
  [image: Cover]


  THE ODD JOB


  By Bernard McKenna and Colin Bostock-Smith


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  A Gordian Knot Production


  Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Crossroad Press digital edition 2020


  Original Publication by Arrow—1964


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and its authors


  Check out our blog


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  
    
      [image: cp]
    

  


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Table of Contents


  


  1


  2


  3


  4


  5


  6


  7


  8


  9


  10


  11


  12


  13


  14


  15


  16


  17


  1


  Fiona Harris had been married to Arthur Harris for ten years to the day when she left him.


  It took Arthur by surprise. He’d left his office early that day and spent an embarrassing and expensive ten minutes in a City florists, buying a stunted Japanese “bonsai” tree. It was, in his opinion, an ugly little perversion of nature, and hideously overpriced, too, but Fiona would love it. Using both hands to carry the thing, in its delicate gift-wrapping, he made a hazardous journey along the crowded City pavements until he reached a taxi-queue. There he enjoyed an unequalled opportunity to witness the human race at its worst, as one by one other travellers noted how encumbered he was with the tree, and took the opportunity to cheat him out of his turn for a taxi. To secure a ride for himself and his Japanese-type tree, it took a Japanese-type kamikaze leap into the road. Fortunately the taxi stopped just in time, Arthur argued his way into the back seat and eventually the thing took him and his tree home. Arthur didn’t object to all this trouble. It was, he felt, the kind of thing that any normal happily married man suffered gladly.


  Home was a flat, several floors up an anonymous-looking block that boasted a view over Regent’s Park. Arthur had hoped to make the lift without meeting anyone. It was embarrassing to be seen clutching a gift-wrapped tree. It spoke too loudly of a personal intimate scene to come. Like meeting a snooty neighbour in the supermarket just as you buy a bargain offer in loo-paper. So head down, moving fast, Arthur slid through the front door, and slid straight into the awful caretaker.


  “Ah, Mr. Harris! I’ve got some good news for you,” said the caretaker.


  “Oh.”


  For a moment Arthur wondered if the man had found a new job. No, the news couldn’t be that good.


  Arthur walked on to the lift doors. Waiting there were an elderly Darby-and-Joan couple he knew slightly. Mr. and Mrs. Kemp. They nodded politely. The awful caretaker shuffled after him, and gallantly pressed the lift button with a long knobbly finger.


  “Oh, yes,” he went on. “You’ll be very pleased to know that you’re not the only one who has stuff stolen.”


  “Oh, that is good news.” Arthur wondered why he bothered. Irony was lost on the caretaker.


  “Oh, yes—eggs, yoghurt, sliced bread, potatoes—front doors.”


  “Somebody is stealing front doors?”


  “No no no.” The caretaker was patient in the face of Arthur’s stupidity. “That’s where it’s all going from. Outside the front doors. I blame the Italians.”


  “What?”


  “The Italians in number twenty-three.” The pure light of xenophobia gleamed in the awful caretaker’s eye. “Because of the war, you know.”


  “And stealing my milk is some sort of revenge?” asked Arthur.


  “That’s right.”


  The lift came. Arthur and Mr. and Mrs. Kemp got in, and the doors closed on the caretaker’s skinny face. They began the journey upwards.


  “It’s about time we got rid of him,” Arthur told the couple. “Last week he blamed the Japanese, in fifty-six. Next week it’ll be the Germans on my floor.”


  They smiled but said nothing. Arthur got out at his floor. He wondered if they too believed in the Italians’ fanatical fascist vengeance. He hoicked his keys out of his pocket, unlocked his door, and went in, closing the door sharply behind him to announce his arrival.


  The noise brought Fiona out of the bedroom, into the entrance hall. She looked at Arthur as if she had never seen him before in her life.


  Arthur in his turn looked at her with unusual fondness. Ten years and she hadn’t changed a bit. Well, perhaps just a bit. Perhaps the chin, which was always a little firm, now jutted with even greater determination. And the eyes had exchanged the happy naivety they once had for an older, shrewder look. But she was still a striking, attractive woman. His striking attractive woman. He was glad to be home.


