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      For those of you who don’t understand (or don’t want to know) what DVD means – or can’t stand the sight of someone ringing his loved one on a mobile in the middle of a crowded carriage just to say the train is on time – take heart. Put away those blood pressure pills and come with me on a journey back to a time when life was simple and spartan – before the age of computers and email, where you had to use your imagination to amuse yourself instead of switching on the box.
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      At last, the war was over, and the world would be a better place for everyone, or so they thought. It was, in that time, a question of what to do to get the country back on its feet again, and how to get started. But with so much competition for jobs, the outlook was bleak for young men of only average intelligence – even less for those like Alastair, George, and Arthur.

      Alastair made up for it by sheer egotistical cunning and affecting a lordly appearance that got him out of scrapes on more occasions than anyone would care to remember. Today, he would have won or lost a fortune as a rogue trader or made a name for himself in politics. He had all the right qualifications – a broad, flexible outlook that reminded one irresistibly of that giant amongst men, Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, immortalised by P.G. Wodehouse.

      George, on the other hand, had no brains to speak of, just an insatiable appetite, and was completely happy as long as he was left alone to pursue his hobby of stuffing his face. The only time anyone saw him really upset was when a dog sneaked a treble-decker sandwich it had taken him all morning to prepare. He got over it by applying for a job next day as a butcher’s assistant.

      Like so many others at that time, Arthur had no university education. It was wartime, and after his parents were killed in the blitz, he was brought up by a reluctant aunt. Any writing ambitions he may have had cut no ice with Aunt Ciss, who regarded it as a complete waste of time and viewed him as a liability.

      After sending out a fistful of hopeful articles and getting snowed under by rejects, Arthur emerged from his tiny garret every evening, after making do with a leftover sandwich and a glass of milk, to be greeted by a continuous tirade of complaints from his Aunt Ciss, which did not help to restore his morale.

      As she put it, sitting back comfortably in her armchair and tucking into an enormous plateful of chicken pie between gulps of whisky, “Fat lot of good all that scribbling does for you, young man. What you want is a proper job – something that brings in some real money, not all those silly rejects you keep getting. How do you think I can afford to keep you on top of all those bills that keep on coming in? You’ve no idea how much everything costs your poor old aunt these days.”

      “But I was hoping that money Dad left me might be enough to keep me going until I’ve built up some freelance work…”

      She nearly choked over the thought. “You thought it was enough to keep you going? On what, I might ask? That was only enough to pay for a few measly mouthfuls,” she said, omitting to mention that it paid for a daily queue of delivery vans that attempted to keep up with her insatiable appetite.

      “I do my best, but there aren’t enough jobs to be had.”

      “Nonsense, you’re not trying hard enough.” Her mind diverted. “What about that nice young girl I introduced you to, Mavis, wasn’t it?”

      “Mavis?” He shuddered. “She was so fat she couldn’t get the rings off her fingers.”

      “What’s that got to do with it? If you married her, you wouldn’t have to worry; her father’s a merchant banker with oodles of money. I don’t know; there’s no pleasing you these days. And there was that other girl, Frenela something or other,” she added. “She would have made a splendid wife for you. She is a teacher and would have passed on all the social graces you need – of course, her father is well off in the civil service. Not that that has anything to do with it, but if you get in there, you have a job for life.”

      “I couldn’t think of anything worse,” argued Arthur. “She was ugly as sin and always giving me good books to read.”

      “Well, I don’t know; you’re very difficult to please. I don’t know what we’re going to do with you.”

      “Yes, Auntie,” he said, getting up wearily. “I’ll just have to see what tomorrow brings.”

      “You do that, Arthur,” she said, bolting down another mouthful, “otherwise we’ll starve – and you wouldn’t like your poor old auntie to be left in that position, I’m sure. If things go on like this,” she warned ominously, “I shall have to take in another lodger and we’ve only got your spare bedroom available, so for goodness sake do something. I don’t think you’ve heard a word of what I’ve been saying.”

      “No, Auntie, I mean, yes, Auntie,” he sighed.

