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What People Are Saying About


One Man Down and Other Titles by the Author


Pearl has written a very funny and compelling page-turner. 11 out of 10!


Jeremy Dein, KC and presenter of the BBC’s award-winning series Murder, Mystery and My Family


Alex Pearl breaks all the rules of fashionable modern fiction — meaning that his stories are compelling, his characters are plausible and live in a recognisable world, and his writing is clear, vivid and entertaining.


Jonathan Margolis, columnist and author


Alex Pearl’s new novel is a highly entertaining tale of shenanigans and skulduggery set in 1980s London ad land. Pearl is a very funny writer, with a keen eye for the absurdities of life.


Ian Critchley, book reviewer and writer


Many a true word is spoken in jest. And former ad man Alex Pearl gives us plenty of pithy truths, as well as spot-on jests, in this witty exposé of the world of advertising agencies in the supercool ‘80s. Clever, unsparing, engaging and a lot of fun.


Sue Clark, former comedy writer for the BBC and author of Note to Boy and A Novel Solution


There’s no mistaking excellent work, and Alex Pearl writes excellent stories. Novels that read like great films. Engaging, immersive, relatable. And funny. Leaving me sorry that One Man Down is now done, yet eager to read Pearl’s next book.


Bill Arnott, bestselling author of the Gone Viking travelogues and The Year of Living Danishly


In One Man Down, Alex Pearl’s biting satire on 80s individualism, London’s adland is as much a character as Morse’s Oxford. Run on two parts alcohol and one part cynicism, the sybaritic excesses of old Soho’s creatives are the perfect accompaniment to this feast of theft, blackmail and murder.


Pete Langman, author of Killing Beauties, Slender Threads, Black Box, and The Country House Cricketer


A 1980s gem sizzling with witty dialogue and the mysterious murders of an advertising executive and a fraudster to boot. Alex Pearl writes from his personal experience of having worked in ‘the glory days of British advertising.’ Its tongue-in-cheek anecdotes and unashamed name-dropping of celebs like Julian Clary, had me laughing out loud. This is well written, entertaining, and different from the usual murder mystery.


M. J. Mallon, author of the Curse Of Time series: Bloodstone and Golden Healer


The worlds of cricket, advertising, and 1980s London can feel far away if you aren’t British. But in Alex Pearl’s capable hands they are made real — and very, very witty. Mr. Pearl clearly knows what he’s writing about. The pace of the writing is brisk, but you’ll want to take your time in order to savor the quips and puns. One Man Down is a highly enjoyable read!


Jadi Campbell, 2023 San Francisco Book Festival Winner with The Trail Back Out


This book is a great read for anyone who enjoys a nostalgic wallow in memories of the 1980s. The author evokes the detail of office life in the advertising business with pin-sharp precision. His protagonists, a lovable creative team, lead us through a world where real life events and cameo appearances by well known faces from the time give the reader a warm glow of recognition. Naturally, it’s a world where murder is afoot and, whilst the main characters don’t take on the detective role one might expect, they are nonetheless essential cogs in a tale that winds up with a satisfyingly unexpected conclusion. Lots of fun and highly recommended.


Review of A Brand to Die For by Chris Chalmers, author of six novels including Five to One and Fenella’s Fair Share


The louche atmosphere and badinage of the 1980s is wonderfully conveyed by Pearl … Anyone who wants a fast-paced read will enjoy this book with its unpredictable twists and turns, often darkly comic along the way.


Review of A Brand to Die For by Eleanor Levy, Suburb News


I so enjoyed reading this book. A glorious reminder of the advertising world in the pre-digital 1980s. Such happy memories of the attitudes we had — “below the line, beyond the pale” and so on. And the fun we had too. Alex Pearl’s obvious enjoyment of language delights with playful plays on words and witty observations on human behaviour: “the bland leading the bland”; “Shakespearean copywriters getting bard-ons”; “cereal murderers doing porridge” and more. The engaging characters move the plot forward at a fast, easy pace.


Review of A Brand to Die For by Hugh Salmon, playwright (Into Battle)


Vividly written, and brought back many memories of what it was like to be in advertising in London in the ’80s. I remember those watering holes well! Great fun and unfolds at a cracking pace.