  “Arthur!” Fiona almost snapped. “What are you doing here?”


  “I live here!”


  “But… you’re home early.”


  Arthur gave her his biggest smile. “Happy anniversary, darling,” he said warmly, and offered her the tree.


  Fiona did nothing. She didn’t take the tree. She didn’t say a word. She just looked at Arthur.


  Arthur had a moment of doubt. “It is today, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “If it’s the wrong sort I can change it.”


  She shook her head.


  “Let’s have a drink, then,” and he made to go into the sitting room.


  Fiona’s voice rose two tones: “Don’t go in there!”


  “What…?” And then Arthur twigged. “I get it,” he told Fiona with delight. “You’ve prepared a little surprise for me, and I’ve come home and spoilt it.”


  For the first time, Fiona managed a smile. “Yes,” she said. Arthur melted inside. How sweet of her to plan a surprise for him.


  “That’s it,” Fiona went on quickly. “So why don’t you pop to the pub for an hour, and when you come back I’ll be…”


  “Right!” That was an even better idea. “I’ll just change first.”


  Still carrying the tree, Arthur strode into the bedroom, and nearly fell over a suitcase.


  The bedroom was littered with bags. Holdalls, cases, grips, all chock-a-block with clothes. A half-empty case lay on the bed. Fiona’s wardrobe stood open and practically bare. Arthur looked around the room. For a moment he genuinely didn’t know what it all meant. Fiona came in behind him and stood by his side, silently.


  “What… what’s all this?” Arthur managed.


  “I’m leaving you.”


  “When are you coming back?”


  “I’m not. I’m going for good.”


  Good? Arthur thought. What does she mean, Good? Good for what? Good for who?


  “What for?” he demanded.


  Fiona spoke as if she was lecturing a naughty dog. “We’re just not getting on.”


  “Not getting on?” Arthur couldn’t believe it. “We happen to be very happily married!”


  “We’re not.”


  “I am.”


  “I’m not.”


  “I see,” said Arthur, knowing grimly that already he was grasping at straws. “So—it’s not a case of we’re not happily married. It’s you. Why not?”


  “We always seem to be arguing.”


  “Rubbish.”


  “We’re arguing now.”


  This kind of logic is always so infuriating. “No, we are not!” Arthur told her forcibly. “We’re… discussing.”


  “We’re arguing.”


  “You won’t get me into an argument by insisting that we’re arguing,” said Arthur. A neat thrust, he told himself.


  “If we’re not arguing,” Fiona replied, “why are you shouting?”


  Arthur began to say, “I am not shouting,” and then realized he was. So, deliberately quietly, he began again. “I’m not shouting. I’m not arguing. I’m listening.”


  “I’m leaving.”


  She said this with such sickening finality that Arthur lost his cool and began striding about the bedroom.


  “Now… now… just… calm… down… right?” he said excitedly. “Just… keep… calm.”


  “I am,” said Fiona. And she was. Arthur stopped his pacing.


  “Good. Right. Let’s sit down and discuss this rationally,” he said, and sat down abruptly on the bed.


  Fiona spoiled that move by saying, “No.”


  “All right.” He got to his feet again. “Let’s stand and discuss it rationally.” Then he had a better idea. “I’ll get us a drink. And I’ll get rid of this bloody tree.”


  He swept out of the bedroom, through into the sitting room, and had dumped the tree and was starting to pour drinks before he realized that, sitting on the sofa and leafing through Woman’s Journal, was a black man.


  “Evening,” said the black man.


  So this was it. This was the explanation, sitting right here on his sofa. This was what she needed, was it? Not Arthur. Not smooth civilized Western man. But this—the call of the wild, the passionate primitive, the noble savage. Maybe they really did have bigger… no, Arthur’s liberal leanings quashed the thought. He stared at the man. He was black all right, but he was hardly the thick-lipped brutal savage. Rather thin lips, actually. The man looked back politely, waiting for his greeting to be acknowledged. He seemed totally unconcerned. The brazen nerve of it—sitting there, in his house, on his settee….