      But it was no better the next day or the day after. Everywhere he went, there seemed to be queues of ex-servicemen looking for work. Reviewing his prospects, he came to the conclusion that as far as his future was concerned, it was either the army or the bank.

      In the Blackheath suburbs where he lived, the city was only a short distance away, so it made more sense to try for the bank. The musty confines of that august building at Fleetgate, only a short tube ride from London Bridge, with all its antiquated habits and characters, would give him all the material he needed as a writer to last him a lifetime.

      But the prospect of coming home to find Aunt Ciss holding court in the front sitting room every night, waiting to snap at him in bleary hostility at the slightest excuse, filled him with panic. He had to escape. His first step was to get away, anywhere, and find cheap lodgings where he could scribble down some ideas for an article that would hopefully help to pay off some of his mounting bills.

      With the rejection slips piling up thick and fast, and rent day looming ever closer, he was saved from bankruptcy by a lucky encounter with an old friend of the family, Alastair Stringer, who he (and most of the family) had always avoided in the past because of his pompous and ‘know-it-all’ manner.

      But he was in no position to be choosy, so on an impulse, he sought Alastair out and asked him humbly if he could help in any way. Adopting an airy manner, his friend waved away any anxieties Arthur might have.

      “Lord, yes, I can get you in, old lad. No trouble at all. The manager would do anything for me. Trouble is whether you really want to work in a bank. It’s not the sort of career I was expecting myself, you understand. The family wanted me to go in for the Foreign Office, you know. Uncle Henry begged me to take on Gibraltar during the war, but those blasted apes put me off. Always chattering about the place – couldn’t stand it. Anyway, if you’re sure, I’ll look after you. Just leave it to me.”

      But when it came to it, Arthur found work in the bank deadly boring and longed to become a writer. As he entered the building every morning, the drab surroundings did nothing to dispel the general feeling of gloom that surrounded him. The august bust of Joshua Bullett, the family bank’s revered founder, stared coldly down at him from his prominent niche above the counter as if registering his disapproval at Arthur’s presence on the staff, and he would slink past with an averted gaze.

      The one person in the bank who seemed to know how he felt and listened to him with understanding was – you’ve guessed it – Alastair. Such a friendly person, Arthur thought. Nothing like the show-off they had always imagined. He was like an elder brother in those first few weeks. Told him all sorts of interesting things about the goings-on in the bank.

      “D’you see that messenger of ours, Conrad, old man? You wouldn’t think he owned a string of paper stands around the city, would you? They say he pays Head Office his salary because it’s handy for him to use this as his base. That would make a better story than all those sea sagas your grandfather went in for.”

      Arthur’s heart warmed towards him. “Well, actually my name is Conway,” he reminded. “Arthur Conway – not Conrad. Although,” he added shyly, “I do want to write.”

      “Course you do, old man. It’s only a matter of time. Your name will be up in lights, you just wait and see.”

      By then, Arthur was almost purring with devotion.

      “I blame it all on the war,” Alastair sighed, shooting a sly look at Arthur to make sure he had his sympathy. “Killed off all the best ones, and look what we’ve got left. Morrissey, our beloved manager, who’s given up any hope of promotion and pretends he’s a station master playing at trains. Old Jenkins, our blasted chief clerk, who doesn’t think you’re fit for anything until you’ve slaved at the ledger for over fifty years. And Symmonds, our first cashier, who spends all his time dreaming about retirement. As for that slacker Harris, his number two, beats me why he bothers to come in. They’ve been trying to get rid of him for years. He just nods off over his till every day, and we have to wake him up and remind him when it’s time to go home.” He shook his head. “The trouble with this world is all the wrong people are in charge. It’s them or us. You mark my words, Arthur. One of these days there’ll come a reckoning, oh yes. An’ then they’d better watch out.”

      “But what can anyone do about it?” Arthur asked earnestly. For he was without doubt very earnest and naive in those days.

      “What can we do about it, you mean? Listen, I’ll tell you something I wouldn’t tell anyone else.” He lowered his voice, and it took on a quavery note. “I don’t usually take a shine to people, but I like you, Arthur, I’m not ashamed to admit.” He wiped his eyes and peered mistily. “Something I haven’t done since my old mother died.”