Review of A Brand to Die For by Peter Wise, author of Disturbing the Water


A perfect book to take on holiday. Apart from a cracking plot, we’re given a fascinating insight into the world of advertising. An added bonus — it’s very funny!


Review of A Brand to Die For by H. C. Denham, author of Almost Human


I was asked by a young executive creative director recently, “Was it better in the old days?” Honestly, yes. This charming novel is evidence of it.


Review of A Brand to Die For by Patrick Collister, creative director and media commentator


Just like with Line of Duty, I love it when you start getting the back story to a character, then immediately think that they are a key part of the plot. Alex does this with pretty much every person in the book, leading you down several character dead ends and that was a great part of the tale. Just when you think you have cracked someone’s role, something crops up to shatter that idea. I would love to know how Alex conducted some of his story research, particularly on aspects such as the terrorist cells, but it’s probably best not to ask too much.


Review of The Chair Man by Simon Pinell, Forward Magazine


I don’t think people with disabilities are well represented in the thriller genre, which The Chair Man goes a good way to addressing … I’d be giving too much away by going into detail, but this is a fast-paced revenge thriller with some fine action sequences.


Review of The Chair Man by Chris Chalmers, author of six novels including Five to One, Light From Other Windows, and Fenella’s Fair Share


It is difficult to do this brilliant book justice in a short review. Anyone interested in reflections upon modern society and the impact of terror attacks, as well as those who simply enjoy a good book, will find this an engaging and involved read. The ending will also surprise them because it is certainly not anticipated.


Review of The Chair Man by T. R. Robinson, author of Tears of Innocence


Michael Hollinghurst is caught up in the 7/7 terrorist attacks in London. He survives but is left paralysed and in a wheelchair, but this doesn’t stop him from seeking revenge against those responsible. And it’s amazing what he can accomplish with a computer and a dog. The melding of real and fictional events is something I do in my books and I love seeing it in others. What really sells this story is the meticulous attention to detail, both in researching the facts of that fateful day and how terrorist cells operate, but Alex Pearl also goes into incredible detail when he’s making stuff up, and that’s why it can sometimes be hard to tell where fact ends and fiction begins, and I loved that! The short, sometimes very short, chapters keep the book moving along at a cracking pace without ever sacrificing detail, and much like reading Dan Brown, those short chapters constantly convince you that you always have time for one more. It’s a great, original thriller with just a sprinkling of Le Carré, Tom Clancy and Ian Fleming’s famous double-O.


Review of The Chair Man by Philip Henry, author of the North Coast Bloodlines series


More than a touch of John Le Carré in this. All aspects of it are incredibly well researched for a start — it truly feels like the author comes from the world of espionage and knows what he’s talking about. The plot juggles multiple characters and storylines and moves along at a good rate. What I liked most probably isn’t something that would immediately jump out to a reader, but: it’s so English. Every time I picked it up again, I was whisked away to the UK ca. 2005/2006 and it was very welcome. I haven’t lived there for 10 years now, but it gave me a strong desire to go home.


Review of The Chair Man by Grant Price, author of By the Feet of Men, Reality Testing and Pacific State


Coupled with my fascination for the colloquial Londoner language, I was fully immersed into Michael Hollinghurst’s world by the time the rising action went vertical. The tension grew to the point where I was nervous by the end, and the end was something I did not expect. The Chair Man by Alex Pearl is a well-researched and tense novel that I will not soon forget. I would say that Pearl has a new fan.


Review of The Chair Man by Benjamin X. Wretlind, author of multiple titles in the science fiction, dark fantasy, magic realism, and horror genres


Alex Pearl held me captive from page one. Powerful characters. An incredible plot that typically isn’t anything I would read, but was so compelling I couldn’t stop reading.


Review of The Chair Man by Dawn Greenfield Ireland, author of the bestselling Hot Chocolate series


A delightful fairy story that deals sensitively and compellingly with real, modern-day issues like homelessness, single mums and abusive parents.


Review of Sleeping with the Blackbirds by George Layton, actor, screenwriter and author of bestsellers The Trick, The Swap and The Fib


Its wonderful images and thought-provoking scenes moved me to tears.


