He viewed the Campbell’s
         passing through the shop’s front window, which was sorely in need of a clean. Norman momentarily ceased his whistling and
         crossed himself at the Campbell’s passing, for Norman feared the Campbell as surely as the Campbell feared precipitation,
         but Norman had not yet come to live with his fear. Upon this particular November morning, Norman wore a shirt that was in need of an iron, a shop coat that was in need
         of throwing away, trousers that were in need of a crease and a pair of black brogues that were never in need of a polish. Because Norman had once been in the Navy, and those who have once been in the Navy always polish their shoes.
      

      
      When the Campbell’s passing had passed Norman by, Norman took once more to his sprightly whistling, and once more to the numbering
         of papers – although now incorrectly, and in a less steady hand.
      

      
      ‘Norman,’ came the voice of Peg, bounding from the kitchenette and striking the shopkeeper in palpable waves that travelled
         through his wig and rattled the back of his head. ‘Norman, have you finished yet?’
      

      
      ‘No, my dear, not yet.’ Norman chewed upon his bottom lip. She hated him, that woman, Norman knew that she did. But Norman
         didn’t hate her in return. He still loved his Peg, his little Peg, his pretty little Peg. But she was no longer the Peg of
         old, with whom he’d shared kisses and more down beside the canal. She was no longer little, and nor was she pretty. But her
         Norman still loved her. In his way.
      

      
      ‘Get a move-on, you lazy sod.’ Further sound waves struck the shopkeeper and Norman got a move-on.

      
      Norman always enjoyed the numbering-up of the papers. He enjoyed being the first in the borough to read the news of the day.
         He enjoyed the responsibility of sending Zorro the paperboy forth into the borough, bag upon his shoulder and bicycle saddle beneath his bum, to spread the daily news.
      

      
      Most of all, Norman enjoyed the numbers of the numbering-up. Norman had a preoccupation with numbers. Numbers were Norman’s
         current obsession.
      

      
      ‘Everything,’ Norman had told Neville, the part-time barman of The Flying Swan, during a recent lunchtime session when Norman
         should have been at the cash-and-carry purchasing bulls’ eyes, mint imperials and party packs of Fisherman’s Friends, ‘everything
         is dependent upon numbers. Everything can be explained numerically. Everything can be reduced to a numerical equivalent.’
      

      
      ‘Everything?’ Neville cast Norman a quizzical glance with his good eye and continued his polishing of an already dazzling
         pint glass. ‘Surely not every single thing?’
      

      
      ‘You name it,’ said the numerate shopkeeper, ‘and there will be a number to its rear somewhere about.’

      
      ‘Cheese,’ said Neville, as he so often did when stuck for something sensible to say (which wasn’t so often as it might have
         been, as Neville was noted for the wisdom of his words).
      

      
      ‘That’s too easy,’ Norman said. ‘The entire cheese-making process, indeed the very protocols of cheese-making – formulated,
         if my memory fails me not, by the Elders of Zion way back in the year known as dot – depend upon numbers. It’s all weights
         and measures and time-spans, not to mention the number of holes.’
      

      
      Neville chose, upon this occasion, to heed Norman’s words and not mention the number of holes.

      
      ‘Chickens, then,’ said Jim Pooley, who had once owned a chicken, having been tricked into purchasing it by a gypsy who had
         assured him that it was a goose. And one that laid golden eggs. Sporadically.
      

      
      ‘Chickens, eh?’ said Norman, who knew the gypsy in question and had briefly considered running away to join the Romanys for
         a life of romance and rheumatism. ‘Chickens are a prime example.’
      

      
      ‘Steak is a prime example,’ said Old Pete, whose half-terrier Chips was rumoured to have once been an accountant named Trevor before he had
         been transformed into a dog by a gypsy curse. ‘Prime rump steak. You’ll never get a decent steak out of a chicken.’
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t matter what,’ said Norman, ‘feathered fowl or four-legged friend. The numbers are there in the DNA. It’s all been worked out by mathematicians on computers. The entire universe is
         one big mathematical equation.’
      

      
      ‘How big?’ Pooley asked.

      
      ‘Very,’ said Norman. ‘Same again, Neville.’

      
      ‘So, what is the point?’ Pooley now asked.

      
      ‘It’s a kind of mathematical full stop,’ said Norman, informatively. ‘Its technical term is the decimal point.’

      
      ‘That’s not what I mean.’ Pooley made to sup ale but found his glass empty. ‘Same again for me, Neville,’ he said. ‘Norman’s
         in the chair. His number just came up.’
      

      
      ‘It didn’t,’ said Norman.

      
      ‘It did,’ said Jim. ‘I’ve been counting. But what I’m asking you is this: what is the point of trying to reduce the universe
         to a mathematical equation?’
      

      
      ‘For the thrill of it,’ said Norman, and he meant what he said.

      
      ‘You can see that he means what he says,’ said Old Pete.

      
      ‘I do,’ said Norman.

      
      ‘Then tell me this,’ said Old Pete, ‘can you reduce to a mathematical equation the beauty of a young girl’s eyes filled with
         the first light of love?’
      

      
      ‘Well—’ said Norman.

      
      ‘Or a baby’s smile?’ continued Old Pete. ‘Or the scent of a rose with spring dew upon it? Or—’

      
      ‘Stop,’ said Norman, ‘you’re giving me a crinkly mouth.’ And he dabbed a tear from his eye.

      
      As did Jim Pooley. ‘Golly, Pete,’ said Jim, ‘I never knew you had such feelings in you.’

      
      ‘I don’t,’ said the oldster, amidst immoderate chucklings. ‘I’m just winding up this buffoon.’

      
      ‘Thanks a lot,’ said Norman. ‘But numbers are everything and I firmly believe that everything can be reduced to mathematics. Everything.’
      

      
      ‘Life, the universe, and everything?’ said Jim. ‘The number you’re looking for is forty-two, is it not?’

      
      ‘Don’t you start,’ said Norman. ‘But I repeat: I sincerely believe that there is a mathematical formula behind everything. And whoever discovers this BIG FIGURE would not only know everything, he’d be able to do everything also and I’ll prove it to you one day.’
      

      
      ‘How?’ Jim asked.

      
      ‘From small beginnings come great things,’ said Norman, who favoured a proverb. ‘But the lion never roars until he’s eaten.’

      
      ‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Jim.

      
      Norman got a round in. ‘I will succeed,’ he told the assembled company of doubters and he raised his glass in toast. ‘As surely
         as one and one make two for most of the time, I will.’
      

      
      And indeed Norman would – well, he almost would – and with the most alarming consequences.

      
      But Norman’s quest would not be an easy one. Mathematics had moved beyond the blackboard and the abacus. These were the days
         of the computer. And Norman did not possess a computer. He had considered purchasing one, but even the cheap ones were, in
         his opinion, expensive … which was why he had decided to construct his own.
      

      
      Norman was no stranger to the do-it-yourself kit. He had purchased more than a few in the past, before it had dawned upon
         him that it was hardly ‘do-it-yourself’ if all the pieces had been pre-constructed by someone else. Real do-it-yourselfing
         was really doing-it-yourself, from the ground up.
      

      
      You needed certain components, of course; you couldn’t be expected to mill every piece of metal and hand-carve every screw
         … which was why God had granted man the ability to create the Meccano set. And with the Meccano set Norman had proved, time
         and time again, that all things – well, nearly all things – were possible.
      

      
      And if you happened to pick up a few other little bits and bobs from here and there along the way, well, that wasn’t really cheating.
      

      
      So, upon this bright and early morning, Norman continued with his incorrect numberings of the daily papers and, once done,
         he sighed a certain sigh and took to leafing through the uppermost Brentford Mercury on the pile.
      

      
      A pre-leaf perusal of the front page found Norman viewing the day’s banner headline: COUNCIL TO VOTE ON CLUB’S FUTURE. Norman knew the tale behind this well enough – the sad and sorry saga of Brentford’s football club. From its golden
         years in the 1920s, when Brentford had twice won the FA Cup, and Jack Lane, the now-octogenarian landlord of The Four Horsemen,
         had captained the glory boys and hammered home the winning goals on both occasions. Through the many years of hurt, with the
         team slipping down and down the divisions, until this very day.
      

      
      With the team having so far failed to win a single match this season, the club in debt to the tune of millions and property
         developers circling like horrid sharks seeking to snap up the ground, tear down the stands, rip up the sacred turf and build
         executive homes upon the site.
      

