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      The car-boot 
sale took place 
every Saturday 
on the edge of 
Crouch End.
      

      
      There was a patch of empty land there; not a car park, not a building site, just a square of rubble and dust that nobody seemed
         to know what to do with. And then one summer the car-boot sales had arrived like flies at a picnic and since then there’d
         been one every week. Not that there was anything very much to buy. Cracked glasses and hideous plates, mouldy paperback books
         by writers you’d never heard of, electric kettles and bits of hi-fi that looked forty years out of date.
      

      
      Matthew King decided to go in only because it was free. He’d visited the car-boot sale before and the only thing he’d come
         away with was a cold. But this was a warm Saturday afternoon. He had plenty of time. And, anyway, it was there.
      

      
      But it was the same old trash. He certainly wasn’t going to find his father a fiftieth birthday present here, not unless the old man had a sudden yearning for a five-hundred-piece Snow White jigsaw puzzle (missing one piece) or an electric
         coffee maker (only slightly cracked) or perhaps a knitted cardigan in an unusual shade of pink (aaaagh!).
      

      
      Matthew sighed. There were times when he hated living in London and this was one of them. It was only after his own birthday,
         his fourteenth, that his parents had finally agreed to let him go out on his own. And it was only then that he realised he
         didn’t really have anywhere to go. Crummy Crouch End with its even crummier car-boot sale. Was this any place for a smart,
         good-looking teenager on a summer afternoon?
      

      
      He was about to leave when a car pulled in and parked in the furthest corner. At first he thought it must be a mistake. Most
         of the cars at the sale were old and rusty, as clapped-out as the stuff they were selling. But this was a red Volkswagen,
         L-registration, bright red and shiny clean. As Matthew watched, a smartly dressed man stepped out, opened the boot and stood
         there, looking awkward and ill-at-ease, as if he were unsure what to do next. Matthew strolled over to him.
      

      
      He would always remember the contents of the boot. It was strange. He had a bad memory. There was a programme on TV where
         you had to remember all the prizes that came out on a conveyor belt and he’d never been able to manage more than two or three
         but this time it stayed in his mind…well, like a photograph.
      

      
      There were clothes: a baseball jacket, several pairs of jeans, T-shirts. A pair of roller blades, a Tintin rocket, a paper
         lampshade. Lots of books; paperbacks and a brand-new English dictionary. About twenty CDs – mainly pop, a Sony Walkman, a
         guitar, a box of water-colour paints, a ouija board, a Game Boy…
      

      
      …and a camera.

      
      Matthew reached out and grabbed the camera. He was already aware that a small crowd had gathered behind him and more hands
         were reaching past him to snatch items out of the boot. The man who had driven the car didn’t move. Nor did he show any emotion.
         He had a round face with a small moustache and he looked fed up. He didn’t want to be there in Crouch End, at the car-boot sale. Everything about him said
         it.
      

      
      ‘I’ll give you a tenner for this,’ someone said.

      
      Matthew saw that they were holding the baseball jacket. It was almost new and must have been worth at least thirty pounds.

      
      ‘Done,’ the man said. His face didn’t change.

      
      Matthew turned the camera over in his hands. Unlike the jacket, it was old, probably bought second hand, but it seemed to
         be in good condition. It was a Pentax – but the ‘x’ on the casing had worn away. That was the only sign of damage. He held
         it up and looked through the viewfinder. About five metres away, a woman was holding up the horrible pink cardigan he had
         noticed earlier. He focused and felt a certain thrill as the powerful lens seemed to carry him forward so that the cardigan
         now filled his vision. He could even make out the buttons – silvery white and loose. He swivelled round, the cars and the
         crowd racing across the viewfinder as he searched for a subject. For no reason at all he focused on a large bedroom mirror propped up against another car. His finger found the shutter release and he pressed it. There was a satisfying
         click, it seemed that the camera worked.
      

      
      And it would make a perfect present. Only a few months before, his dad had been complaining about the pictures he’d just had
         back from their last holiday in France. Half of them had been out of focus and the rest of them had been so overexposed that
         they’d made the Loire Valley look about as enticing as the Gobi Desert on a bad day.
      

      
      ‘It’s the camera,’ he’d insisted. ‘It’s clapped out and useless. I’m going to get myself a new one.’

      
      But he hadn’t. In one week’s time he was going to be fifty years old. And Matthew had the perfect birthday present right in
         his hands.
      

      
      How much would it cost? The camera felt expensive. For a start it was heavy. Solid. The lens was obviously a powerful one.
         The camera didn’t have an automatic rewind, a digital display or any of the other things that came as standard these days.
         But technology was cheap. Quality was expensive. And this was undoubtedly a quality camera.
      

      
      ‘Will you take ten pounds for this?’ Matthew asked. If the owner had been happy to take so little for the baseball jacket,
         perhaps he wouldn’t think twice about the camera. But this time the man shook his head. ‘It’s worth a hundred at least,’ he
         said. He turned away to take twenty pounds for the guitar. It had been bought by a young black woman who strummed it as she
         walked away.
      

      
      ‘I’ll have a look at that…’ A thin, dark-haired woman reached out to take the camera but Matthew pulled it back. He had three
         twenty-pound notes in his back pocket. Twelve weeks’ worth of shoe-cleaning, car-washing and generally helping around the
         house. He hadn’t meant to spend all of it on his dad. Perhaps not even half of it.
      

      
      ‘Will you take forty pounds?’ he asked the man. ‘It’s all I’ve got,’ he lied.

      
      The man glanced at him, then nodded. ‘Yes. That’ll do.’

      
      Matthew felt a surge of excitement and at the same time a sudden fear. A hundred-pound camera for forty quid? It had to be broken. Or stolen. Or both. But then the woman opened her mouth to speak and Matthew quickly
         found his money and thrust it out. The man took it without looking pleased or sorry. He simply folded the notes and put them
         in his pocket as if the payment meant nothing to him.
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