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    Welcome to Britain’s best-loved borough. Praised by the poet Betjeman as “that single piece of Heaven toss’d unto the Earth”, Brentford rises from the north shore of the River Thames, a proud and stately town and one that, if not exactly steeped in history, has been, like unto a digestive biscuit, occasionally dunked. 
 
    The pink granite monument which adorns the High Street bears testament to battles of historical significance which have taken place within the boundaries of the borough. 
 
    Four are given prominence. 
 
      
 
    B.C 54 
 
    When British tribesmen under the command of Cassivellaunus bravely opposed Julius Caesar on his march to Verulamium. 
 
      
 
    1016 
 
    When Edmund Ironside defeated King Canute and the Danes in the area now known as The Butts Estate. 
 
      
 
    1642 
 
    When the town was sacked by the forces of King Charles I, in celebration for having defeated five regiments of parliamentarians. 
 
      
 
    1796 
 
    When “townsmen loyal and courageous did in the service of Christendom engage in battle and drive forth diverse forces diabolic unto a place from which they were forbidden ever to return” 
 
      
 
    Today the borough is best known for the beauty of its womenfolk and window boxes. And the quality of its hand-drawn ales. 
 
      
 
    Introduction to A Rough Guide to Brentford. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    1 
 
    Norman Hartnell, a man who for three long decades and more had never been confused with the other Norman Hartnell, stood in the open doorway of his corner-shop, breathing in the healthy West London air and gazing upon the early morning streets of Brentford town. 
 
    Although a chap well known — and indeed loved — for his cheersome disposition, Norman wore this day upon his face a look of wounded pride. 
 
    Wounded pride and something that appeared to be a Victoria plum lodged where his left eye was normally to be found. Norman had what aficionados of the noble art refer to as “a shiner”. 
 
    It was all Jim Pooley’s fault. But, to Norman’s mind, so many things were. Not that Jim was some violent maniac prone to the blacking of shopkeepers’ eyes. Not a bit of it. Jim Pooley was a man of peace and he was Norman’s friend. It was just. Just. Well. Jim was a fellow who offered advice. Out of the kindness of his heart no doubt. But advice none the less, that a prudent man would do well to consider carefully before acting upon. 
 
    Norman recalled only too well the recent piece of advice that Jim had offered to him. The piece that had led to the shiner. Norman had been standing in the saloon bar of the Flying Swan, enjoying a Wednesday lunchtime livener and discussing potatoes with Old Pete. 
 
    The conversation had been dull at best and made even more so by the fact that Old Pete’s hearing aid, an antiquated contrivance of the National Health persuasion, had all but given up its ghost. Norman was being forced to shout at the top of his voice and shouting was a thing most frowned upon within the Flying Swan. 
 
    ‘YOU NEED A NEW HEARING AID!’ shouted Norman. 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ Old Pete replied. 
 
    ‘He needs a new hearing aid,’ said Norman to Jim Pooley, who sat upon his favourite stool a-sipping his favourite ale. 
 
    ‘Then you should build him one,’ said Jim. ‘You’re good with your hands, Norman and I’ll wager you still have your Meccano set. You could knock him one up in next to no time.’ 
 
    Norman nodded thoughtfully, then, ‘microchips,’ he said. 
 
    Folk who heard him say this nodded their heads. Some to signify their understanding of the subject, others out of the profound knowledge that Norman knew absolutely nothing whatsoever about microchipped technology. 
 
    ‘If you would be thinking to manufacture your own,’ said John Omally, best friend unto Jim and well known Man-about-Brentford, ‘be prepared to invest several millions of money notes in the development thereof.’ 
 
    Noman gave his head a shake. ‘I have a transistor radio that I might strip down,’ he said. ‘A microchip is a microchip as far as I’m concerned.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley whistled. 
 
    ‘For why do you whistle?’ asked Norman. 
 
    ‘Just practising,’ said Pooley. ‘For the upcoming competition.’ 
 
    Norman glanced towards Neville the part-time barman. 
 
    ‘Not in my bar,’ said this man. 
 
    ‘You could get a kick-starter going,’ Jim suggested. ‘A crowd-funder. They are all the rage these days. The internet is awash with the lads.’ 
 