  “Do you realize who I am?” Arthur demanded.


  “Er… no….” The man seemed confused.


  “I am Arthur Harris.” Why did his name always sound so silly when he said it out loud?


  “Oh,” said the black man.


  “Fiona’s husband.”


  “Ah.”


  The bloody man just didn’t seem to care. Of all the bloody nerve…


  “You’ve got a bloody nerve,” Arthur told him.


  “Sorry…?”


  “I’m sure you are, not that I’m here.”


  “Er…”


  “Just how long has this been going on?” Arthur knew he sounded like Lord Chatterley. He didn’t care. He over-rode the man’s attempt to reply.


  “No, don’t tell me. Let me guess. Ha! It was last May, when I initiated the new variable accumulation fund, wasn’t it! I worked fifteen hours a day on that. Fifteen! And all that time you were….”


  But it was no good going on like this. Mere words were so much chaff. Mechanical responses. Pathetic mouthings. Arthur needed action. Red-blooded, true-blue, hard-hitting action. He clenched his fists and raised his arms in front of his face.


  “Come on… put ’em up!”


  He moved in towards the black man, in a half-crouch. Alarmed, the man stood up. Arthur moved back a bit.


  “Come on…” he said again, remembering how Joe Frazier used to look when he was fighting, and trying to hunch his shoulders in the same manner. “Come on….”


  The man didn’t seem to get the idea at all. Maybe he’d never seen Joe Frazier. All he could say was, “But… I….”


  “Come on,” said Arthur. Then, changing tacks—”Out!”


  He grabbed the man by the arm and pulled him, almost without resistance, across the room and out into the entrance hall. He was pushing him out of the front door when Fiona emerged from the bedroom.


  “What are you doing?” She sounded incredulous.


  “Throwing out your boyfriend,” Arthur said curtly.


  “He’s the taxi driver.”


  “I don’t care if he’s… ah… taxi driver…” Arthur froze. He let his arms drop to his sides. One ached slightly. He wondered if he’d pulled a muscle. He put his hands in his pockets and looked at the carpet. Faintly he heard Fiona apologizing to the man, and asking him to take the cases downstairs. The man assented, and moved around Arthur in a wide arc before disappearing. Arthur determined not to say a word before Fiona spoke, and, after a long painful silence, she did.


  “I didn’t mean it to happen this way. I wanted to be gone by the time you came home.”


  Arthur couldn’t resist the sarcasm. “Oh, yes… well, that would have been much better, I agree. Then I could have spent the next forty-eight hours wondering where you might be.”


  “I was going to leave this note.” She held out a folded piece of paper, and Arthur took it.


  “Oh, great,” he said, without reading it. “What does it say? ‘Dear Arthur, I’m leaving you, your dinner’s in the oven’? Something traditional like that?”


  Fiona looked at him with a hint of bitterness. Then she turned and walked into the bedroom. Arthur followed her, reading aloud from the note. He used a high-pitched, tedious preaching voice.


  “Dear Arthur, I’m sorry but I have decided to leave you. I just can’t stand jiving with you anymore.…”


  He realized what he’d read, and looked at the words again.


  “Jiving? Oh, no—living.” He read on. “You’re just not the man I married. Don’t forget to water the plants.” He looked up at her. “Is that all?”


  Fiona didn’t reply. She was carefully folding a nightdress and packing it. Arthur waved the note under her nose. “Is that all?” he repeated.


  “Mmmm?” She looked at the note. “Oh—I didn’t sign it.” She took it from him, took a pen out of his pocket, signed the note carefully, then gave him both pen and note back again.


  Arthur thrust the note into his pocket. “You just can’t leave like this,” he told her.


  “I can.”


  “You can? But I love you.”


  “I don’t love you, Arthur.”


  This was awful. She couldn’t have actually said that. She’d never said it before. Not even during bad rows. But now she had said it. She didn’t love him. Arthur began to babble.


  “All right, you don’t love me, not the best basis for a marriage, granted, but you must feel something for me.”