      Like an idiot, Arthur grabbed his arm impulsively. “If there’s any way I can help…”

      “Good man – I knew I could rely on you.” Alastair laid his finger on the side of his nose and winked confidentially. “This is strictly between you and me mind, but the job of holding the key to the strong room is coming up for review this week. As you know, two men have to open the strong room together to make sure there’s no hanky panky going on. Jenkins, who holds one set of keys, is away with flu and old Symmonds is retiring soon, so they’re looking for someone to take it on before then, someone they can rely on in case he drops down dead in the meantime. If I put a word in for you, don’t let on, will you? Might be something in it for you. But mum’s the word, eh?”

      Arthur stared at him, puzzled. “But what’s that got to do with the wrong people being in charge?”

      His friend seemed to wince at the phrase ‘in charge,’ then recovered and gave a beam

      of encouragement. “All in good time. Now, what d’you say? Come on, it’s your big chance.”

      “Why should they pick me? I’ve only been here a few months.”

      “Because they trust you, my boy, that’s why. And don’t we all?”

      He dismissed the worried look on Arthur’s face with an airy wave of the hand. “Anyway, with Jenkins off sick, they’re short-staffed and it’ll save them getting in a temporary replacement. I know that lot – mean as the proverbial monkeys.”

      “Stringer!” bawled a peevish voice at the back of the office. “Where is everyone, today?”

      “It’s old Morrissey,” hissed Alastair. “Coming, sir!” he cooed in a disgustingly servile manner, then scurried off down the corridor. His honeyed words floated back, “Sir, may I have a few words?” Following on his heels, Arthur was just in time to see the manager snatch off his station master’s hat and hurriedly hide a red flag in his desk drawer out of sight.

      “Ah, Stringer, everything on track?’

      “Sorry to bother you, sir, seeing as you’re so busy,” he heard Alastair apologise profusely in his usual smooth manner. “You remember you were asking about a replacement for a key holder the other day… I think I might have the answer.” Then the door closed in his face, and their voices faded away.

      The next few days, Arthur was uncomfortably aware of the manager giving him a searching look as he passed his office before throwing up his hands and putting up a ‘Do Not Disturb’ notice on the door. He didn’t cotton on to this at first, but after catching the manager rushing into the Gents one morning in his stationmaster’s hat, he realised his superior was in the middle of retreating into a private world where the Flying Scotsman and the Great Eastern reigned supreme. The second or third time they passed each other, the manager merely shook his head in disbelief. When Arthur mentioned this to Alastair, he looked thoughtful, and soon after, Arthur saw him heading for the manager’s office after snatching up a sheaf of papers.

      Anxious to learn more, he hesitated by the door as he paused to fetch the tea tray and heard the manager complain, “But he’s far too young, why can’t you do it – you’re his senior.”

      “Ah, I would if I could, but you know how it is with the old ticker, sir. That reminds me, if you could just approve my medical expenses for last month…”

      “Here, where do I sign? Don’t you collapse on us,” said the manager in alarm. “We’re far too short-staffed as it is. Dammit, if only Jenkins hadn’t gone down with flu…” Arthur heard him kick at the wastepaper basket in frustration. “How can I appoint someone his age? It took me years to reach that position…”

      “Ah, but think how well it will be viewed from above,” murmured Alastair.

      “How well?” repeated Morrissey hopefully.

      “Just think of it, sir. How many juniors have been promoted to the position of key holder at only seventeen?”

      “None, as far as I know…” said the manager fearfully.

      “I can see it now,” prompted Alastair. “That intrepid band of directors meeting in the boardroom, shaking their heads in admiration. Such courage, they are saying. Who is this man, Morrissey?”

      “A courageous idiot, you mean,” muttered the manager. “More likely they’d fire me.”

      “You underestimate your abilities, sir,” Alastair said earnestly. “Such a breath-taking step will make them look upon you in a new light. Hm, I can hear the chairman declare, ‘We must find room for people like this, not afraid to take bold decisions. When is old what’s-his-name retiring as general manager of branches?’”

      “General manager?” whispered Morrissey.