    ‘Internet?’ queried John Omally. ‘You do not even possess a computer, Jim.’ 
 
    ‘They have one in the library,’ said Pooley. ‘Did you know you can actually bet upon the horses online? I haven’t been in Bob the Bookies for more than a month. Each day I pretend I’m going in, then I turn around and come out again. It doesn’t half get his rag up.’ Pooley chuckled. 
 
    ‘And do you actually win online?’ Omally asked of Jim. 
 
    Jim’s face took on a certain expression. 
 
    ‘Thought not,’ said Omally. 
 
    ‘Microchips,’ said Norman, rightfully of the opinion that the conversation was slipping beyond his reach. ‘For Old Pete’s new hearing aid.’ 
 
    ‘Kick-starter,’ said Jim. ‘Crowd-funder or—’ and here Jim paused and it was a meaningful pause.’ You could go on Dragons’ Den.’ 
 
    ‘The who’s what?’ asked Norman. 
 
    ‘It is a television show,’ Omally explained. ‘I’ve heard of it. Greedy millionaires exploit hopeful inventors in the name of entertainment.’ Omally, it must be noted, had never owned a television set. 
 
    Jim made that certain face once more. ‘My thoughts are,’ said he to Norman. ‘That you have plenty of inventions gathering dust in your kitchenette cupboards. You could pick out something, sell it to the millionaires and use the money to finance the creation of Old Pete’s hearing aid.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ said Old Pete. 
 
    ‘It’s your round,’ said Omally. 
 
    ‘It bloody isn’t,’ said Old Pete. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to be diddled,’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘They give you cash,’ said Jim. ‘They have wads of it, in great big bundles, piled upon their tables.’ 
 
    A smile appeared upon the face of John Omally. ‘You would need a manager,’ he told Norman. ‘To handle the business side of things and see that you don’t get diddled.’ 
 
    ‘I have no pressing engagements at present,’ said Jim. ‘I might be persuaded to apply my business acumen to such a noble cause.’ 
 
    Omally raised his eyebrows. ‘Jim, you have all the business acumen of Young Chips here,’ he indicated Old Pete’s half terrier. ‘No offense, Chips,’ he added. 
 
    Young Chips nodded his hairy head. Although he had studied for two years at the London School of Economics he had chosen to drop out and take the hippy trail to Kathmandu, rather than stay on and gain his degree. 
 
    ‘It was my idea,’ said Jim. ‘So I have the responsibility to Norman.’ 
 
    ‘Having a manager was my idea,’ said John. 
 
    ‘The money is for my hearing aid,’ said Old Pete. ‘So I should be the one to profit by the buffoon.’ 
 
    John and Jim did tut-tut-tuttings. 
 
    ‘Shame on you,’ said Jim. 
 
    Neville, the part-time barman peered through the glass he’d been polishing. He listened to the reasoned arguments, the justifications and representations, the fors and againsts, the so ons and so forths and such likes and when he had tired of all and sundry, he spoke. 
 
    ‘Norman has actually left the bar,’ spoke Neville. 
 
      
 
    Norman stood in his kitchenette-cum-workshop to the rear of his corner-shop. And here he rummaged in his cupboard, bringing to the uncertain light some fruits of his former labourings. 
 
    It must be said of Norman that he was a decent fellow. Although many and various were his inventions, he never made any grandiose claims as to their efficacy, nor indeed that he was the father of their invention. It was of Norman’s nature to improve upon existing inventions or to create things that seemed to him so obvious that he found it hard to believe that no-one had previously created them. 
 
    [image: ]Norman rummaged and drew out this and that. A tiny shotgun for exterminating bluebottles. The Improver which transmuted base metal into gold. Or would, if Norman could just iron out a few wrinkles. The perpetual motion bicycle (well a model thereof). Norman offered this a wistful look. Big wheel on the back, small wheel on the front, thus always running downhill there was no need to pedal it. 
 
    Norman’s wistful face became a quizzical face. He definitely hadn’t thought that one up himself. 
 
    And then. 
 
    Norman’s fingers touched upon something. Something soft. Something that he now drew out from the depths of the cupboard. Something that, had he been able to see it, he would have recognised immediately. But something whose very unseeability made it the thing that it was. 
 