      
      Norman shuddered. It was a tragedy. A piece of the borough’s precious history would be wiped from the map. It made Norman
         sick at heart.
      

      
      ‘It is an outrage,’ cried Norman, with fire in his voice. ‘An outrage and an abomination.’

      
      ‘What was that?’ Another sonic shockwave struck the shopkeeper’s head, this time nearly dislodging his wig.

      
      ‘Nothing, dear,’ said Norman. ‘And I’m almost done with the numbering.’

      
      The numbering.

      
      Norman viewed the figure upon the front page of the Brentford Mercury. The figure of the debt. The millions owed by Brentford United Football Club – surely such a sum could be raised if everyone
         in Brentford dug into their pockets. They’d only need to fork out … Norman’s Biro moved about upon the blank area of newssheet
         where the theatre review would have been had the Mercury’s inebriate critic, ‘Badger’ Beaumont, got around to filing his report. Norman’s Biro moved and many figures were written (many,
         too, were crossed out and rewritten). Many more were also crossed out. Norman, for all his love of numbers, wasn’t much of
         a hand at sums. He really did need a computer. Norman flung the now defunct Biro aside.
      

      
      And Norman took to leafing again.

      
      Page two had little to offer Norman, other than an advert announcing the arrival of Count Otto Black’s Circus Fantastique, presently pitching its big top upon nearby Ealing Common. This at least had Norman doing so-so movements with his head, for he harboured some fondness for the circus.
      

      
      There was also an article penned by local guru and self-styled Perfect Master Hugo Rune, extolling the virtues of Runesthetics,
         a spiritual exercise programme of his own conception that promised, for a fee, to enlarge that certain part of the male anatomy
         which teenage boys generally sought to enlarge through methods of their own, sometimes with the aid of tapes rented from the
         video section of Peg’s Paper Shop.
      

      
      Norman raised an eyebrow to Runesthetics and then lowered it again. He had once invented a system of his own to further that
         particular end. It had involved Meccano. And, later, several jars of Savlon.
      

      
      Norman leafed on. It was, as ever it was, and ever it most probably ever would be, the same old, tired old news for the most
         part. And for the most part Norman took as ever he had, and probably ever would take, a certain pleasure and comfort in its
         same old, tired old sameness. Flower shows, fêtes, functions and funerals. And car-boot sales.
      

      
      And Norman leafed on until he came to the page before last. And there for a while he dwelt, amidst the small ads.

      
      And there Norman’s right forefinger, its nail sorely in need of a nailbrush, travelled down column after column …

      
      Until …

      
      It stopped.

      
      And the shopkeeper took from the top pocket of his brown shop coat, a pocket that was in need of some stitching, a pencil
         which was, as it happened, not in need of a sharpening. (Norman’s spell in the Navy had taught him, in addition to the importance of a well-polished shoe,
         to keep his matches dry, his underwear clean and his pencil sharp, for obvious reasons.)
      

      
      And Norman took up his pre-sharpened pencil and encircled an advert with it:

      
      I HAVE A LARGE COLLECTION OF UNWANTED

      
      COMPUTER PARTS AVAILABLE FOR DISPOSAL.

      
      FREE TO FIRST APPLICANT.

      
      TELEPHONE THIS NUMBER FOR DETAILS.

      
      Norman read the telephone number to himself and his hand moved in the direction of the telephone upon the shop counter.
      

      
      ‘Norman, come!’ bawled the voice of Peg from the kitchenette.

      
      And all of Norman moved in the direction of this bawling.

      
      Mahatma Campbell’s limping, which had carried him past Bob the Bookie’s and Peg’s Paper Shop, carried him further up the Ealing
         Road, past The Star of Bengal curry house and The Flying Swan.
      

      
      Neville, ever an early riser since that morning when he’d once risen late and felt certain that he’d missed something, viewed the passing Campbell as a shadowy form through the etched glass of The Swan’s saloon bar window panes.
      

      
      Neville, a practising pagan, demurred the crossing of himself, but said blessed be and ventured to the whisky optic for a measure of golden breakfast.
      

      
      Of the looks of Neville, what might be said? In the favour of him, much. He was tall and lean and scholar-stooped, with a
         slim and noble head, the hair of him a-brillianteened and the good eye all a-glitter. Dapperly decked was he in the habit
         of the professional barlord: white shirt, black trews, black weskit and clip-on dicky bow, plus a very dashing pair of cufflinks
         whose enamelled entablatures spoke of a Masonic connection. Classic ‘Oxford’ footwear was well buffed, though through personal
         fastidiousness rather than naval training. A certain spring was normally to be found in his step.
      

      
      And Neville was the part-time barman of The Flying Swan.

      
      True, there were none who had ever known him to miss a session, or take a holiday, or even a day off. And Neville lived in,
         above the bar, in the humble but adequate accommodation. But part-time barman was his job description; it was the job he had applied for and the job he had been given. And it was the job he did, and
         the job he did well.
      

      
      And the job he loved.

      
      Yes, loved. For Neville loved Brentford. The borough, and its people, and this pub. His pub. Not that it really was his pub, it wasn’t; it was the brewery’s pub, and every so often the brewery let Neville know it, in manners that lacked for
         subtlety and finesse. They organised things for Neville to do. Theme nights. Promotions. Pub quizzes. Neville weathered these storms. He pressed on, and persevered. He knew how things should be, and how things should
         be done. Things should be as ever they had been, and things should be done to keep things that way.
      

      
      Neville tended the beers: eight hand-drawn ales upon draught, the finest in Brentford. And the finest of the finest being
         Large.
      

      
      Neville tended the bar, an elegant Victorian bar with a knackered dartboard and disabled jukebox, a row of Britannia pub tables,
         a mismatched variety of comfy seating and stools at the polished counter for regular stalwarts. There were Spanish souvenirs
         behind the bar. Ancient pictures of indeterminate things upon walls of faded paperings. A carpet that had known better days,
         but appreciated those of the present, which weren’t too bad at all.
      

      
      And the whole and the all and the everything that made a real pub a real pub caused a pause in the step of those who entered
         The Flying Swan for the very first time, who breathed in its air, soaked up its ambience and said, as many before had said
         and many yet to come would do:
      

      
      ‘This is a pub.’
      

      
      Neville tossed back his golden breakfast and shrugged away the shudder that the Campbell’s daily passing always brought him.
         Today was a new day, another day; hopefully, it would be much as the old day that it had replaced had been, a pleasant and
         samey prelude to the one that lay beyond.
      

      
      And so on and so forth, so to speak.

      
      Although it did have to be said that today was going to be slightly different for Neville the part-time barman.
      

      
      Hence the shoes.

      
      Hence the shoes? one might ask. What meanith this?

      
      What meanith this is this: the shoes were an anomaly. Bright and shiny, yes, as was the norm for these shoes, but not at this
         time of the day. At this time of the day, Neville was normally a carpet-slipper man. Monogrammed were Neville’s carpet slippers,
         his own initials woven in cloth-of-gold upon a brown felt surround, with soft India rubber soles. The pair a present from
         the mother who loved him. But he was not wearing these today. Today Neville wore the classic Oxfords, those brogues that, in their unassuming, understated way, had helped to forge the British Empire. The creation of
         Lord Oxford, who is now remembered solely for his shoes.*

      
      Not that Neville was wearing the actual pair that had helped to forge the British Empire. But his were of a similar design.
      

      
      And they were upon his feet at this time of the morning.
      

      
      So, why?

      
      Because Neville had an appointment this morning. One that he did not wish to keep, but one he knew that he must keep. It was
         an official appointment. Not one of brewery business, but of other business. It was a matter of duty that Neville keep this appointment. And Neville was a man of duty.
      

      
      The classic brogues pinched Neville’s toes; the certain spring that was normally to be found in his step had today deserted
         him. Neville limped from the saloon bar of The Flying Swan and returned to his humble yet adequate accommodation above.
      

      
      Mahatma Campbell limped on. And on he limped until he reached the football ground, Griffin Park. And here he ceased to limp,
         for here he stopped and, bending low, removed his seven-league boot and shook from it a stone. And then he replaced the boot
         upon his best-foot-forward.
      

      
      And then he reached into his ample sporran and withdrew a ring of keys. Selecting one of these, he presented it to the padlock
         that secured the gates of the football ground, unlocked same and swung open these gates.
      

      
      And then, a-singing and a-whistling the portions of the song that he could not remember, Mahatma Campbell entered Brentford
         Football Ground.
      