  “No, I mustn’t.” Fiona strode out of the bedroom into the sitting room. Arthur scuttled after her.


  “Why not?” he whined. Then suddenly he knew. “There’s someone else, isn’t there!”


  “Yes.”


  “Don’t deny it.”


  “I’m not.”


  She wasn’t. She wasn’t denying it. Arthur felt like he was drowning.


  “You mean… there is someone else?”


  “Yes.” She almost shouted.


  “Oh, yes.” Arthur forced a blasé note into his voice. “I had an idea something like this was going on. Started just over a month ago, didn’t it?”


  “About two years, yes.”


  “Two years?” Two years. And never for a moment had he dreamed, not a hint, not a sign, not a mention that there could possibly be anyone! Two years!


  He had to know: “What’s so special about this… er, what did you say his name was?”


  “I didn’t.”


  “Loaded with money, is he?”


  “No.”


  So it wasn’t for cash. “Obviously younger.”


  “No.”


  So it wasn’t for youth. In that case there was only one thing it could be for. “Bit of an animal in bed, then?”


  “No,” said Fiona, looking him straight in the eye. “No, he’s just more fun.” And she walked out of the sitting room and into the hall.


  “Fun, eh?” Arthur chased after her. He had something to go on at last. “What does he do? Wear a funny hat and Wellington boots and leap on you from the top of the wardrobe?”


  “No. Neither does he come to bed in his underpants, smoking a pipe, to finish The Times crossword before wham-bam-goodnight-ma’am.”


  The cab driver reappeared. He’d probably overheard every word. But Arthur tried to cover up, for Fiona’s sake. And his.


  “Well, darling, have a nice time visiting your sick uncle.”


  He had the distinct impression that he wasn’t fooling anyone.


  Fiona pointed to the last two cases. “Just these two now.”


  Arthur tried a last appeal. “I want you to stay.”


  The man looked at him and put the cases down. Fiona did not respond.


  “All right, then.” Arthur gave up. “If you insist on going off with your poor elderly comedian….”


  The man picked up the cases and made for the door. “… then I won’t stand in your way,” Arthur continued. He stepped back away from Fiona, and into the path of the taxi driver, who shied like a horse. Fiona walked to the door.


  “You’re right,” Arthur called after her. “It can’t be much fun for you, living here in this central-heated, fully carpeted luxury flat with a balcony overlooking Regent’s Park.”


  Fiona turned, just outside the door. “There’s more to it than that,” she told him.


  “True, there’s the freezer, the washing machine, the car, the Continental holidays, the expensive stunted Japanese trees lounging around the place.”


  But at that moment Fiona reached in, grabbed the door knocker, and slammed the door shut. Arthur rushed to it and tore it open. Fiona and the man were standing at the lift. Trapped!


  “Oh, that’s very clever,” Arthur told their backs. “We can all slam doors.”


  And to prove it, he too slammed the door with a flourish. The effect was rather spoiled when, to get back into the flat, he had to find his keys and unlock the thing, but after a moment of fumbling he managed it, and once again slammed the door behind him.


  This time the thunderous crash had a new note to it. Puzzled, Arthur turned, and examined the door. A jagged crack now ran in and around the lower hinge. Swearing, he tried the door. It was stiff now, and squeaked, and the bottom dug into the hall carpet. Arthur swore again, then went through the sitting room and out onto the balcony.


  Down below him. the black taxi driver appeared with the final cases and made his way toward a taxi in the forecourt. Just behind him came Fiona.


  Arthur racked his brains for some suitable epithet to shout at them. All he could think of was “Good riddance!” and that was pathetic. He looked wildly about, and then inspiration struck! Hanging from the top of the balcony door was an iron bracket, in which squatted one of the hateful dwarf Jap trees. That would do. That would do very well.


  Arthur lifted the plant out of its holder, then ran forward to lean over the balcony rail.


  “Fiona!”


  She stood by the taxi, but didn’t turn.


  “Fiona!”


  Still no reaction, although the driver had stopped and was watching Arthur.


  “Darling,” he tried. “Mrs. Harris!” And then in desperation, “Miss Eweing!”