    The cagoule of concealment. 
 
    All right, this one was certainly not his idea. Mr H.G. Wells took the credit. And the creation of what amounted to a cloak of invisibility had seemed to Norman a matter so simple that he marvelled that no-one had beaten him to it. 
 
    It was, of course, all down to ultraviolet paint. As ultraviolet is invisible to the naked eye, it follows that anything covered by an opaque coat of ultraviolet paint must therefore become invisible. 
 
    Even Mr Spock could not have argued against such pure logic. 
 
    ‘Now this should tickle a millionaire’s fancy,’ said the scientific shopkeeper as he struggled into the invisible knee-length garment. 
 
    Norman tittered and turned to face the mirror that hung above the sink. There was his head and there were his hands and stepping back there too his trousered shins. But the rest of Norman was gone to the world and nowhere else to be seen. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I won’t actually tell them how it’s done,’ grinned Norman, sticking out his tongue and waggling his fingers. ‘For a trick is best as a secret held and the bird of truth pecks warily at all tomorrow’s parties.’ 
 
      
 
    Norman now sought out his phonebook and ‘D’ for Dragons’ Den. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The lady he spoke to on the telephone made free with girlish laughter. She enquired of Norman whether he was under the misapprehension that it was April Fool’s Day. Norman found her levity unencouraging. 
 
    At length, the lady spoke to someone other than Norman and the shopkeeper overhead the term “comedy relief” being employed. She then spoke once more to Norman and, in a voice of forced sobriety, offered him a welcome to the show. 
 
    The Den of the Dragons was, it turned out, only a short 65 bus ride away on a sound stage at Ealing Studios. 
 
    Ealing Studios! 
 
    They had shot the Carry On films here. 
 
    This was hallowed ground. 
 
    Norman felt honoured just to be standing here. He also felt somewhat alone. Perhaps he should have taken up one of the many offers of management he had received from well-intentioned drinkers at the Flying Swan since he had mentioned his invite onto the show. 
 
    A uniformed gatekeeper printed out a special pass and clipped it onto the lapel of Norman’s best Sunday suit then directed him to sound stage number three. 
 
    Norman grinned. ‘I do not do this for any kind of profit,’ he said to no-one but himself. ‘I do it for Old Pete.’ 
 
    At the entrance to sound stage number three Norman was met by a gentleman of simian aspect, who informed the hopeful inventor of the way things were done. 
 
    ‘You will enter the lift,’ said this fellow, ‘and press the “up” button. Then just sort of mime that you are going up. After a time the doors opposite you will open. Go through them and stand upon the taped cross on the floor.’ 
 
    Norman nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘State briefly what it is that you have to offer and be very, very polite to the dragons. They are all very, very rich and as such expect to be treated with exaggerated respect which borders upon reverence. Do you understand?’ 
 
    Norman shook his head. ‘Not altogether,’ he said. 
 
    ‘And which bit do you not understand?’ 
 
    ‘The lift bit,’ Norman said. ‘I mean, if the lift doesn’t actually go up, wouldn’t it be easier for me to use the stairs?’ 
 
    The monkey man proffered a clipboard with a sheath of papers a-clipped. ‘Sign at the bottom,’ said he. 
 
    ‘I’m not being diddled, am I?’ Norman asked. 
 
    ‘Not in the slightest: it is a document of deceptive simplicity which states that you willingly cast away all vestiges of your human dignity. A standard reality show contract, that’s all it is.’ 
 
    ‘Not a problem,’ said Norman. ‘I signed one of these years ago when I tried to claim social security.’ 
 
    Norman signed and was ushered into the bogus lift. 
 
      
 
    Norman had often wondered why it was that the folk you saw upon the television set always turned out to look smaller when you saw them in real life. Not that he had actually ever seen any of them in real life, but he had wondered none the less. 
 
    The Dragons however looked big. They looked formidable. The male ones wore very expensive and well-cut suits and sported designer wristlet watches. And they all had those soft pink scrubbed and shiny faces that one associates with Tory politicians. Norman offered the Dragons a cheery wave. 
 
    The Dragons did not wave back. 
 
    [image: ]One made notes on a pad with his Parker pen. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon all,’ said Norman. ‘My name is Norman Hartnell, not to be confused with the other Norman Hartnell, of course.’ 
 