      
      And the sun rose higher in the heavens. And the birdies sang and the folk of Brentford slowly stirred from their beds and,
         as is very often the way, things began to happen.
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      James Arbuthnot Pooley, Jim to his friends and all else besides, awoke from his bed to a day where things were already beginning
         to happen.
      

      
      Jim’s awakenings, for indeed these were in the plural, had about them a deliberate quality, a certain restraint, a cautiousness,
         a subtlety. These were not the sudden springings into consciousness of those dragged into the world of work by the clarion
         call of the alarm clock. Jim had long ago discarded his. These were more the gentle easings into wakefulness associated chiefly
         with the idle rich. Although it must be said that the idle rich are generally introduced to the new day by the butler drawing
         the curtains, or by a young woman skilled in those arts which amuse men doing pleasant things to them beneath the silken sheets.
      

      
      Jim was not one of the idle rich.
      

      
      Jim was one of the idle poor.

      
      Although to Jim’s credit, he was rarely ever idle. Jim was of that order known collectively and depreciatingly as ‘the ranks
         of the unemployed’, which is to say that he did not hold any regular employment. Jim was not, however, a ‘dole-queue scrounger’.
         Queueing for anything was not in Jim’s nature and the local labour exchange had long ago given up on Jim and withdrawn his
         dole cheque accordingly.
      

      
      Jim would, if asked, have described himself as an entrepreneur. Which was a good word and covered, as many other good words
         do, a multitude of sins. Not that Jim would ever have considered himself a sinner. For he had so very few vices.
      

      
      He was basically honest, loyal to his friends and lies sprang but rarely to his lips. He was a ‘chancer’ and a ‘bit of a lad’
         and a ‘rough diamond’ and many other things besides, but he was not a bad man. Jim was a good man.
      

      
      A good unemployed man and one with a stinking hangover.
      

      
      Jim did plaintive mewings and some groanings, too, for good measure. Sunlight of the day where things were already beginning
         to happen elbowed its way with difficulty into Jim’s bedroom, negotiating the unwashed windows, the unwashed nets and the
         whoever-washes-them-anyway bedroom curtains. The light that triumphed over these difficult negotiations fell in a wan pool
         upon the face of Jim Pooley.
      

      
      A good face, a basically honest face, a young and, some might say, a handsome face. A face with clear blue eyes, an aquiline
         nose, a merry mouth loaded with fine white teeth, a decent pair of cheekbones and a chin that, if it lacked for a certain
         determination, amply made up for it with an abundance of pre-shave stubble. The hair of Jim was dark and brown, and his limbs
         were long and lean.
      

      
      The eyes of Jim did squintings and focusings and takings in of the new day and then the mouth of Jim did smilings. Another
         day, another challenge, another chance to succeed. The hangover would soon depart with the coming of breakfast and Pooley,
         unfailingly cheerful, would get stuck into the day.
      

      
      Of Jim’s rooms, what might be said? Well, mostly they were dry. They were sparsely furnished in a manner not to Jim’s taste,
         but as these were rented rooms of the furnished persuasion, there was little he could do about it. These rooms were not so
         clean as they might have been, which is to say as clean as they might have been, if Jim had chosen to clean them. These were
         unkempt rooms, small and unkempt rooms: a bedroom, a kitchenette and something that loosely resembled a bathroom, if you didn’t
         look too closely at it.
      

      
      They were certainly not the rooms of the idle rich, although rumour did hold in the borough that the eccentric millionaire
         Howard Hughes had once occupied them. But then local rumour also held that Pocahontas had once roomed at The Flying Swan and
         that Karl Marx had regularly taken tea at The Plume Café around the corner.
      

      
      And as rumour is generally based upon fact, and facts are undeniably true, there seems no reason to doubt these rumours.

      
      Jim did not enjoy living the way he did. His unfailing cheerfulness belied this fact, but fact indeed it was. However, Jim
         held to the philosophy that there can be no beauty without ugliness, no enjoyment of pleasure without the experience of pain and no appreciation
         of the joys that wealth can bring without having first suffered the miseries of poverty.
      

      
      And as it was Jim’s intention – indeed, the very key that wound the very clockwork motor that powered his very being (verily)
         – that he should shortly become rich, the squalor of his rooms afforded him a certain cerebral satisfaction.
      

      
      And how would it be that Jim might achieve his ambition? Why, through the science of betting, of course. For James Arbuthnot
         Pooley was a dedicated Man of the Turf. What pennies Jim managed to acquire, he invested, day upon day upon day, in his quest
         for wealth through the medium of the Six-Horse Super-Yankee Accumulator Bet.
      

      
      The Punter’s Dream.

      
      This particular dream had only once, as betting history records, been brought to waking reality. And to a Brentford man it
         had been, one Steven Montague Dean, son of Cyrus Garstang Dean, supplier of winged heels to the classically inspired gentry.
         The year was 1928, coincidentally the year that Brentford United had won the FA Cup for the second time. And whilst Jack Lane
         was being carried shoulder high through the flower-bedecked streets of the borough, Steven Montague Dean had stolen silently
         away with his winnings, leaving the family firm to flounder. And was never seen again.
      

      
      Local rumour held that Mr Dean had spent his winnings purchasing a kingdom somewhere in Afghanistan, where he installed himself
         in a palace of ivory and spent the rest of his life in the company of concubines.
      

      
      Jim Pooley had a similar future all mapped out for himself.

      
      Upon Jim’s bedroom mantelpiece there stood a lone, framed photograph. It was of Steven Montague Dean, clipped from a 1920s
         copy of the Brentford Mercury that Jim had come across in the Memorial Library.
      

      
      A single candle oft-times burned before this photograph.

      
      Pooley had by now arisen from his bed. He had shaved and bathed, abluted, suited and booted, and now he set off for the day
         in search of his fortune. His rooms were in Moby Dick Terrace and, following the course taken by Mahatma Campbell two hours previously,
         Jim marched purposefully up the terrace, turning left at the Ealing Road and passing Bob the Bookie’s.
      

      
      Jim would presently return to Bob the Bookie’s.

      
      Jim now entered Peg’s Paper Shop.

      
      ‘Watchamate, Norman,’ said Jim, a-greeting the shopkeeper.

      
      ‘Watchamate, Jim,’ Norman replied.

      
      ‘Spring cleaning?’ Jim asked.

      
      Norman sighed. Deeply. ‘Tell me, what do you see?’ he asked.

      
      ‘A gingham pinafore about your shoulders and a feather duster in your hand.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Norman and he sighed once again. ‘Your eyes do not deceive you. Where there’s muck, there’s brass, they say, and
         a penny saved is a penny earned.’
      

      
      ‘Right,’ said Jim, giving the shop a visual once-over. It was as ever it had been (and in the Brentford shape of things, as
         it ever should be) wretched. The sweetie jars lining its sagging shelves were the same jars that Jim had gazed longingly at
         as a child. Several actually contained the selfsame sweets. The faded adverts for tobaccos and snuffs – products that were
         now little more than memory – still patched over the Edwardian wallpaper. The cracked glass-fronted counter presented a fearsome,
         if dusty, display of out-of-date fireworks. The video section was velvet with dust. The lino was yellow and so was the ceiling.
         Colour co-ordinated. Just so.
      

      
      ‘It’s all just so,’ said Jim. ‘Why would you wish to dust it?’ And here a tremulous tone entered Pooley’s voice. ‘You haven’t
         won the Pools, have you?’
      

      
      ‘The Pools?’ Norman scratched at his brow with the non-feathered end of his duster. ‘Have you become bereft of your senses?’

      
      ‘It’s a personal philosophy thing,’ Jim explained, inadequately. ‘So you’re just having a little dust?’

      
      ‘Peg,’ said Norman, which explained things more than adequately.

      
      A Sporting Life and five Woodbines please,’ said Jim. ‘And I have the right money and everything.’
      

      
      Norman placed his feather duster upon the counter and sought out the Woodbines. They were to be found where they were always
         to be found. Except today they were not to be found, because Norman had run out of Woodbines and forgotten to order any more.
      

      
      ‘I’m out,’ said Norman.

      
      ‘That is a statement easily proved erroneous,’ said Jim, turning a copy of the Brentford Mercury in his direction and perusing the front page, but failing to take in the dire headline regarding the terrible fate that most
         probably lay in store for Brentford’s football ground. ‘You are not out, but clearly here. Body and soul. Mind and spirit.
         Duster and pinnie and all.’
      