Review of Sleeping with the Blackbirds by Bramwell Tovey, Grammy and Juno Award-winning composer, conductor and broadcaster


I devoured this wonderful middle-grade novel in less than 24 hours, and I loved it, though (or perhaps because) it turned out to be far more challenging than I originally thought it would be. Deeper. More profound. Touching on topics such as bullying, intellectual disabilities, illegitimacy, and parents in the prison system, it couldn’t be more contemporary, yet it somehow has that old-fashioned feel so beloved by most fantasy readers.


Review of Sleeping with the Blackbirds by Kelly Wittmann, author of An Authentic Experience


Beautifully written, poignant and magical, Alex Pearl’s writing style flows with the hand of a seasoned veteran. It pulls you in and never lets go.


Review of Sleeping with the Blackbirds by Patrick Hodges, author of Jushua’s Island and The Bax Mysteries


I really loved this novel. I laughed out loud multiple times (which I rarely do while reading) and I was very moved at times as well.


Review of Sleeping with the Blackbirds by Valerie Cotnoir, author of Your Home is Here, The War Within, Everlasting and Bridget’s Journey


The strength of the author’s voice held me captivated long after turning the last page. With the wit of JK Rowling, Alex Pearl has definitely earned his place in the young adult fiction hall of fame.


Review of Sleeping with the Blackbirds by Lisa McCombs, Readers’ Favorite


Alex Pearl has written a tale that is heartening and funny with the appeal of a Twain-like children’s adventure.


Review of Sleeping with the Blackbirds by Len Baker, Suburb News


Alex Pearl deserves great credit for this excellent book. He has spoken to a hundred authors to delve into their working methods. It’s very striking that he listens carefully to this wide range of people and allows them to open up as to what makes them tick as writers. The interviews are very interesting — not too long as to be daunting but long enough to learn a lot about each of the authors who took part in the project. It’s obvious that Alex was able to make them feel relaxed and listened to and as a consequence they convey fascinating personal insights into the craft of writing. The range is vast from well-known writers to up-and-coming authors. Overall, a great project!


Review of 100 Ways to Write a Book by John Traynor, author of the Mastering Modern History series


I was really chuffed to be asked to contribute to this fantastic project, and I wish I’d had this book on my bookshelf not just when I was starting out as a writer but throughout my career. There is so much wisdom here, I’d consider it an essential for new and established writers alike. I also love dipping into it and being surprised by how authors reveal themselves in their conversation with Alex. The variety of tips on how authors market their books alone is worth the book’s (considerable!) weight. This is a terrific companion for everyone who writes. The fact that any proceeds from the book will be donated to Pen International (an incredible organisation that does fantastic work globally for writers in dreadful regimes) is commendable.


Review of 100 Ways to Write a Book by C. J. Carver, author of 16 acclaimed novels and winner of the Crime Writers’ Association Debut Dagger
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One Man Down


For Colin, Ken, Tony, John, Shena, Chris, Paul, Mike, Pete, Hugo, Tony, Hugh, Robert, Penny, Toby, Borel, Martin, Silas, Alastair, Adam, Matthew, Caroline, Christine, Nicola, Cathy, Chris, Arthur, Roddy, Kevin, Carl, Linda, Sharon, Lucian, Mark, Stephen, Surrey, Ian, Graham, Jon, Snowy, James, Jenny and all those people I was fortunate enough to work with during the glory days of British advertising. This one’s for you.









There are things that have to be done and you do them and you never talk about them. You don’t try to justify them. They can’t be justified. You just do them.


Mario Puzo, The Godfather









Preface


Following on from A Brand to Die For, this is my second in the Lovejoy and Finkle murder mystery series and is a kind of love letter to what was arguably the golden age of British advertising, which spanned the pre-digital era. This was the age of the eye-watering production budget and the infamous creative lunch that turned into supper and subsequently breakfast. As an advertising copywriter straight out of art college, I witnessed the burgeoning of this creative industry in London, from the sharp end, throughout the 1980s. Many of the locations that appear are real, and some of the TV advertising ideas, including the white lily being sprayed with perfume and colouring for Simple Soap, did in fact run on Channel 4. The Solid Fuel Advisory Service was a real client for whom award-winning work was also produced. And the idea for the Psion Organiser, the hand-held computer, was actually produced as an animatic with Roy Plomley’s voice, but never made it onto our TV screens. The book will hopefully resonate with those who worked in the industry during the 1980s as well as enlightening those who didn’t.