    One Dragon scratched at his head. 
 
    An odd-looking lady one rubbed her fingers together. 
 
    ‘I am here to ask for one million pounds for a one per cent share in my invention,’ said Norman. 
 
    A Dragon who had been sipping Perrier water snorted it out of a nostril. 
 
    ‘For this modest investment,’ Norman continued, ‘I will share with you a secret that has been kept from Man for as long as Man has been, so to speak. The secret of invisibility, I present to you, the cagoule of concealment.’ 
 
      
 
    Now a problem common to all things invisible is that if you put them down somewhere you will like as not have trouble finding them again. 
 
    Norman, as he patted away at himself, considered it a strong possibility that the cagoule of concealment had been left on the 65 bus. 
 
    With gails of laughter buffeting his ears he made his retreat to the bogus lift. And there tripped over something unseeable and fell heavily to the floor. 
 
      
 
    To dwell upon the unpleasantness that followed would be nothing less than gratuitous. A detailed description of Norman’s return to the Dragons’ den clad in the cagoule of concealment would serve no purpose here. To speak of how he tweaked the ears and noses of those that had mocked him, before finally being brought down by the monkey man, who was clearly either possessed of simian super-sensitivities, or had noticed Norman’s disembodied legs prancing around the den; of the arrival of the police; or Norman’s night in the cell of the Brentford nick. No, it is better that we dismiss such matters from our minds. 
 
    Far better that indeed. 
 
      
 
    The morning sun shone softly upon Norman Hartnell, as he stood in the open doorway of his corner-shop gazing out upon Brentford. His shiner still throbbed like a good’n’ but the look of wounded pride was wearing off. 
 
    For this was Brentford, after all. And only a man who lacked for a soul could find no joy in the dawn of a new Brentford day. 
 
    ‘I will build Old Pete that hearing aid,’ said Norman. ‘For love is a stranger in an open car and every clown doth have a silver lining.’ 
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    Jim Pooley sat before the single serviceable computer in Brentford’s Memorial Library. Once, in a time not too far distant, a time revered of memory, there had been four serviceable computers. Four nice, smart, new, serviceable computers, installed through the auspices of the library’s educational committee, with a view to bringing all the world’s wisdom to Brentford’s hoi polloi. 
 
    But now there was just the one. 
 
    The cause of this diminishment of the library’s educational resources would have come as no surprise to Norman. 
 
    It was all Jim Pooley’s fault. 
 
    Not that Jim was some kind of technophobic iconoclast. Some present day Luddite. Not a bit of it! Jim considered himself to be a thoroughly modern fellow, well-versed in all the subtle nuances of computer technology. A man of his time. But sad indeed it must be told, Jim and computers just did not get on. There had been some unpleasantness. Some shouting on Jim’s part. Some drumming of fists onto keyboards. And now there was only one serviceable computer and Jim sat before it. 
 
    luckyjim@brentfordlibrary.co.uk 
 
    Jim sat back whilst things of a cybernetic nature took place. Jim sat forward, then Jim whistled. 
 
    ‘Forty-two new emails,’ whistled Jim and he moved the mouse and did clickings. So many young and beautiful women, all lonely and looking for love. 
 
    ‘Soon enough, my dears,’ said Jim. ‘As soon as I have some money.’ 
 
    Then ‘ah,’ said Jim and ‘ah,’ once more. Yet another email from Goodwill Jeremy, the deposed Nigerian prince. Jim really felt for this unlucky fellow, erstwhile ruler of a gold and diamond-rich province so exclusive that it was not to be found on any map. Jim shook his head, and as for the prince himself, benign and generous ruler, ousted from his palace by mercenaries in the pay of an evil warlord. And forced to flee without his cheque book. 
 
    Jim sipped at the thoroughly modern coffee he had purchased from the thoroughly modern coffee shop which had lately appeared in the High Street. Mrs Naylor the senior librarian hissed at him. Pooley placed his paper cup on the floor and perused the prince’s email. 
 