      “Every age has its born leaders,” said Alastair dreamily. “William Pitt, the Younger, was only twenty-four when he became prime minister…”

      “He was?”

      “It’s not too late to make your mark in Head Office. General Manager today, and who knows what fate has in store tomorrow?”

      “Dammit, I will.” As he came out of a trance, the manager unbent. “You can get up off your knees, Stringer. Send young Conway to me at once. If all goes well, I won’t forget your suggestion.”

      A dazed and triumphant Alastair emerged from the inner sanctum and uncrossed his fingers. “It worked,” he crowed unbelievingly.

      Catching sight of Arthur, he beckoned excitedly. “Quick, get in there before he changes his mind.”

      The person most surprised by Arthur’s sudden elevation the following Monday was Stuart, the messenger, who dropped his cigar and nearly burnt his finger in astonishment at the idea. As for Symmonds, he had a seizure on the spot when he saw who would be helping him to open the strong room. Arthur felt so nervous at the sudden promotion he could sense the manager’s eyes boring through the back of his neck, anxiously willing him to go through the correct procedures of unlocking and locking the massive locks. Even Alastair was hovering in the background, ready to rush forward with advice.

      But luck or good fortune was on Arthur’s side. He didn’t know whether it was the relentless coaching from Alastair or the fear of making a mistake in front of the manager, but he managed to do all the right things at the right time.

      Whether word had filtered up to Head Office or not, nobody could hazard a guess, but two days later a white-faced manager dashed out of his office and croaked, “Stringer, where the blazes are you?”

      He grabbed Alastair by the arm and hustled him into his office, and Arthur followed discreetly, just out of sight.

      “They want me to go to Head Office right away,” he blurted out. “What shall I say?”

      For a moment, Alastair was taken aback, but he did a quick calculation and said without thinking, “I told them next week, the idiots…” Then he rallied. “There’s no need to worry, sir. It just means a change of plan, that’s all.”

      “Change of plan? You mean, I don’t get any promotion?”

      “No, of course not,” said Alastair soothingly. “Everything’s going to be fine. This is your big chance, remember? Off you go to your appointment – just keep on repeating ‘General Manager’ to yourself and everything will be fine.”

      Morrissey clutched at Alastair’s lapels for reassurance. “You’re sure about that?”

      “Ug, absolutely,” croaked his victim, freeing himself. “Remember – ‘General Manager.’ Oh, and, sir,” he added casually, “it might be a good idea if you could leave the other spare set of safe keys with me, in case of emergencies.”

      “Yes, good thinking,” replied Morrissey, glassy-eyed. He sat down heavily and mumbled to himself, “General Manager, General Manager…”

      Watching the departing car, Alastair checked his watch with unusual nervousness.

      “Right, it’s Plan B,” he snapped suddenly. “Get your strong room keys, Conrad. Time for action.”

      “Here, wait a minute…” Arthur objected, slightly confused. “We’ve already got the notes and coins out. They don’t go back until we close.”

      “We’re not putting anything back, Conrad.” He looked around in case he was overheard. “Don’t you understand, you idiot?” he hissed. “We’re taking it out!”
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      “But-but…” Arthur stuttered, thrown off-guard. “What for?”

      Alastair brushed the question aside impatiently. “Can’t stop to explain now; we’ve no time to waste. Any moment now he might find out he’s got the dates mixed up and come back…”

      Before Arthur could say anything with his mind in such a whirl, his friend hustled him down the stairs and produced the manager’s keys and, carefully selecting one, turned it in the keyhole.

      “Now yours,” he directed. Seeing Arthur’s mouth slacken open, he looked at his watch again impatiently. “Come on, we haven’t got all day.” Then he relented. “Don’t you see, Conrad, old man. This is our chance to get back at them.”

      “What do you mean – ‘them’?” Arthur repeated stupidly, beginning to get suspicious despite his loyalty. “Why are we getting any more out – who wants it anyway?”

      Alastair began to laugh wildly. “Who wants it, he asks? Why I do…er, we all do, fathead.” Then he sobered up, and his eyes took on a cunning gleam. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Well, if we haven’t got a good enough reason, why… it sounds like stealing.” Arthur felt uneasy.