Although little research went into the writing of the book, I did need to visit the Hurlingham Club in order to gain a feel for the place and ensure that the details were accurate. And I’m indebted to Philippa Baldwin for showing me around both the club and the grounds including the cricket ground. I’m also very grateful to David Pearl, Hugh Salmon and Pete Langman who were good enough to read my first draft and suggest embellishments to the narrative. My thanks also go to Julian Clary for reading and giving his blessing to the passages in which he appears. And finally, and perhaps most importantly, my gratitude goes to the editorial team at Roundfire Books for their attention to detail, unwavering support and faith in the book without which it may never have made it onto the shelves.


Alex Pearl









Prologue


He was a portly, balding man of few words, and Angus could tell that he was going to be hard work. Bernard smiled at the client. “Let me introduce you to Angus Lovejoy and his partner Brian Finkle. These two reprobates created our award-winning real fires campaign.”


Angus and Brian stepped forward and shook the limp, pudgy hand of the client who still hadn’t said a word.


“Well, chaps, I think we may as well cut to the chase and reveal our proposed campaign to Gary here. Angus, would you like to do the honours?”


Angus was going to present but had suddenly felt terribly anxious, and he knew instinctively that Brian would be better with this guy. Brian would never get fazed by anything or anyone. He gestured to Brian who picked up the cue immediately. That’s what Angus so liked about Brian. He always knew the score. They may have been very different in so many ways, but when it came to work, they were perfectly in tune with each other and on the same wavelength. It was undoubtedly the key reason for their astonishing success in such a relatively short period of time. There couldn’t have been many, if any, creative teams in the business who’d gone and won a D&AD Silver for their very first TV campaign.


Brian pulled several presentation boards from a portfolio and placed them face down on the boardroom table.


“Let me, first of all, thank you for this opportunity to work on your brand. It’s the first time Angus and I have had the pleasure of working on diarrhoea tablets … And we can see this campaign of ours running and running … To kick off, I’m going to present you our strapline for the campaign. As you know, your product is purchased predominantly by holidaymakers. So we have built our campaign around this premise and propose to run this strapline on all work that we produce — whether it be in print, TV or radio.” Brian revealed the first board with a white headline reversed out of a black background. It read: Don’t let your stomach upset your holiday.


Bernard chuckled to himself while the client sat stony-faced and totally unresponsive. Brian continued in his assured manner. “I’d like to show you our press concepts first,” he said and then revealed a double-page spread that was taken up primarily with images of toilets. Underneath each was a location such as The Empire State Building, New York; The Uffizi Gallery, Florence; La Scala, Milan, and so on.


“As you can see,” continued Brian, “we have here a veritable smorgasbord of public conveniences around the globe, and our headline reads Tourist spots to avoid this summer.”


At this point, the client scowled and chose to speak. “There seems to be a careless error in your layout.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Yes, a careless error. Third toilet from the right, bottom row … It’s all skew-whiff. Like I said, a careless error.”


Brian laughed. “Oh no. That’s not an error. It is deliberate … You have to read the title beneath it.”


Gary placed reading glasses on his nose and peered at the offending toilet. “Leaning Tower of Pisa … I suppose you think that’s funny.”


Bernard was having none of this. “Well, yes. It’s a bloody good joke don’t you think? I peed myself when I saw that.”


“Perhaps we should have titled it Tower of Pisser then,” chipped in Angus.


The client scowled again. It seemed to be his favourite expression. “But there is no toilet in the Leaning Tower of Pisa. I know that for a fact. I have been up it.”


“Well, obviously, there’s no toilet,” replied Bernard. “It was built in 1173. They didn’t have them back then … It’s a joke.”