  Fiona made just the slightest movement with her head. That was good enough for Arthur.


  “You forgot something,” he yelled. He held the wretched tree high above his head, so that bits of soil ran down into his sleeve.


  “Your bonsai tree! It’s decided that it’s… a kamikaze tree!”


  With a whoop, he bowled the thing in a great triumphant arch, high up and out and down to a shattering splatt!! in the forecourt.


  He had deliberately kept the thing away from the cab. He made sure there was no real danger to Fiona and the driver, and indeed the cab was now moving out into the road. But then Arthur saw that he had nearly brained a woman walking across the forecourt from the opposite direction. As it was, she was spattered with earth from the thing.


  Horrified, Arthur turned to rush down and see her. After two strides he ran straight into the iron bracket.
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  Three-quarters of an hour later Arthur himself was leaving the forecourt. He was on foot, and en route for the pub.


  He still felt a little shaky. He’d given himself a considerable bang on the bracket. He’d found himself on his knees in the balcony door, his eyes were fuzzy, and the bells of hell were going dingalingaling inside his skull. He’d practically been knocked out, he realized with some pride. That had never happened to him before. In imitation of James Bond, who always did this sort of thing when he “came to” after a period of unconsciousness, he shook his head to clear it. It was a bad idea. Arthur’s head nearly fell off.


  As calmly as he could, he waited until the worst of the pounding stopped. Then he got up and, very cautiously, holding his head as level as possible, he left the flat and took the lift down to the ground floor.


  The lift doors opened. There, facing him, was the woman he had nearly decapitated. Arthur looked her full in the face, ready to apologize, and found that, magically, his headache had gone.


  “Oh, er… are you all right? I’m… er… terribly sorry… about the tree.…”


  As he stuttered out his apology, Arthur found himself staring at her with feelings of unbridled lust. There was something about her that put all his pleasure-centres into overdrive. She had a kind of sexual sparkle that pushed the gloom of the previous hour into a far corner of his mind. She had crisp silver-gold curls framing a slightly squashed little face, and blue eyes which actually danced. She wore trousers which at the lower end were tucked into calf-length leather boots, and at the upper end were tucked into whatever creases came naturally. She looked pert, personable, and just possibly available. And she looked as if nothing could ever make her sad or stop her smiling. Arthur was willing to bet that she had periods with as much fuss as other women have manicures.


  He waffled on: “About the tree… I was throwing it at my wife… that is….”


  She stopped him there. “What did she throw at you?” American accent, Arthur noted without surprise.


  “Just a few home truths,” he said, vaguely.


  She came close to him, took a tissue from her bag, reached up and dabbed at his forehead.


  “Mmmm.” She sounded doubtful. “One of them hit you.”


  Arthur realized two facts simultaneously. One, that he had gashed his forehead on that bracket. Two, that she was wearing the most blatantly erotic perfume he’d ever sniffed.


  As she dabbed, Arthur saw a movement over her shoulder. It was the awful caretaker, coming in from outside with a fussy little dustpan-and-brush. Cortège for a bonsai tree.


  “It needs a plaster,” said the woman. “I’ve got….”


  “I’ve got some, thanks,” Arthur told her.


  “All, well… if there’s… anything else you need… cup of sugar or something… my name’s Angie, I’m in flat five. First floor.”


  Arthur swallowed. His mouth was dry. “Right,” he croaked.


  She nodded. Was there just the suggestion of a wink? Then she moved past him, and started up the steps to the first floor. Arthur watched her go. Or to be more accurate, he watched her behind. It was a beauty. A real Class-A, Number One, Golden-Rose-Of-Montreux-type bottom. A classic.


  But as he watched, Arthur became aware of a curious sound. A sort of sucking noise. Curious, he looked around. Standing slightly to one side, behind him, was the awful caretaker. The man still held the pan from which protruded bits of dead bonsai tree. He too was watching Angie’s incomparable anatomy, and there was a look of lechery on his face which, Arthur feared, mirrored his own. And as Arthur looked at him, the awful caretaker turned and his eyes met Arthur’s, and he gave one of those friendly intimate little nods that manly chaps exchange when they share a secret.