      Alastair puffed out his chest. “You’re not accusing me of stealing, old man, are you?” he asked in shocked tones, glancing surreptitiously at his watch.

      “No, but you haven’t told me yet who it’s for.”

      “Head Office, of course. Who else?”

      “But why do they want it? We’ve got to have enough for the customers.” Arthur found himself getting persistent. “Surely they realise? They must have a better reason than that.”

      “Oh, there is, old lad,” his friend said soothingly. As he spoke, his eyes took on a hunted look and rested briefly on the box of first aid on a nearby shelf, kept for emergencies. His face lit up at a sudden thought. “Of course, I didn’t explain, did I? You must think I’m thick.” He laughed indulgently. “It’s for the Red Cross.”

      “Red Cross?” Arthur repeated in astonishment. “What do they want it for?”

      Alastair’s brow cleared and he launched into a glib explanation. “You’ve heard about the refugee crisis over there…” He gestured vaguely in the air and hurried on before his statement could be questioned. “You see, it’s like this, old man. When the Jerries retreated, they took all the money they could lay their hands on wherever they went. It left thousands without anything. Whole countries were involved; you’ve no idea. People were left destitute. Starving, old man – absolutely without a bean. In confidence,” he lowered his voice, “and don’t let this get around, but the Government were left with a revolt on their hands.” He staved off the next question that sprang to mind. “Couldn’t have that, could they? Stands to reason. We’ve got to do something before it’s too late.”

      “But what’s that to do with getting money out of our strong room?”

      Alastair pulled him closer and whispered in his ear, “Special emergency shipment, old man. Got to get it to Croydon Airport, pronto. Every minute counts to stave off the riots. Head Office said so. Can’t argue with that, can we?” Swinging the door open, he urged, “Hurry up with that bundle of notes, will you.” He wiped his forehead. “If we don’t get this done on time, bang goes our promotion, old man.”

      Arthur listened to his tale with growing misgivings. It all sounded so fantastic, yet there was a possible slim thread of reason behind it all that he couldn’t ignore, and his friend could just be right. The papers had been full of it recently, warning of all kinds of disasters to come if the country didn’t pull its socks up.

      The sheer volume of words that poured out of Alastair after that almost overpowered Arthur, and he found himself following the instructions given to him in a semi-trance like state, piling trays of notes onto the trolley until Alastair glanced triumphantly at his watch and flung his arm up.

      “That’s it, that’s all we have time for. Now, quick’s the word. Hurry up,” he wheezed, almost choking in his excitement.

      With a supreme effort, they pushed and pulled at the trolley until they got it out onto the ramp leading down into the street. Overcome by the exertion, Alastair mopped his brow, and they both leant against the door wearily, shutting it behind them.

      While they were still getting their breath back, the trolley gradually began moving away from them in a kind of ponderous slow-motion and started to gather speed. Arthur stood there exhausted, unable to shout or do anything.

      “Watch out!” screamed Alastair, catching sight of it. “It’s getting away. Stop it!”

      At that moment, a butcher’s boy doing deliveries appeared around the corner and slowly pedalled towards them in a carefree fashion, totally oblivious of the runaway trolley bearing down on him.

      “Roll out the barrel,” he carolled, “let’s have a barrel of …” His eyes suddenly widened. What he was expecting to have a barrel of was never ascertained. At that moment a van decided to back into the yard, and the bicycle wobbled frantically.

      What happened next took them completely by surprise. There was an almighty crash as the van rammed into the trolley and caught the bicycle a glancing blow, sending a cascade of meat and vegetables flying up in the air in all directions.

      Jumping out of the van, the driver cast a desperate look around. A blast of a police whistle sounded in the next square, and that settled it. In a flash, he bolted down a side street, and two police cars with sirens blaring screamed to a halt from around the corner, nearly ramming the van.

      Arthur turned instinctively to his friend to see what he would do now and couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. With ruin staring him in the face, he gamely tried to brazen it out.

      Staggering down the ramp, he pointed wildly after the van driver and shouted hoarsely,

      “Catch that man – he tried to rob the bank!”