“Doesn’t work though, does it? The joke doesn’t work …”


Angus had had enough of this. “No … I think Gary has a point. The joke doesn’t work. Because as everyone knows, a good joke has to obey the laws of logic. Take any comedy that isn’t logical and you can see that it isn’t funny. Stands to reason. Look at Monty Python for example. Totally fucking illogical and bonkers, and as we all know, totally unfunny … Or Spike Milligan and The Goons, which we all know is illogical and very, very unfunny. None of the millions of people who tuned into it found it funny. So on this basis, let me show you a whole bunch of other illogical unfunny ideas … Here’s a TV commercial you won’t find in the least bit funny…”


Angus took a board from Brian’s stack and held up a keyframe of the Statue of Liberty. “Now, imagine if you will, her arm being lowered and the sound effect of a toilet flushing.” He picked up another board showing St Basil’s onion domes in Moscow. “Now imagine the onion domes spinning around and the sound effect of a flushing toilet.” He threw the board onto the table and showed another one of the Taj Mahal. “And now imagine the illogicality of the water level dropping as we hear the sound effect of a flushing WC … Our final shot is of a plane in flight and as it passes us we hear the sound of a flushing toilet and our strapline appears on screen — Don’t let your stomach upset your holiday … I think we can all agree that this is totally illogical and therefore unfunny.”


There was an awkward silence. Angus was seething. Bernard picked up the coffee pot that Nicola had placed on the table prior to the meeting and offered the client a cup.


“I think you miss the point, gentlemen.” The client sipped at his coffee. “Whether or not this is funny is immaterial. The work you have shown me is flippant. It isn’t serious. And it won’t be taken seriously … We are trying to sell a serious remedy to a serious health problem … Diarrhoea is not trivial, and it certainly isn’t a laughing matter. I think you have failed to grasp the brief, and I don’t think I need waste any more of my time. Thank you for coffee. I shall see myself out.” And with that, he was out of the door.


Angus thumped the table with his fist. “Arrogant and ungrateful little shit … I need a pint. Who’s going to join me?”


Bernard fumbled for his wallet. “I think we could all do with a drink after that. This one’s on me, boys.” As the senior account manager on the Solid Fuel Advisory Service account, Bernard had formed a close bond with Angus and Brian. Besides genuinely liking them, he knew only too well that his success was entwined with theirs. Having received universal acclaim for their witty TV campaign for real coal fires, the young team had not only won the agency awards and plaudits but also helped the agency lure new business and attract a host of blue-chip business prospects. On a more personal level, Bernard also had an affinity with Angus as both men were the offspring of remarkably small-minded and bigoted parents who had, to all intents and purposes, disowned their sons. In Bernard’s case, for being gay, and in Angus’s for being unconventional, or as Angus would put it, less up his own arsehole than they were. The two would often go to the pub together after work and bemoan the callousness of both sets of parents. For all these reasons, Bernard felt like a protective father figure to the young creative team and wouldn’t think twice about fighting their corner.









Chapter 1


Angus lit his first cigarette of the day as they stepped out onto Great Pulteney Street and headed for their spiritual home, The Sun and Thirteen Cantons — otherwise known by one and all as The Tampons. “Quite appropriate, don’t you think, Bernard?”


“Come again, Commander.”


“Quite appropriate that we should have been shat on from on high by the Diocalm client.”


“Oh, I see what you mean …”


The conversation was very suddenly interrupted by a loud car horn emanating from a dark green Bentley with darkly tinted windows. All three of them looked in the direction of the car as the window on the driver’s side was wound down and a bespectacled face sporting a distinctive ginger moustache popped its head out. “I say … It’s Shaggers, isn’t it?”


Angus crossed the road and was followed by Brian and Bernard.


“Bloody hell … Am I right in thinking that I’m talking to Bum Face?”


“You are indeed.”


The two laughed heartily and Angus turned to Bernard and Brian. “Sorry chaps. Allow me to introduce you. This is Roy … Roy Pickering who was at school with me … What are you up to these days, Roy?”


“I’m a barrister by trade over at the Inner Temple … Bit of a hobby to be honest … Keeps the brain ticking over … How about you?”


“Oh, I’m in the ad game for my sins and this is Brian and Bernard who I work with.”