      
      ‘Out of Woodbines,’ said the shopkeeper.

      
      ‘Out of Woodbines?’ It was Jim’s turn to scratch at his head and in deference to Norman, he, too, did so with the feather
         duster. ‘You’re never out of Woodbines.’
      

      
      ‘Am today.’ Norman plucked the feather duster from Jim’s hand, a hand which now grasped it rather too firmly. Brightly coloured
         feathers fluttered towards the linoleum. ‘Look what you’ve done to my duster.’
      

      
      ‘Out of Woodbines?’ Jim now shook his hungover head and attempted to digest this unthinkable intelligence. ‘I don’t know what
         to say.’
      

      
      ‘You could say, “I’d like a packet of Senior Service instead and here’s an extra two and sixpence for a new duster.” ’

      
      ‘I could,’ said Jim, ‘but I think it most unlikely that I would.’

      
      ‘How about five Capstan Full Strength and two bob for the duster, then?’

      
      ‘I think I’ll just take the Sporting Life. There might be a packet of Woodbines left in Neville’s machine at The Swan.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, no.’ Norman dithered. He was a businessman, was Norman. He also considered himself an entrepreneur. It was more than
         his soul could stand to lose a sale. ‘Just hold on,’ said the entrepreneurial shopkeeper, ‘I have something here that I think
         might interest you.’
      

      
      ‘Is it one of the Hydra’s teeth?’ asked Jim. ‘I’ve always been interested in seeing what those lads look like.’

      
      ‘New fags,’ said Norman. ‘A salesman brought them in yesterday – they’re on a promotional offer. They are most inexpensive.
         In fact, you’ll get ten for the price of five Woodbines.’
      

      
      ‘Ten for the price of five?’ Jim considered the unlikelihood of such an offer. It was surely the stuff of fantasy. ‘Let me have a look at these fags,’ he said.
      

      
      Norman hastened to oblige his potential customer. He delved amongst boxes behind the counter and presently brought to light
         a garish-looking package.
      

      
      Jim cast a doubtful eye over it. ‘It’s rather bright,’ he observed.

      
      ‘Bright and breezy,’ said Norman. ‘A little like your good self, if you’ll pardon me saying so.’

      
      Jim now made a doubtful face. Norman broke open the garish-looking package to expose a dozen similarly garish-looking packets
         of cigarettes. He held one up before Pooley’s face.
      

      
      ‘Dadarillos,’ said Norman, and then read aloud from the packet, ‘ “Dadarillo Super-Dooper Kings are an all-new smoking taste
         sensation, a blend of the finest long-grain tobaccos and an extra-special secret ingredient that—” ’
      

      
      ‘I don’t like the sound of them,’ said Jim.

      
      ‘But look at the length of the blighters.’

      
      Jim took the packet from the shopkeeper’s hand and weighed it in one of his own. ‘Ten for the price of five,’ he said, digging
         coinage from his pocket. ‘I do believe that this is going to be my lucky day.’
      

      
      And so Jim left Peg’s Paper Shop, a packet of Dadarillos in his top pocket and a Sporting Life tucked beneath his right arm, and pressed on about his daily business. His next port of call was The Plume Café, once patronised
         by Karl Marx, who had by chance penned his later-to-be-discarded script for Manifesto: The Musical at the very window table at which Jim now chose to take his breakfast.
      

      
      The Plume Café is worthy of description and will receive it in due course.*

      
      Jim downed eggs, bacon rashers, Brentford bangers and the inevitable fried slice and, having concluded his repast, dabbed
         a paper napkin of the gorgeous gingham persuasion about his lips, bade his farewells to The Plume and his hangover and took
         himself to his very special place.
      

      
      The bench before the Memorial Library.

      
      It was here, when the weather held to fair, that Jim sat daily to peruse the pages of The Sporting Life and compose the ever-elusive winning Six-Horse Super-Yankee.
      

      
      Jim took from his pocket the pack of Dadarillo Super-Dooper Kings. For one composing the Super Yankee, one who would be King,
         the synchronicity was not lost upon Jim.
      

      
      ‘I feel certain,’ said Jim to himself, ‘that this really is going to be my lucky day.’
      

      
      Jim opened the pack, took from it a cigarette of considerable length and placed it in his mouth. He pulled his ancient Zippo
         lighter from the pocket of his ancient waistcoat and brought forth fire from it. And puffed upon his cigarette.
      

      
      ‘A mellow smoke,’ said the connoisseur. ‘Perhaps lacking the coquettish charm of the Wild Woodbine or the aromatic allure
         of the Capstan Full Strength, but nevertheless …’
      

      
      He took a deeper draw and collapsed into a fit of coughing. ‘First of the day,’ he managed between convulsions. ‘Always a
         goodie, but a killer.’
      

      
      And then Jim applied himself to the task at hand.

      
      They were here, he knew it. And they were: those six horses that, if correctly deduced to be the winners, could transport
         the deducer of same from poverty to riches in a few short hours. It all seemed oh-so-simple.
      

      
      But would that it were so.

      
      Jim puffed some more upon his fag and cast a professional eye down the columns of horses. There were many here that he knew,
         many that had let him down and thwarted his plans, many others that had sprung from nowhere to aid in the thwarting. But the
         winners were here. And he should be able to find them – a man of his calibre, a man of his dedication. Jim focused his eyes upon the page
         and did deep concentratings. Fiercely deep these concentratings were, fiercely deep and intent.
      

      
      ‘Vagabond.’

      
      Jim blinked his eyes. Vagabond? Was this the voice of divine inspiration? Which race was Vagabond in?

      
      ‘Vagabond!’

      
      Jim glanced up. A fellow was peering in his direction – a painfully pale but smartly dressed fellow peering from the open window of a very smart-looking car. A smart-looking car that Jim had
         not heard pull up at the kerbside in front of him.
      

      
      ‘Vagabond!’ this fellow persisted.

      
      ‘I am no vagabond,’ said Jim. ‘I’m an entrepreneur.’

      
      ‘Entrepreneur, then,’ said the fellow. ‘You’re a local bod, are you not?’

      
      ‘Born and bred and proud of these facts,’ said Jim, adding, ‘Please go away now, I’m busy.’

      
      ‘Need directions, local bod, entrepreneur, or whatever.’

      
      Jim peered back at the fellow peering at him. ‘Why do you peer so?’ Pooley asked.

      
      The fellow’s head withdrew through the open window of the smart-looking car and then re-emerged in the company of a stylish
         pair of mirrored sunspecs. ‘Light’s a bit bright,’ said the fellow. ‘Better now.’
      

      
      ‘I’m so glad,’ said Jim. ‘But please go away.’

      
      ‘Need directions to the town hall.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Jim enquired.

      
      ‘Because I don’t know the way.’

      
      ‘I mean, why do you want to go to the town hall?’

      
      ‘None of your damned business, nosy vagabond layabout lout!’ said the fellow in the mirrored shades.

      
      ‘Please yourself, then,’ said Jim, returning to his concentrations.

      
      ‘So which way is it?’ the fellow demanded. ‘Speak up, moron: the town hall.’

      
      ‘Right at the top and then third on your left,’ said Jim, smiling sweetly.

      
      ‘Fine.’ The head withdrew. And then the head reappeared. ‘Is that a Dadarillo Super-Dooper King you’re smoking?’ the mouth
         in this head enquired.
      

      
      ‘Actually, it is,’ said Jim, smiling even more sweetly than before.

      
      ‘Splendid,’ said the fellow. ‘Recommend them to your friends. If you have any friends, you loser.’

      
      ‘What?’ exclaimed Jim.
      

      
      But the window closed with an expensive swish and the car departed soundlessly.

      
      Jim Pooley returned once more to his concentrations. The rude man’s words might normally have upset the sensitive Jim, but
         not, it seemed, upon this day.
      

      
      Upon this day, and at this particular moment, Jim felt mighty fine. He generally felt pretty fine, but then he was unfailingly cheerful. But upon this particular day and at this particular moment he felt more than pretty fine. He actually felt exceedingly fine.
      

      
      Jim took from its packet another Dadarillo Super-Dooper King and lit it from the failing butt of the first.

      
      ‘I really, truly, truly feel,’ said Jim, drawing on this cigarette and speaking through the smoke, ‘that this really, truly,
         truly is going to be my lucky day.’
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      Neville the part-time barman sat with his arms firmly folded and his knees and heels together. He was not, however, sitting
         where he would have preferred to have been sitting – to whit, at his favourite corner table in the saloon bar of The Flying
         Swan.
      