    Although apparently educated at Oxford, the prince employed a form of pidgin English which oft times had Jim guessing. But on this occasion the message was clear enough. If “deer frend Pooley” would be so kind as to send a paltry one hundred pounds sterling, the prince would have just enough to board a London-bound aeroplane and resolve his financial issues. The handsome remuneration promised Jim for aiding in this noble quest was of eyebrow-raising gob-smackery. 
 
    And Jim did have a bank account. 
 
    Even if it was as empty as a politician’s promise. 
 
    Jim sighed, he felt certain that his bank manager would have no objection to him wandering slightly into the red. In so good a cause and with the promise of the prince’s largesse soon to be flowing into Jim’s account. And everything. 
 
    Not to mention the potential profits from the online betting. Jim felt it definitely better not to mention those. 
 
    ‘Onwards and upwards,’ said Jim and having dispatched an email to Prince Goodwill stating that a cheque would shortly be put in the post, Jim waggled the mouse and turned his attention to betting. 
 
    But. And this was a ‘but’ not new to Jim. But he became distracted. There were just so many things to see upon the internet. So many links that might be followed. So many newsfeeds and chatrooms and heaven-alone-knew-what-else. And amongst all of these there was one continuing news story that held Jim’s attention above all others. 
 
    And this was the tale of the giant. 
 
    Certainly giants, as such, were not strange to Jim. He had met many at Count Otto Black’s Circus Fantastique, which had made yearly visits to Ealing Common when Jim had been a lad. In those days there were numerous interesting people to be met at the circus. Jim had shaken hands with strongmen, bearded ladies, alligator boys, fat chaps and giants. Such was the way of the circus back then. 
 
    No, it was not the fact of there being a giant that held Jim’s interest. It was the fact that the internet newsfeeds were referring to him as the Goodwill Giant. The synchronicity with the name of His Nigerian Highness was not lost upon Jim, who, as a betting man, carried with himself all the superstitious baggage attendant to this perilous calling. 
 
    The Goodwill Giant had first made the news in Hampton Court, where he had rescued a kitten from a drain. He was next heard of in Kingston where he had intervened to spare a young Asian fellow a brutal thrashing at the hands of a teenage gang. Folk at Teddington Lock had witnessed him save a drowning child and at Richmond he had not only helped an old lady across the road but had also carried her shopping all the way home. 
 
    Jim was not wildly impressed by the Richmond incident, but one thing was abundantly clear, the Goodwill Giant was following the course of the River Thames. Which meant that he would soon be walking the streets of Brentford, no doubt bringing his good will with him. 
 
    To Jim’s mind this all fell perfectly into place. If Jim did good things for Goodwill Jeremy then perhaps the Goodwill Giant might do good things for Jim. As well as the good things that Goodwill Jeremy would soon be doing also. So to speak. 
 
    It was “joined-up thinking” in Jim’s opinion. A term he had gleaned from the internet. But one that he found both pleasing and appropriate. 
 
    ‘So,’ whispered Jim to himself. ‘If the Goodwill Giant is coming to town, it is fitting that someone should greet him. Extend to him a welcome. Perhaps even stand him a pint of Large within the Flying Swan.’ 
 
    Jim logged out of the library computer, rose and stretched and stepped to take his leave. 
 
    Kicking over his coffee as he did so. 
 
    Mrs Naylor raised her voice and words that lacked for any good will followed Jim into the sunshine. 
 
      
 
    Brentford Memorial Library, a gift to the borough by the philanthropist Andrew Carnegie, stands foursquare on the northern corner of the famous Butts Estate. 
 
    Where, one thousand and one years before, Edmund Ironside had trounced King Canute in the area which was now the car park before The Seaman’s Mission. 
 
    Where also, two hundred and sixty years before, Dr Johnson had attended the annual Goose Fair and viewed a live griffin in a showman’s booth. A griffin, which, according to local legend, had later escaped and gone to roost upon the Brentford Ait, a small island in the Thames. A griffin whose descendant might still be seen today. So local legend told. 
 
    Jim had never seen the griffin, but he did like the story. 
 
    Nowadays there was peace upon The Butts Estate. No sword-play nor any squawkings from a mythical chimera. The fine, unspoiled Georgian houses were the habitations of the wealthy. The ancient oaks brought shade to expensive automobiles. Ball games were discouraged. Raucous singing prohibited. 
 