“Very nice to meet you chaps … Bit of a long shot, but I don’t suppose any of you chaps fancy a cricket match, only we’re due to play at 1.30 at the Hurlingham Club but three of our players have gone down with a dicky tummy … If memory serves, I do recall you being a rather nifty spin bowler, Angus.”


“Yeah, I’ve been known to turn my arm over.”


“Pretty good at getting his leg over, too,” added Brian.


Roy laughed. “Talking of which, have you heard the news about the Chancellor’s daughter, Angus?”


“Is that the same Chancellor’s daughter who Angus got to know in the biblical sense in the school cricket pavilion?” enquired Brian.


“The very same lady,” replied Roy. “Well, her engagement to Richard Emmery was announced today in The Times. Emmery by the way is a very eminent QC who practises from the set of chambers next door to ours. Small world, isn’t it?”


Angus blushed. “Isn’t it just?”


“Anyway, I digress from the matter at hand. What do you say to a game of cricket, gentlemen?”


“Thing is, Roy, we should be getting back to the office …”


“I wouldn’t be so hasty, Angus.” Bernard put his arm on Angus’s shoulder. “Might be good for you and Brian to take the afternoon off. I’ll clear it with Magnus. Don’t you worry.”


Angus paused and then looked at Brian. “What do you reckon, Brian?”


“I wouldn’t say no … Funnily enough, I used to open the batting for my school.”


“Well, that clinches it,” added Roy. “Why don’t you chaps slide onto the back seat?”


Angus took a final drag on his cigarette. “Tell you what, Roy. Brian and I will step up to the plate on one condition.”


Roy looked at Angus apprehensively. “Alright, Shaggers. Name your price.”


“We’ll only play ball if you let us buy you a pint first.”


***


The pub was unusually busy for a Monday afternoon. It soon became apparent why when Brian recognised another art director who worked next door at RHB. Apparently, they had just won a large piece of business from the government’s Central Office of Information, and pretty much everyone in the pub was from the agency.


“Hi, lads. Good to see you. How’s tricks? All drinks are on us by the way.” The cheerful countenance now addressing them was that of Tom Haggard, the creative director of RHB.


“Hi, Tom. Not one of our finest hours, I’m afraid.” Bernard offered Tom a cigarette.


“Oh, sorry to hear that mate. Client problems?”


“Prospective client … We just presented to a Gary Dixon …”


“Oh. Say no more. I’ve heard all about him. He was the marketing director at that new telecommunications company Orange for two minutes. Until he got found out. I have it on good authority that the guy is a prize dick. Where is he now?”


“Diocalm.”


“Oh, nice.”


“Problem was he had a bit of an accident in our office — all over the work.”


“Nasty … Was it the boys’ work?”


“Yep … It was a lovely campaign, Tom.”


“Well, it would be coming from those two. Their real fires campaign for solid fuel is still the best bloody thing on the box.” Tom looked at Bernard and then whispered in his ear. “You’ve done well to keep hold of them.”


Bernard smiled. Tom wasn’t wrong. Most teams that won awards would jump ship for more money, but Angus and Brian had felt some kind of loyalty to Magnus. And Magnus had managed to hike their salary pretty considerably.


“So, what’s this piece of business you’ve pulled in?”


“It’s the anti-smoking campaign. We were up against four other agencies. But they liked our campaign the most, which is gratifying.”


Tom was a wily old fox. Bernard had heard on the grapevine that he had enhanced his already glowing creative reputation through a very clever deception. Apparently, he would brief several creative teams when pitching for business and give them at least four weeks to come up with campaign ideas. Then he’d sift through all the work and select the very best one and draw it up very badly on the back of an old envelope, which he’d then crumple up. This done, he’d phone the client and suggest taking them for lunch prior to the pitch. At the very end of the lunch, which would invariably be at his favourite restaurant, The Ivy, he’d pull the battered old envelope from his pocket and nonchalantly share the idea he’d had on the way to the restaurant. It was a brilliant ploy that never failed to impress and invariably won the agency the business on the basis that the creative director was some kind of creative genius.