      
      Rather, Neville sat, most uncomfortably, for the seat was hard and his smart shoes greatly pained his feet, in a chair of
         the utility persuasion in the council chamber of Brentford town hall.
      

      
      Because Neville the part-time barman was also Neville the part-time councillor.

      
      The lads who frequented the saloon bar of The Swan had put Neville’s name forward (for a bit of jolly) at the last local council
         elections, and so great was Neville’s reputation for being ‘a good man’ that he had been voted into one of the two seats on
         the council which had recently become available due to unforeseen circumstances. Whatever those may have been.
      

      
      Neville now occupied one of these two seats. Most uncomfortably.

      
      Neville’s knowledge of local politics extended little further than a summation of opinions postulated within the confines
         of The Swan’s saloon bar, generally after what is known as ‘the Ten O’Clock Watershed’ – that time after which men have sunk
         sufficiently in their cups to spout all manner of opinionated toot with complete and utter conviction. And make many promises
         that they will never keep. And no one blames them for it in the morning.
      

      
      Because it’s a tradition, or an old charter, or something.

      
      Neville had accepted his post because of his sense of duty to the borough that he loved in the genuine hope that he might be able to make a difference. He didn’t trust any of the other councillors. They were all up to some kind of no-good, Neville
         just knew it. He couldn’t prove it, but he knew it all the same. Local councillors were always up to some kind of no-good, always had been, always would be. It was also a tradition, or an old charter, or something. And
         it went on in every local council up and down the land.
      

      
      Neville sat and glowered and whistled under his breath. A low and ominous tune, it was, and one that suited the scene.

      
      To Neville’s right sat councillor Vic ‘Vanilla’ Topping, business partner of Leo Felix, the Rastafarian automotive dealer
         who ran Jah Cars, the previously-owned-car emporium down beside the canal. Vic was in his forties, about as broad as he was
         long and dodgy as a day that had no ending.
      

      
      To Neville’s left sat Mr Gwynplaine Dhark. Mr Gwynplaine Dhark managed Brentford’s one and only theme bar, which had but recently
         opened within the chapel that had up until a few months before been Brentford’s one and only Spiritualist church. This had
         come as something of a surprise to the congregation, who could not for the many lives of them understand how it had been granted
         planning permission.
      

      
      The name of this theme bar was The Beelzepub. It was a satanic theme bar.

      
      The Beelzepub catered thus far to a somewhat limited clientele, mostly callow acne-faced youths with a penchant for black
         T-shirts and a bit of Death Metal. And elderly spinsters who had nowhere to go on a Tuesday night now that the Spiritualist
         church had closed down.
      

      
      Exactly who had voted Mr Gwynplaine Dhark on to the local council baffled Neville, but he felt certain that the Powers of
         Darkness must have had some hand in it.
      

      
      Neville, whom most who knew him would have sworn did not possess an ounce of malice in him, hated Mr Gwynplaine Dhark.

      
      And Mr Gwynplaine Dhark hated Neville.

      
      But Mr Gwynplaine Dhark was democratic.

      
      He hated everyone.

      
      Across the council table sat a further prial of councillors. There was Councillor Doris Whimple, a woman of considerable tweediness
         who bore an uncanny resemblance to the now legendary Margaret Rutherford; Councillor Arthur Doveston, octogenarian beekeeper
         and enthusiastic pamphleteer; and Councillor David Berkshire, local librarian and a man of so slight a presence that, should he enter a room, that room would still for the most part appear to
         be empty.
      

      
      Neville didn’t notice him for a minute or two, but when he did he nodded a greeting, which was returned by a vague and wistful
         nod of the councillor’s head.
      

      
      And that was that for the Brentford councillors: two publicans, a used-car dealer, a lady of the Shires, one ancient and one
         all-but-invisible librarian.
      

      
      And all of them, with the exception of Neville, in Neville’s opinion, were up to some kind of no-good.

      
      At the head of the council table stood a grand mahogany chair. It was a heavily carved chair and heavily crested, too, with
         the badge of the borough – two griffins rampant flanking a pint glass of Large. It was the Mayoral Chair.
      

      
      The Mayoral Chair was unoccupied.

      
      The Mayoral Chair was always unoccupied.

      
      The Mayor of Brentford did not attend council meetings. He did not attend any meetings at all. The Mayor of Brentford was
         an ornamental hermit who lived in an oak tree in Gunnersbury Park.
      

      
      Neville unfolded his slender arms, gave them a stretching, placed his hands upon the table before him and began gently to
         drum his fingers to the beat of his beneath-breath whistlings. Doris Whimple raised a powdered eyebrow and did tut-tut-tuttings with her pinkly painted mouth.
      

      
      Neville ceased his drummings. ‘Should we begin the meeting?’ he enquired.

      
      ‘No can do, old sport,’ said Vic Vanilla. ‘Have to wait for the arrival of his nibs.’

      
      ‘The Mayor?’ said Neville.

      
      David Berkshire tittered, although none of them heard him do it.

      
      Doris Whimple shook her head, releasing lavender fragrance into the morbid air. ‘The Mayor will not be attending,’ she said.

      
      ‘But surely,’ said Neville, ‘this is a most important meeting.’

      
      ‘The Mayor will not be attending,’ Doris Whimple repeated sternly.
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Neville.

      
      ‘You know, his nibs,’ said Vic, elbowing Neville gently in the rib cage, ‘the bloke with the bunce.’

      
      ‘From the Consortium,’ said Mr Gwynplaine Dhark.
      

      
      Neville glanced in the direction of the rival publican and received a gust of his brimstoned breath.

      
      ‘The Consortium,’ said Neville and lowered his gaze. He knew well enough about the Consortium, the Consortium that intended
         to purchase the football ground, tear up the turf and rip down the stands and build their damnable executive homes on it.
      

      
      Neville took his pocket watch from his waistcoat and flipped open its cover. ‘It’s now ten-fifteen,’ he observed. ‘This fellow
         is a quarter of an hour late. Perhaps we can start the meeting without him. Perhaps we can settle this with a show of hands
         now. I’m certain that none of us really wants to see the football ground go – it is, after all, the very heart of the community.’
      

      
      ‘The Church of St Joan is the heart of the community,’ said Doris Whimple. Mr Gwynplaine Dhark sniggered. Vic Vanilla shrugged.
         Neville, who had always considered the saloon bar of The Flying Swan to be the true heart of Brentford, kept his own counsel.
      

      
      The outer door of the council chamber opened, flooding sunlight into the room. A figure stood, dramatically framed, in the
         brilliant opening. ‘Greetings one and all,’ said this fellow, striding forward into the chamber.
      

      
      ‘Close the door behind you,’ called Doris Whimple, which raised a wan smile from Neville. The figure returned to the door,
         slammed it shut, strode forward once more and came to a halt behind the Mayoral Chair. He carried a slim, black executive
         case and his face was painfully pale. He glanced from face to face of councillors all, though his glancings were guarded behind
         his mirrored sunspecs.
      

      
      Shifty, thought Neville. Very shifty.

      
      ‘Shufty,’ said the fellow. ‘Gavin Shufty, representative of the Consortium. So sorry I’m late. I asked directions from a local
         bod sitting on a bench in front of the Memorial Library and the buffoon misdirected me to the council dump.’
      

      
      Neville managed a bit of a grin in response to this intelligence.

      
      ‘But no matter.’ Gavin Shufty pulled back the Mayoral Chair and seated himself thereupon.

      
      A gasp went up from Doris Whimple, and one would most certainly have also gone up from the aged Councillor Doveston had he not been fast asleep and dreaming of bees.
      

      
      ‘Oh, excuse me,’ said Gavin Shufty, making as if to rise, ‘have I committed a social gaffe? Is this someone’s chair?’

      
      ‘It’s the Mayor’s chair,’ said Doris, tinkering with the brooch on her breast, a brooch in the shape of a foxhound savaging
         a peasant.
      

      
      ‘And where is his worship, the Mayor?’ enquired Shufty.

      
      ‘He is not attending this meeting.’

      
      ‘So, no damage done, then.’ Gavin Shufty hoisted his executive case on to the council table and opened it. ‘Down to business,
         then. I’ve drawn up the contracts – I’m sure you’ll find them most favourable, if you know what I mean, and I’m sure that
         you do.’ And he tapped at his nose as he said this.
      