  Arthur felt as if he’d been discovered in some nameless act of immorality in a public convenience. He pushed desperately at the lift button. Thankfully, the doors opened at once, and he escaped.


  As soon as he closed the door of his own flat behind him, the headache returned. Feeling slightly sick, Arthur wandered through the sitting room and into the bathroom. He tried to put his forehead under the cold tap, but the trendy modern avocado basin was far too shallow, and his efforts just jammed the cut against the tap, undoing all the good work done by American Angie’s tissues, and causing a renewed spring of his life force to spurt down the plughole. Cursing, he grabbed a handful of white fluffy towel, and buried his face in it. He breathed long and low, and he could hear his heart thudding. He hated cutting himself.


  Eventually the bleeding stopped. Arthur sat on the loo for a while, wondering what to do next. Then he got up and opened the medicine cupboard. He remembered that this was where Fiona kept the Pill. Sometimes he remembered to ask her if she’d taken it, and she always had. Fiona was like that. Well, she’d taken it all right today, too. She’d taken the bloody lot. He wondered which man would now be enjoying her infertility.


  He looked for an Elastoplast. There was a red tin. He opened it. It was full of paperclips. Paperclips in the medicine cupboard?


  Arthur threw the things on the floor. Typical. A man is bleeding, and the Elastoplast tin is full of paperclips. Typical. It was Fiona’s job to organize things like this. What else did she do all day? She didn’t go to work. Couldn’t she find enough time just to slip out and buy a new tin of the stuff? What did she do with all those endless hours every day? Probably watched all those women’s programmes that told them what to do with their spare time. Only they haven’t got any spare time left after watching them.


  He walked back into the sitting room, and across to the imitation Queen Anne desk. In a drawer reserved for wrapping materials and string, he found what he was looking for. Sellotape. He then found the kitchen scissors, and snipped off a strip some three inches long. Then, back in the bathroom, he examined the gash on his forehead. It was vertical. Therefore a horizontal plaster should hold it together. Delicately he applied the Sellotape. It stuck.


  Arthur admired the resulting effect in the mirror. On the whole, he thought, it was a pity the Sellotape was the sort specially designed for Christmas wrapping.


  But by the time he had descended in the lift once again, and was striding out across the forecourt, Arthur had forgotten that his forehead was decorated with a strip of redbreasted robins, Santas, and Christmas trees. He was thinking of a cheerful pub, of people, laughter, company, something to take his mind off things. He was thinking of a drink.


  When you drive a cab you have good days and you have bad days. For Gary Manners this was turning out to be a bad day.


  He was having the kind of aggravation that he did not need.


  First there was the loonie in the flat. The husband who wanted to fight. The big boxer. The Great White Hopeless.


  It seemed the guy thought that Gary and his wife had been having a thing. That would be a funny story to tell when he got home. Only Gary wouldn’t tell it, because Gary’s wife was so jealous, she’d believe that Gary and that woman had been really at it, and she wouldn’t just put up her fists and prance around, she’d fetch him one with the broom.


  Well, that was the first thing. And then, when they get outside, there’s the guy throwing plants at them from his balcony. Thank God his aim was no better than his fighting. Once again, not a patch on Gary’s wife.


  But now he gets the woman in his cab, and it’s her turn to go to pieces.


  “Waterloo Station. Fast.”


  Okay, Waterloo it is. No problem. “Eighty pence.”


  “No, I don’t want Waterloo. I want King’s Cross.”


  Okay, King’s Cross it is.…


  “King’s Cross? No… take me to Victoria.”


  Victoria….


  “The air terminal.”


  The air terminal.


  “The airport.”


  The airport.


  And all the time she’s flitting about in the back like a moth around a lightbulb. Head in hands, then staring out of the window, then eyes shut head back, then chewing the nails, then….


  …. and finally: “I know where I want to go now.”


  And thank the Lord, she does. The address was in Camden Town. Garry pulls into the kerb, and out she jumps and rings the bell. The door is opened by a real Mr. Aftershave, who looks at her like she’s from Vernons Pools.