    Jim, a born and bred Brentonian, was unacquainted with any of these well-to-do residents. He knew but a single fellow who dwelt on The Butts Estate and this was Professor Slocombe. 
 
    A learned ancient was this man and one recognised to be Brentford’s patriarch. Jim did the occasional bits of gardening for the professor, enjoyed his sherry and listened with pleasure to the wisdom of his words. If ever there was a man to be trusted, this was the man that there was. 
 
    Jim whistled quietly as he paced along the tree-lined drive of The Butts Estate. When his ship came in he would definitely be buying one of these houses. Get himself one of those shallow television sets that hang upon the wall. 
 
    He would live the life he had always dreamed of living. Oh yes indeed. 
 
    The train of Jim’s thoughts was rudely derailed by a most annoying sound. A repetitive squeaking, as of a mouse in torment. As of a giant mouse by the growing din of it. Jim turned to view the source of the sound, for the source of the sound he knew. 
 
    It was a bike named Marchant with a wheel that squeak-squeak-squeaked. Upon this bike rode himself the Omally, Pooley’s best friend. 
 
    Now it must be firmly stated that Jim and John’s bike Marchant did not always see eye to head-lamp. There was a certain animosity. The relationship was more than a little strained. John and Jim were fine enough, but Jim and Marchant? No! 
 
    It was, perhaps a “technology thing”. For although there was little more technological gubbinry aboard Marchant than his Sturmey Archer three-speed gear set, this alone seemed sufficient to make itself an enemy of Jim. 
 
    ‘Squeak-squeak-squeak,’ said Marchant’s wheel. 
 
    ‘God save all here,’ called John. 
 
    Jim Pooley bid his friend a ‘watchamate,’ and Omally tugged upon Marchant’s brakes. The elderly sit-up-and-beg bike was having none of that, however and swept onwards with just the required momentum necessary to run over Jim’s left foot. 
 
    Jim took to hopping and cursing. John took to chuckles, his hand to his gob. Marchant rang his bell in glee and rattled to a halt. 
 
    ‘This lad needs a new set of brake blocks,’ said Omally, by way of conversation. ‘No damage done, I trust.’ 
 
    Jim cast bitter glances toward the wayward bike. ‘One day,’ he spat through gritted teeth. ‘One day I’ll do for that.’ 
 
    ‘Now now, Jim,’ said John. ‘Let us have no bitterness upon such a fine morning as this. What say I treat you to a nice cup of tea at the Plume?’ 
 
    ‘Treat me?’ said Jim. ‘You treat me?’ 
 
    ‘The cup that cheers,’ said himself. ‘Although I for one have never heard it do so—’ he paused in the hope of a grin from Jim. 
 
    ‘Humour,’ said Pooley. ‘Not as easy as it might at first appear.’ 
 
    ‘To the Plume,’ said John. 
 
    And to the Plume they went. 
 
      
 
    The Plume Café had seen better days, but when these had been few if any remembered. By the unchanged décor it might be supposed that these days lay in the fifties. 
 
    Certainly the proprietress Lily Marlene (not to be confused with the other Lily Marlene) had the look of one who had dwelt in a time when rock‘n’roll was king. 
 
    The dyed and bouffant barnet. The hour-glass figure in its lacy blouse and pencil skirt. The shapely legs that tottered on those high stiletto heels. 
 
    To John Omally, a man who greatly admired the female form, she was the woman. The very personification of all that was beauteous in Brentford. John yearned for Lily, but she, though ever a-teasing the lad, remained aloof to all of his entreaties. John, like Jim, was only left to dream of the day that his ship might come in. 
 
    Jim seated himself by the window. 
 
    John took himself to the counter. 
 
    Jim viewed Brentford High Street. 
 
    John viewed Lily’s bosoms. 
 
    At considerable length John brought two cups of tea to Jim’s table. 
 
    Jim gestured to the face of John. ‘I heard the slap,’ said he. ‘But in the spirit of loyal friendship I didn’t look over.’ 
 
    John Omally rubbed his reddened cheek. 
 
    ‘It is never going to happen,’ said Jim in a kindly tone. ‘You have tried every trick. Give up and accept a gracious defeat.’ 
 