      
      ‘Contracts?’ said Neville. ‘What contracts are these?’

      
      ‘For the purchase of the football ground by the Consortium.’

      
      ‘Oh no,’ said Neville. ‘No, no, no. This meeting is to debate the matter of selling the football ground. It is not a forgone
         conclusion.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ said Shufty. ‘Then I must have got my figures wrong. Let’s see.’ And he drew from his case a pocket calculator of
         advanced design, which was very possibly powered by the transperambulation of pseudo-cosmic anti-matter.
      

      
      Or possibly not.

      
      And tapped at it with his forefinger.

      
      ‘No, I am correct,’ he continued. ‘The club, which is to say the council, that owns the Griffin Park ground is in debt to
         the bank to the tune of £1,650,320.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Neville. ‘Surely not.’

      
      ‘Oh no.’ Gavin Shufty struck his forehead. ‘My mistake.’

      
      ‘Phew,’ said Neville.

      
      ‘It’s £1,650,689 – I forgot to take today’s interest on the debt into account.’

      
      Neville groaned dismally.

      
      ‘Only joking,’ said Shufty.

      
      Neville brightened.

      
      ‘You don’t really owe all that money to the bank.’

      
      ‘Blessed be,’ said Neville.

      
      ‘You owe it to the Consortium – which, in an act of supreme public spiritedness paid off the loan to the bank and took it on for you. So, to business, the contracts.’
      

      
      ‘No, no, no,’ said Neville and he shook his head once more.

      
      ‘Does anybody else have anything to say?’ asked Shufty. ‘I find this vagabond frankly annoying.’

      
      ‘What?’ went Neville.

      
      ‘I have something to say,’ said Gwynplaine Dhark.

      
      ‘And that is?’ said Shufty.

      
      ‘Where would you like us to sign?’

      
      ‘Now you’re talking my kind of language.’

      
      ‘No,’ said Neville. ‘This isn’t right. This isn’t how it should be.’

      
      ‘No,’ said David Berkshire. ‘I agree. It isn’t right.’

      
      ‘Seems you’re all on your own, then,’ said Shufty to Neville.

      
      ‘No,’ said David Berkshire. ‘I said no, too.’

      
      ‘And I heard him,’ said Neville.
      

      
      ‘So,’ said Gavin Shufty, ‘two dissenters. How about you, madam?’ He addressed Doris Whimple. ‘Surely a beautiful and intelligent
         woman such as yourself does not wish the council to go into further endless debts to save a football team that has not won
         a single match so far this season and shows no hope of ever winning one. Not when the handsome sum the Consortium is prepared
         to pay could be spent on numerous community projects.’
      

      
      ‘Well,’ said Doris Whimple, ‘I did hear some talk of a community centre.’

      
      ‘I have the plans here with me in my case. Your name is, madam?’

      
      ‘Doris Whimple,’ said Doris Whimple.

      
      ‘What a pretty name. The new community centre lacks for one, perhaps you would care to honour it with your own?’

      
      ‘Now, see here,’ said Neville.

      
      ‘Desist in your puerile protestations,’ said Gwynplaine Dhark. ‘The cause is a lost one. Bow to progress.’

      
      ‘Quite so.’ Gavin Shufty beamed upon Gwynplaine Dhark. ‘And your name is, sir?’

      
      ‘Dhark,’ said Dhark, ‘Gwynplaine Dhark.’

      
      ‘A noble name, and one that I feel should grace one of the roads of the new estate of executive homes. Dhark Crescent perhaps,
         or Dhark Street.’
      

      
      ‘Dhark Alley more like,’ said Neville.
      

      
      ‘So, who else? You, sir?’ Gavin Shufty addressed Vic Vanilla.

      
      ‘Vanilla Way will do fine for me,’ said Vic Vanilla. ‘That and all the other little matters we spoke about on the phone.’
         And Vic Vanilla tapped at his bulbous nose.
      

      
      ‘Quite so,’ said Gavin Shufty. ‘It’s all in the contracts.’

      
      ‘No,’ protested Neville once more. ‘It’s quite clear to me what’s going on here.’

      
      ‘You’re the barman from The Flying Swan, aren’t you?’ said Gavin Shufty. ‘I was warned about you.’

      
      ‘This is disgraceful,’ said Neville, rising from his seat. ‘This is bribery and corruption. I will have no part of this.’

      
      ‘Sit down, Neville.’ Vic Vanilla gave Neville’s jacket a tugging. ‘You’ll do all right out of this. You’ll make enough to
         buy The Flying Swan from the brewery, if you want.’
      

      
      Neville looked down at Vic Vanilla. ‘What did you say?’ he asked.

      
      Vic gave his nose another tapping. ‘Shares,’ said he. ‘We, as signatories on behalf of the council, are each to be awarded
         one thousand shares in the building project.’
      

      
      ‘It’s all legal and above board,’ said Gavin Shufty. ‘One thousand shares each, the same agreement that we have reached with
         all the other councils we’ve dealt with. The shares are without value until the new executive estate is built, at which point,
         when the new homes go on sale, they rocket to at least one hundred pounds a share. Perhaps more. You can sell them, should
         you so wish.’
      

      
      ‘One hundred thousand smackers,’ said Vic, now rubbing his greasy palms together. ‘That would buy you The Swan, wouldn’t it?’

      
      ‘It would,’ Neville whispered.

      
      ‘And all strictly legal. Owner of your own pub. Ain’t that every part-time barman’s dream?’

      
      Neville nodded thoughtfully. ‘It is,’ he said in a wistfully whispery voice.

      
      ‘Then go for it,’ said Vic. ‘The team’s a dead’n. The Brentford Bees have had their glory days, way back in the nineteen-twenties.
         The ground’s never even a quarter full on Saturday afternoons. No one really cares any more. I’ll bet you’ve never even been
         to a game.’
      

      
      ‘I’m always working.’ Neville sighed.

      
      ‘You could hire in some bar staff and support another side, buy a season ticket,’ said Vic.
      

      
      ‘We have executive boxes available at most stands,’ said Gavin Shufty. ‘You’d be welcome at any, at no charge, of course.
         Shareholders are always welcome. All you have to do is hold on to one share in order to qualify.’
      

      
      ‘Cheese,’ said Neville and he stared into space. It was one of those thousand-yard stares, which are always into some kind
         of space. A thousand yards away, most likely.
      

      
      ‘So,’ said Gavin Shufty, ‘are we all done? How goes the vote?’

      
      ‘You have mine,’ said Mr Gwynplaine Dhark.

      
      ‘And mine, too.’ Vic Vanilla raised a thumb.

      
      ‘And mine also, I suppose,’ said Doris Whimple.

      
      ‘You, sir?’ Gavin Shufty turned his mirrored gaze upon David Berkshire.

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ said that man.

      
      ‘Did he speak?’ Shufty asked Gwynplaine Dhark.

      
      ‘He said yes,’ said Mr Dhark.

      
      ‘No, I never did.’

      
      Gwynplaine Dhark stared hard at David Berkshire. It was a penetrating stare. A very penetrating stare.
      

      
      ‘Yes, all right, I suppose,’ said David Berkshire.

      
      ‘That would be four out of six,’ declared Gavin Shufty. ‘Motion carried, I believe. I’ll just hand out these contracts, then,’
         and he proceeded to do so.
      

      
      Neville slowly sat himself down. He still had a good old stare on him, of the thousand-yard variety rather than the penetrating.
         A contract was duly thrust before him.
      

      
      Doris Whimple awoke Councillor Doveston. ‘There’s something for you to sign,’ said she.

      
      ‘Is it about bees?’ asked the old duffer.

      
      ‘In a manner of speaking, yes.’

      
      ‘Then I’ll sign it.’

      
      ‘That makes five out of six, then.’ Gavin Shufty returned to the Mayoral Chair. ‘Democracy at work. Always a joy to behold.’

      
      Pens were taken from breast pockets, tops were pulled from these pens, signatures were signed.

      
      ‘You, sir, please,’ Gavin Shufty said to Neville. ‘You appear to be in some sort of trance. Could someone give him a bit of
         a dig?’
      

      
      Vic gave Neville a bit of a dig. ‘Bung on your moniker,’ he said.

      
      Neville took his pen from his breast pocket. It was a Parker. Neville unscrewed the cap.
      

      
      ‘There’s a good boy,’ said Mr Shufty in a patronising tone.

      
      Neville turned his head and stared at Mr Shufty.