  “Fiona!” he says. “How super to see you.”


  “And you,” she says, voice wavering.


  Smoothiechops bends over and kisses her cheek, and then the woman frightens him and Gary by bursting into tears and rushing indoors.


  It looks like Gary is going to be free of her at last, so he hoicks out all the cases and carries them up to the door and drops them at Actionman’s feet. The second thing he drops is a very heavy hint.


  “The lady hasn’t paid.”


  “Oh—how much is it?”


  “Twenty-two pounds fifty-eight.”


  That takes the shine off Dreamboat’s style. “What?” he says. Then, “Where’s she just come from, the West Indies?”


  Now that’s one real aggravation about being a black taxi driver. Everyone thinks that line is new and original and fresh. “Two pound? Where’ve we been, Sambo? The West Indies?” Ha ha, very funny.


  But Gary can cope. He just gives wonderboy the silent routine. The gimlet eye. The beware stare. The George Foreman face-off.


  Sunshine folds like the Daily Mirror, and gets out his wallet. At which gesture Gary explains about Waterloo and King’s Cross and Victoria and the air terminal and the airport, and then Superstud shuts him up by dumping a load of cash in his hand and disappearing inside.


  So Gary sits in his cap and counts the cash, and it comes to twenty-two pounds fifty-eight, plus ten pence tip.


  When you drive a cab you have good days and you have bad days. Roll on, repatriation.


  Tony’s flat was, in his opinion, a work of art. It had to be art, because it cost so much. It was undoubtedly the poshest pulling pad that nature, technology and the earning power of a youngish criminal lawyer could devise. Tony’s super stereo produced sounds of pure gold, manufactured as they were from Tony’s pure gold. Tony’s gorgeous furry rugs came guaranteed to tickle that most erogenous of zones, the sole of the foot—providing of course one took one’s shoes off first. Concealed lighting winked with sly significance. And the drinks cabinet contained enough liquor to launch a thousand hips. As a posh pulling pad, how could it fail? Tony himself believed that it should be written up in Ideal Home—perhaps as an example of a bachelor flat that could wreck many an ideal home.


  But as yet it wasn’t getting to Fiona.


  When he’d finished dealing with the taxi driver, Tony found her standing helplessly in the centre of his velvet trap, weeping copious tears. She then insisted on throwing herself into his arms, at the same time greatly upping the water rate. Skillfully he adjusted her handkerchief between her face and himself, thus saving his new fie from becoming a total washout.


  He knew conversation would start soon. It always did. So mentally he prepared his full range of voices, tones and characterizations. The right words, said the right way, could work wonders.


  First, the chummy big brother—”Tell Tony all about it.”


  “I’ve walked out on Arthur.”


  Desperately sympathetic—”Oh, my poor darling.” This, of course, re-opened the floodgates.


  “I don’t really know why,” Fiona sobbed. “I’d just had enough of him.… I lied to him. I told him…” more sobs “… I told him that there was someone else. And had been for two years.”


  “Oh.” Careful disinterest—”I hope he doesn’t think… er… that it’s me… or anything.”


  “Of course not.” Finally, thankfully, she broke away. “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m putting you to a lot of trouble.”


  “Nonsense.” Time for alcohol. He rapidly mixed up vodka, bitters, limejuice, ice. Always a winner.


  “Not too much, Tony.”


  Warm, brown, comforting—”It’ll help you relax.”


  “I shouldn’t have come here.”


  Manly, strong, confident—”It’s natural that you should come straight here… well, almost straight here. I am Arthur’s best friend.”


  Fiona gave him a weak smile. Time for the knife between the shoulderblades.


  “… in spite of the selfish, thoughtless, deplorable, hurtful, shoddy.…”


  “Oh, he’s not that bad.”


  “You’re fantastic!” Boyish, youthful, admiring—”Unbelievable!”


  “What?”


  And now a reminder of his own personal stature: “You only see the good in people. You’d make a great defence lawyer. I’ve got a case now in which the
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