Bernard looked at his watch and downed his free tomato juice. He was on the wagon and had given up smoking as part of his new fitness regime. “I’m afraid I’m going to love you and leave you, Tom. See you around.”


Tom smiled. “Likewise … And tell that creative director of yours to give me a bell when he has a moment. He owes me lunch.”


Bernard turned to Angus who was in conversation with a couple of creative-looking long-haired blokes in leather jackets. “I’m off now, Commander. Some of us have work to do. I look forward to hearing a full match report in the morning.” Angus downed the remains of the beer in his glass and waved at Bernard as he slid his way through the sea of bodies towards the entrance. At the same time, Roy stretched across and pointed to his wristwatch in an exaggerated fashion.


“Very nice Rolex, Roy.”


“Good to see that you haven’t lost your sense of humour, Shaggers … We’d better get on the road. Traffic will no doubt be crap, so we need to give ourselves ample time. And you’ll both be needing some whites that fit.” With that, the three of them followed Bernard out the door.


As they emerged into daylight, Roy spotted a traffic warden approaching his car and sprinted across the road. “Officer. We are about to leave. If you were kind enough to refrain from issuing a ticket, I will remain eternally grateful.”


The traffic warden looked unimpressed and was about to speak when Roy continued.


“In fact, I’d like to go a little further in showing my gratitude by signing for you my latest novel.” He opened the car door and stretched into the glove compartment and produced a pristine paperback carrying the image of an apple and the title The Cider House Rules. He then opened the book at the fly page and rested it on the bonnet of the car while signing J. Irving in a big flourish. “There you are.” He handed the book to the somewhat bewildered traffic warden, climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. All three of them waved gaily as the car slid away. The traffic warden flipped through the book. The back page was taken up with a large black and white photograph of the author John Irving staring back at him. He bore little resemblance to the man who had just handed him the book. It was the first time anyone had managed to get away without a fine, and he felt cheated. He raised his fist in the air and shouted one word to the departing Bentley.


“Wanker!”


***


Angus had never been invited to the Hurlingham Club before. He hadn’t even heard of the place until now. Apparently, it had been around since 1869, and Roy had been a member since he was 18, as had his father. Roy parked the car quite badly at a jaunty angle to the kerb on Ranelagh Gardens — a smart terrace of red brick homes that oozed money.


Angus and Brian spilt out of the Bentley and followed Roy to the main gate, which was manned by an elderly gentleman with a walkie-talkie that crackled incessantly and a lanyard around his neck that carried a sombre-looking portrait of its owner who was a great deal chirpier in the flesh. “Hello there, Mr Pickering. Long time no see. How’s life treating you?”


“Oh, we mustn’t grumble, Eric. And how are you doing? I was so sorry to hear about the mishap on your bike. I take it you are fully recovered now and that the club gave you a reasonable period of paid leave …”


“Oh yes. Thank you. They were marvellous. They even sent me flowers at the hospital.”


“I’d expect nothing less … You have been a dedicated and loyal employee for more years than I can remember … Anyway, you take care of yourself, Eric. Lovely seeing you.”


“Thank you, Mr Pickering. I do hope you have a good match today … Lovely day for it.”


The three of them carried on walking along a path that led past several manicured lawn tennis courts and over a pretty footbridge and equally attractive lake replete with ducks. The path continued through herbaceous borders and an impressive water fountain before snaking around the majestic old clubhouse that gleamed white as snow in the afternoon sunshine. The pavilion wasn’t really a pavilion at all. It sat next to a magnificent old scoreboard with its own clock and was more of a marquee than anything else, being decked out in chirpy blue striped canvas with a veranda of sorts on which stood a couple of tables and deckchairs. The perimeter of the ground was punctuated with an assortment of handsome trees including an ancient yew, and close to the boundary a peacock was strutting majestically as if it owned the place. It was a lot prettier than the ground at Charterhouse, thought Angus. But he had fond memories of the place for entirely different reasons … Extraordinary that the Chancellor’s daughter had now bagged herself an eminent QC. Good for her, he thought, as they entered the canvas covered structure.


“Alright, chaps. Why don’t you plonk yourselves here while I go in search of Alistair? … I’ll need your inside leg measurements.”
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