      
      ‘No,’ said Neville. ‘I won’t do it. It’s wrong. All wrong. I may never have seen Brentford play, but I support the club. You
         can’t just wipe it away with a stroke of a pen. It’s part of Brentford’s glorious heritage, part of the stuff of which Brentford
         is made.’
      

      
      ‘You’re outvoted,’ said Mr Shufty. ‘It doesn’t really matter whether you sign or not.’

      
      ‘It’s wrong.’ Neville turned towards his fellow councillors. Scanned their faces. Saw the greed.

      
      ‘You don’t care, do you?’ he said. ‘You were voted on to the council to care, but you don’t. You just think of yourselves.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not entirely true.’ Gavin Shufty had a smug face on. ‘They just know a lost cause when they see one. Brentford football
         club is finished. It’s history.’
      

      
      ‘Glorious history,’ said Neville.

      
      ‘But history none the less for it. History that will not repeat itself.’

      
      ‘It might,’ said Neville. ‘There’s no telling.’

      
      Gavin Shufty laughed. ‘Brentford might win the FA Cup again, is that what you’re saying?’
      

      
      ‘It might,’ said Neville once more.

      
      ‘Don’t be absurd.’

      
      ‘But what if it did?’

      
      ‘If it did?’ Gavin Shufty laughed. ‘If that bunch of losers were to win the FA Cup, then I’d tear up these contracts.’

      
      ‘Would you?’ Neville asked.

      
      ‘Absolutely.’ Gavin Shufty had a very smug face on now. It was beyond smug. There was indeed no word to describe such a face.

      
      ‘And what about the money?’ Neville asked.

      
      Gain Shufty burst into a fit of laughter. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, between guffawings, ‘the Consortium will write off the
         debt, how about that?’ And then he laughed some more.
      

      
      Neville was definitely not laughing.
      

      
      ‘Write it on, then,’ said he.

      
      ‘Do what?’ Shufty asked.

      
      ‘Write it on to the contracts. What you just said – that if Brentford were to win the FA Cup, you’ll write off the debt.’

      
      ‘That’s absurd,’ said Gavin Shufty.

      
      Neville nodded sombrely. ‘I know,’ said he. ‘It’s totally absurd. So what harm can it do?’

      
      Gavin Shufty wiped tears of laughter from his eyes and slowly shook his head. ‘Are you serious?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Neville, ‘I am. As you say, I can do nothing to stop this. I’m outvoted. I could abstain and not put my signature
         to this contract, but I am only a human being and I would dearly love to own my own pub. But I am not only a human being,
         I am a Brentonian. And Brentonians will rise to the challenge when called upon to protect what they care about.’
      

      
      Gavin Shufty laughed once more. ‘I’m afraid that this is one challenge that Brentonians will not be able to rise to,’ said he.
      

      
      ‘Then humour me,’ said Neville. ‘What do you have to lose?’

      
      Gavin Shufty gave a shrug. ‘Absolutely nothing,’ he replied.

   
      
      4

      
      John Vincent Omally, bestest friend of James Arbuthnot Pooley, crested the canal bridge from the Isleworth side and soared
         down into Brentford. Omally soared upon Marchant, his elderly sit-up-and-beg bike. There were times when John and his bike
         did not see eye to eye. As it were. Times when John cursed Marchant and Marchant returned John’s curses with what is known
         in military circles as ‘dumb insolence’. Troubled times were these for the both of them.
      

      
      But not on this particular morn.

      
      Upon this particular morn, boy and bike were as one, in cosmic synthesis, in a harmony that bordered on the divine. Marchant
         declined to snag John’s turn-up in his chain wheel and John felt not the need to chastise Marchant for his bad behaviour.
         The sun shone down and God was in his Heaven and to Omally all seemed more than just all right with the world.
      

      
      That John, a curly-haired son of Eire, Dublin born and Brentford bred, should be approaching the borough at this time of the
         morning rather than stirring from his cosy bed in Mafeking Avenue, just to the rear of Peg’s Paper Shop, would have surprised
         none who knew John well. John was a bit of a ladies’ man. And as the now-legendary Spike once put it, ‘One bit in particular.’
         And upon this particular morn, John was returning from a night of passion with an Isleworth lass whose husband worked the
         night shift at the windscreen-wiper factory.
      

      
      John did whistlings as he rode along, and singings, too, and sometimes reckless chucklings. That one day he would be made
         to pay for his transgressions, brought to book and no doubt soundly thrashed by some cuckolded hubby, perhaps played a part
         in these whistlings and singings and reckless chucklings as well. For it was the risk that did it for John – the risk, the thrill and of course the joy he brought to the women that he pleasured.
      

      
      Not that John was a bad man.

      
      No. Like unto Pooley, his bestest friend, and unto Neville and unto Norman, John Omally was a good man. John was as Jim, which
         is to say basically honest. Indeed, he was the partner of Jim, a fellow entrepreneur. Together they toiled hard evading what
         is so laughingly described as ‘honest work’. Together they lived by their wits. Together they drifted through life.
      

      
      And happily.

      
      Down the High Street came John, sometimes on the road and sometimes on the pavement, oblivious to hooting horns and startled
         shoppers. Onward, ever onward. ’Til he stopped. Before The Plume Café.
      

      
      Omally dismounted, leaned Marchant against the café window to enjoy the late-season sunshine and entered The Plume Café.

      
      The Plume Café had seen better days, and had probably even enjoyed them. These better days had been during the post-war years,
         those years known as the nineteen-fifties. Rock’n’rollin’ years these had been, of Teddy Boys with Brylcreemed heads and long
         drape coats and fat-soled brothel-creepers. When Elvis was King and fags were three pence a packet. And you could buy a dog
         for a shilling that was big enough for all the family to ride on. And whose name was Jack.
      

      
      The Plume retained features of this glorious decade, including an espresso coffee machine that still made impressive noises.
         Whilst concealed behind its bulk, Lil, The Plume’s proprietress, would furtively ladle a spoonful of Maxwell House into a
         stranger’s mug and shake it about a bit. It also boasted a jukebox of the Rockola persuasion, now sadly scarified with the
         rust but still with its original selections: ‘Wild Gas On Saturn’ by The Rock Gods; ‘Standing in the Slipstream of the Jets’
         by The Flying Starfish From Uranus; the ‘Two-By-One Song’ by Little Tich and The Big Foot Band; ‘God’s Only Daughter’ by The
         Sumerian Kynges; and selections from Armageddon: The Musical sung by the original cast. There were ‘contemporary’ chairs and Formica-topped tables and even those plastic tomatoes that
         dispense ketchup when squeezed. And those chrome-topped glass sugar dispensers, which rarely dispense anything, even when shaken with surpassing fierceness. The Plume remained as those
         who had always known it knew it, and those who knew it, knew it well. And loved it also.
      

      
      And so also loved they Lil.

      
      The sign above the door proclaimed in faded italics that The Plume was the property of one Mrs Veronica Smith, but whether
         this was Lil, none asked, nor even thought to.
      

      
      Lil was Lil, or Lily Marlene to a stranger, a Junoesque beauty now in the middle fullness of her years. A suicide blonde*, all pouting lips of rubeous hue and mammaries to set a young lad’s loins a leaping, with skirt that little bit too short,
         heels a tad too high and those parts that were clothed pressed into garments of a size that didn’t ‘fit all’.
      

      
      It was popularly believed by the good men of Brentford that they did not make women like Lil any more, and so she was adored
         by them. Yet they feared her in equal measure, for Lil was fierce.
      

      
      Omally, who had known many women of the borough and indeed the surrounding territories, did not number Lil amongst his conquests.
         Although he flirted with her mirthfully, and she with him, such a liaison – interesting though it might have been for the
         both of them – would have been, in Omally’s opinion, and no doubt Lil’s, inappropriate. A friendship existed between them,
         a deep friendship that would not have been strengthened by sexual congress; rather it would have been severed.
      

      
      Omally entered The Plume Café and breathed in of its ambience: the fragrance of frying, the bouquet of bacon, the heady scent
         of the sausage. Of customers there were but several: a tall youth named Cornelius Murphy munched upon bacon sandwiches in
         a window seat and discoursed with his dwarflike comrade Tuppe a salesman, travelling in tobaccos and ready-rolled cigarettes,
         downed cornflakes alone in a corner; and a native of the Andaman Islands took tea with an elderly sea captain.
      