      In the confusion that followed, the police were trying to stop passers-by from making a grab at the wads of notes fluttering in the breeze, while a group of tourists, attracted by the noise, entered the yard waving their arms and started gathering up the bundles. More motorcycle police arrived and started moving the crowd back as a plainclothes policeman accompanied by a uniformed sergeant moved forward purposefully. At this point, Alastair seemed to give up and started helping the butcher’s boy to his feet.

      “Detective Sergeant Bird,” said the policeman, introducing himself. “Can you explain what is going on here?” He picked up a wad of notes and ruffled through them. “Do you know anything about this?”

      Alastair nodded dumbly, then found his voice. Not looking at his friend, he announced in heroic tones that would have wrung tears from any front row matinee. “It was all my doing. I take full responsibility.” Then he spoilt it by repeating it all again like a gramophone with the needle stuck.

      Unable to bear any more, Arthur interrupted hastily. “Listen, I was helping him as well…”

      “Don’t take any notice of Conrad. He’s too young to know what he’s saying.” Alastair smiled manfully and squared his shoulders as if ready to take his place on the tumbrel.

      The Detective Sergeant looked keenly at both of them in turn and got out his notebook.

      “One thing at a time, if you don’t mind. Your name, sir?”

      Alastair said nobly, “Alastair Stringer…” Then he looked over the policeman’s shoulder. “With an ‘er’, if you don’t mind, officer.”

      Swallowing, Arthur stepped forward to accept his share of the blame. “And I’m Arthur Conway. We both work at the bank.”

      Snapping his notebook shut, the Detective Sergeant said briskly, “Right then. Would you two gentlemen mind accompanying me down to the station to answer a few questions?”

      As they were about to leave, the policeman turned to the butcher’s boy as an afterthought. “You didn’t happen to see anything, did you, sonny?” The young, red-faced cyclist tried to say something, but there appeared to be an obstruction in his throat, and his eyes nearly bolted out of his head in an effort to get rid of it.

      “Gug-gug.” Suddenly, a small object, closely resembling a piece of sausage, shot out of his mouth and hit the policeman plumb in the eye.

      Breathing hard, the Detective Sergeant wiped his eye. “If you’re not careful, my lad, you’ll be had up for causing an obstruction.”

      “No, it was the sausage, Sarg, honest. I deliver meat, that’s my trade – look, it says so on my bike, what’s left of it.”

      “Bring them all down,” ordered Detective Sergeant Bird grimly.

      Arthur’s heart sank as the sergeant stepped forward and motioned two policemen to escort them to the car.

      Just then, another car screeched to a halt and Morrissey jumped out in an agitated state.

      “What’s happened here? Thank heavens you got here in time, Inspector. Have you caught the men responsible for all this?” He flung an arm out in outraged indignation at the upturned trolley and scattered money.

      “There appears to have been an attempted robbery, sir. These gentlemen are helping us with our enquiries.” The Detective Sergeant was non-committal.

      Morrissey’s face was a picture. He saw the mute appeal in the faces before him and looked at the Detective Sergeant as if he had just caught him out asking for a double-decker loan without any supporting collateral.

      “I get a message calling me to Head Office and when I get back – what do I find?” he spluttered. “Money all over the place and the police taking away two of my most trusted senior staff!”

      Arthur looked around, wondering who he was talking about, and with amazement, realised the manager meant the two of them. The officer tactfully let go of their arms and stood back.

      “It’s just routine,” he said soothingly. “We have to get a statement from all the eye-witnesses, sir.”

      “You haven’t asked me,” piped up the butcher’s boy unexpectedly. “I saw it all happen.”

      “There you are!” The manager straightened up with authority. “Why didn’t you ask this young man instead of behaving in this high-handed manner?”

      Detective Sergeant Bird took out his notebook again with resignation. “All right, sonny. What did you see?”

      The butcher’s boy needed no invitation. “There was this van, see! He reversed back and ploughed right into the trolley with all the money on it, see? Then he hit my bike and sent me for six, see? And then these blokes rushed out and tried to stop him, and the driver did a bunk, see?”

      “I see. I mean, what happened then?” asked the officer, licking his pencil.

      “All you coppers turned up, didn’t you – after he got away.”

      “Take his name and address, constable,” said the Detective Sergeant hurriedly. “Now then, sir, can you tell me what the money was doing out of the bank on this particular day?”

      “I expect my staff had a request to transfer some money, isn’t that right, Stringer?” said the manager righteously.

      Alastair came out of his trance, hardly believing his good luck. “That’s right, sir. Head Office rang up five minutes after you left. It wasn’t the usual man, Timmins, though,” he said, doing some quick thinking. “I didn’t catch his name, but he sounded as if he had a cold. Funny that.”

      “There you are!” Morrissey barked. “It was all a ruse to hoodwink my people and rob the bank. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Officer, we are extremely short-staffed, and we have to get that money back in the vault before any other villains turn up.”

      “Certainly, sir.” Detective Sergeant Bird snapped his notebook shut with a sigh. “I’ll arrange for some of my men to give you a hand. Perhaps you would be kind enough to come down to the station when you have time to sign a statement.”

      “Later, officer, later. Now, if you don’t mind…”

      “Here, wait a minute,” piped up the butcher’s boy. “Who’s going to pay for my bike what got broke?”

      “I expect there’ll be a suitable reward,” said the officer, dabbing his eye. “Better ask these gentlemen.”

      A look of bliss spread over the cyclist’s face. “D’you mean free steaks?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” said Alastair with relief.

      “You’re on.” Thus marked the beginning of a beautiful friendship between George, the butcher’s boy, and Alastair.

      “It was all a fiendish plot. They must have been waiting for just the right moment to strike while I was out of the office,” babbled Morrissey, seizing Alastair by the hand and pumping it. “Thank goodness you were there to stop them.”

      Looking suitably modest, Alastair murmured, “It was nothing.” He kicked his friend in the ankle. “I couldn’t have done it without Conrad here.”

      Arthur stuttered a few words, torn between telling some semblance of the truth to salve his conscience while remaining loyal to his friend. In the end, he gave it up and left it to Alastair who seemed quite content to explain it all away.
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      “Well, that’s all accounted for – all £20,000,” said the manager two hours later with great satisfaction, leaning back in his chair. “Now I can tell you my own good news… Stringer, you’re not listening.”

      Alastair reluctantly tore his gaze away from the pile of money. “Sorry, sir,” he mumbled. “You were saying?”

      Morrissey straightened his tie and tried to tuck his stomach in. “You are looking at the new Assistant General Manager.”

      “No! The call wasn’t a fake then?” He stopped, confused, then battled on. “I mean… you really did get a new appointment?”

      “I did, indeed. It was all confirmed only half an hour ago.” He blinked. “D’you know, I can hardly believe it.”

      “Well,” said Alastair weakly. “I’m sure you deserve it.”

      “And what is more, I owe it all to you,” Morrissey said, prodding Alastair in the chest,

      “and, of course, young Conway here.”

      Arthur stammered a reply, embarrassed by his part in the fiasco.

      “Not forgetting that young butcher’s boy, what’s-his-name, George, who seems so fond of his food. You can tell him from me I’m treating you all to a farewell dinner tomorrow night at Whites Hotel – and there will be plenty of steaks on the menu – and a bottle of wine to celebrate. No expense spared, I can promise you.” He smacked his lips in anticipation.

      “Yes, indeed.” He looked around cautiously. “And this is all confidential. Just between you and me, mind – I have put both of you in for a rise. No, don’t thank me,” he said majestically as Alastair jumped up hopefully, his face lighting up. “Let me see, I wouldn’t be surprised if you get at least another ten,” he did a few quick calculations, “ten shillings a month.”

      Alastair sank back, too overcome for words, and Morrissey patted him on the shoulder.

      “Oh, and I didn’t tell you, did I?” He laughed heartily at the recollection. “When I phoned Head Office about the money that went missing, what d’you think they said?”

      They shook their heads.

      “They said it was a good thing you stopped them getting away with it. We’d never be able to trace them – they were all in used notes!”
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