      
      Omally nodded good mornings to each and to all and for the most part these were returned to him. The Irishman approached the
         counter; the eyes of Lil, framed by their painted lashes, fell upon him.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ said Lil, a-pushing out her bosoms, ‘if it isn’t my own dear John.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed if it isn’t,’ said himself. ‘Hail, Lily, full of grace. Blessed art thou amongst women.’

      
      ‘The usual?’ said Lily.

      
      ‘The usual would be sublime.’

      
      Lil set to the frying of John’s usual. And John watched her at it and smiled as he did so.

      
      ‘That idiot grin becomes you,’ said Lil, cracking three eggs simultaneously into the cacky pan. ‘It is surely the grin of
         one who has recently enjoyed the illicit favours of another’s wife.’
      

      
      ‘Perish the thought,’ said Omally. ‘My heart belongs to you.’

      
      ‘Your heart, then, should perhaps inform your penis of this truth.’

      
      ‘Perhaps so.’

      
      Lil heaped several pre-cooked-and-ready-for-a-warm-up bangers into the cacky pan and shook the pan around upon the gas hob.

      
      ‘Do you never think about settling down, John?’ she asked through the smoke.

      
      ‘All the time,’ said himself, ‘which is why I always keep on the move.’

      
      ‘You could do little better than to find yourself a good woman.’

      
      ‘There are many to be found.’ John turned towards himself a copy of the Brentford Mercury (numbered by Norman for a house in a nearby street and wrongly delivered by Zorro the paperboy who cared nought for Norman’s
         numberings) which lay upon the counter and viewed its front page. ‘Many, many, many,’ he continued in a wistful tone.
      

      
      ‘You are a scoundrel.’ Lil popped two doorsteps into the toaster and rammed down the starter with a thumbnail painted Rose
         du Barry.
      

      
      ‘Poo,’ said Omally. ‘This sits most uneasily.’

      
      ‘You have some complaint to make about my seating?’ A fierceness arose in the voice of Lil.

      
      ‘Not a bit of it, fair lady. I allude to the headline news upon the day’s broadsheet. Inasmuch that the council are, as we
         engage in pleasant social intercourse, sealing the fate of the football ground.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t have you down as a supporter, John. A small bird whispered into my ear that when a match is on, you are generally to be found in the arms of the goalkeeper’s wife.’
      

      
      ‘A damnable lie,’ quoth Omally, for indeed it was, it being the centre-forward’s wife that John was prone to visit. ‘But this
         is an outrage. I shall write to my MP.’
      

      
      ‘Your MP?’ Lil laughed. ‘You’ve never even voted in your life.’

      
      ‘Voting for the lesser of two evils holds no appeal for me.’

      
      ‘Let’s face it, John.’ Two charred doorsteps leapt suddenly from the toaster to be deftly caught by Lil. ‘The club is finished.
         Everyone knows that it’s finished. It was just a matter of time before some big business concern bought up the land and built
         housing on it.’
      

      
      ‘Outrage,’ declared John. ‘Iconoclasm.’

      
      ‘I’ll bet you’ve never even been to a match.’ Lil scooped up the contents of the cacky pan, which now included mushrooms,
         bacon, black pudding and a beetle named Derek, and delivered this eclectic cuisine to a dinner plate that had once boasted
         a willow pattern. This, in turn, in the company of the burned toast (now buttered) she delivered unto John Omally.
      

      
      ‘And a mug of tea,’ said himself. ‘In my usual mug.’

      
      ‘I’ll bring it over,’ said Lil. ‘Enjoy.’

      
      Omally bore his breakfast to the nearest table, which although not his favourite was not entirely without favour and set to
         tucking in. Pull down the football club, he thought as he ate. Appalling, diabolical – why, that would mean pulling down The
         Stripes Bar beneath the south stand, where ale at below-average price could be enjoyed at hours that were outside those of
         normal licensing. And, of course, it might well leave the Bees’ centre forward with nothing to do on a Saturday afternoon.
         And of course there was the matter of Brentford’s glorious heritage. And such like.
      

      
      Omally pressed on with his repast. They’d sell the ground, he knew that they would. Those town councillors, they were all
         up to some kind of no-good, everyone knew that. All up to no good, with the exception of Neville.
      

      
      Omally, as a regular in the saloon bar of The Flying Swan, held Neville in high esteem. In fact, it had been Omally’s idea
         to put the part-time barman up as a candidate for one of the vacant seats on the town council – out of public spiritedness,
         of course. That and the fact that Omally had been told that council meetings often ran late into the night, which meant that Neville would have to leave
         the bar in the hands of Croughton the pot-bellied pot man, an inebriate buffoon who could always be inveigled into serving
         after hours.
      

      
      A practice that Neville frowned deeply upon.

      
      But you couldn’t just pull down the football club, plough up the ground. You couldn’t. You just couldn’t.

      
      Sadly, John knew all too well that you could. You just could. It happened all too regularly nowadays. In fact, it was something
         of a current fashion.
      

      
      Lil brought over Omally’s tea and stared down between her bosoms at the thoughtful Irishman.

      
      ‘There’s no stopping what can’t be stopped,’ she said, which rang a bell somewhere. ‘Don’t let it play on your mind, John.’

      
      Omally sipped his tea and burned his mouth. ‘It just doesn’t seem right,’ said he.

      
      At length, John finished his breakfast and patted his belly. The morning sun shone in upon him and the Irishman’s spirits,
         so recently lowered, were lifted again. Today was, after all, another day and a day that it was his duty to enjoy to the full,
         being the sort of fellow that he was – to whit, one who truly revelled in life. There were pennies that must be earned and
         then spent, things to do and people to see.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, sir.’

      
      Omally looked up.

      
      A fellow looked down at him, a fellow in a drab grey suit, with a painfully thin face and matching hair. A drab and pale grey
         fellow, all at odds with the day.
      

      
      ‘How might I help you?’ Omally enquired with politeness.

      
      ‘It’s how I might help you,’ said the fellow. Which set certain alarm bells ringing.

      
      ‘Oh yes?’ said Omally, in the voice of undisguised suspicion.

      
      ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong. Might I sit?’ The fellow did so without waiting for a reply. ‘It’s just that I’m in a bit of a dilemma
         and I think we might be able to help each other out.’
      

      
      ‘I suspect that at least half of that statement might hold some degree of truth,’ said Omally.
      

      
      ‘Do you smoke?’ asked the fellow.

      
      ‘Ah,’ said John. ‘Duty-frees, is it?’

      
      ‘Not as such. Allow me to explain. I’m a salesman, travelling in tobaccos and ready-rolled cigarettes.’

      
      ‘I know,’ said Omally. ‘I saw you when I came in.’

      
      The fellow shook his head. ‘I sell these.’ He hoisted a bulging suitcase on to the table, all but upsetting Omally’s mug,
         tugged it open and withdrew a packet of Dadarillos. ‘I’m covering this area. I’ve got a caseful, but the local shops don’t
         seem very keen to purchase.’
      

      
      ‘They wouldn’t be,’ said John. ‘This is a very conservative neighbourhood.’

      
      ‘But they’re half the price of normal cigarettes and nearly twice the length.’

      
      ‘Half the price?’ said Omally.

      
      And twice the length. And with the deal I’m giving to the shops, they’ll still make more profit per packet than on normally
         priced cigarettes.’
      

      
      Omally nodded sagely. ‘Which prompts the question that will not be answered,’ said he.

      
      ‘Which is?’ asked the fellow.

      
      ‘What’s the catch?’ asked Omally.

      
      ‘There is no catch – it’s a promotional offer. The company are literally giving these cigarettes away. They are convinced
         that once smokers try them, they will like them so much that they will switch from their regular brands.’
      

      
      And then the price will go up.’

      
      ‘Naturally. Such is the way with business.’

      
      Omally cogitated. And then he smiled. Although it was true that the local tobacconists would not care to take on new products,
         what with their clientele being so set in their ways and all, there were few folk who, when offered a good deal – under-the-counter,
         as it were, or off-the-back-of-a-lorry – would turn up their noses. And so where the shopkeepers of Brentford might fail to
         find custom, Omally, with his winning ways and the gift of the gab, which God had personally granted to Irish manhood to make up for the fact that their staple diet would be the potato, would, with the wind behind him
         and all things being equal and those that weren’t falling in his favour due to his own exertions, SUCCEED.
      

      
      ‘Two questions,’ said Omally.

      
      ‘Go on,’ said the fellow.
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