    John seated himself and smiled towards Jim. ‘How long have you known me?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘For ever,’ said Jim. ‘From school. From as long as I can remember.’ 
 
    ‘And have you ever known me to “give up”?’ 
 
    Jim uttered a sigh as of infinite patience put to the test. ‘No,’ said he. ‘I have not.’ 
 
    ‘Once I am rich,’ said John. ‘And this I expect to occur quite soon. Once I am rich we shall see what we shall see.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley sipped his tea and finding it cold ceased sipping. 
 
    ‘I have a business proposition that I would put to you,’ said John. ‘One that I feel you will find most appealing.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ said Jim, in a distant tone. 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ said Omally and he pointed to the window. ‘What do you see out there, Jim?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Brentford High Street,’ was the reply. ‘For the most part unchanged and unchanging.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I know something,’ said John. ‘Something that will bring about considerable change out there.’ 
 
    ‘Change is greatly frowned upon in Brentford, John.’ 
 
    ‘This will be a change for the better, Jim.’ 
 
    ‘Is there any such thing?’ 
 
    ‘See this,’ John dug into the pocket of his old, yet dashing, jacket of tweed and drew forth a sheet of folded paper. Clearing aside the tabletop café clutter, he spread it out before Jim. 
 
    ‘A map,’ said Jim. ‘A map of the borough.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ asked Omally. 
 
    ‘A map upon which is printed in big bold letters, PROPERTY OF BRENTFORD COUNCIL. NOT TO BE REMOVED FROM TOWN HALL.’ 
 
    John made shushing gestures with his hands. ‘What else do you see?’ he whispered. 
 
    Jim perused the map, then whistled through his teeth. ‘A ring road,’ he said. ‘These are the plans for a ring road that would encompass Brentford.’ 
 
    Omally nodded. 
 
    ‘But why?’ Jim asked. ‘There’s never that much traffic. Why would Brentford need a ring road?’ 
 
    ‘Search me,’ Omally shrugged. ‘Who can fathom the vagaries of Brentford Town Council?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a rather odd ring road,’ Jim observed. ‘I mean, well, it is utterly circular. More like a gigantic roundabout really.’ 
 
    ‘A ring road is a ring road to me,’ said John. ‘But think, my friend, what does it say there?’ John pointed. 
 
    ‘Pedestrian precinct,’ said Jim. ‘Well that would be nice, all the centre of Brentford freed from the bother of motor-cars. A place for a peaceful stroll.’ 
 
    ‘Upon the newly-laid paving stones and between the newly-planted trees.’ 
 
    ‘Something of the sort,’ said Jim. ‘Very nice indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m so glad you like it. Because this is where our fortune is to be made.’ And Omally went on to explain. ‘I chanced to meet this fellow,’ said he, ‘named Pocklington. He is the new town clerk and holds sway over the planning committee. The ring road is very much his baby, so to speak. Well, he passed a copy of the plans to me in, how shall I put this, the spirit of free enterprise.’ 
 
    Pooley’s face displayed enlightenment. 
 
    ‘Quite so,’ said John. ‘The taking of the old back-hander is in council circles a tradition, or an old charter, or something. So, he made it clear to me that should a company formed, for instance, by myself and yourself, put in a tender to pedestrianise the town centre, that company would most likely be given the contract.’ 
 
    Jim rolled his eyes. 
 
    ‘And should that company choose to award Mr Pocklington a Christmas Box of a generous nature, where would be the harm in that?’ 
 
    ‘Just a couple of small matters,’ said Jim. ‘Before I go on my way and try to forget that this conversation ever took place. I heard mention earlier of paving stones and trees. Where might you be thinking to acquire these?’ 
 
    ‘Kew Gardens does be full of trees,’ said John. 
 
    Jim groaned. 
 
    ‘And the pavements of Chiswick are literally paved with paving stones.’ 
 
    ‘And so farewell,’ said Jim, a-rising from his chair. 
 
    ‘I am assured by Mr Pocklington that it wouldn’t be stealing,’ John now assured his bestest friend. ‘Just relocating, councils do this kind of thing all the time.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Jim. ‘We will end up in prison.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Pocklington says that the Brentford nick is to be turned into a coffee shop and craft centre.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Jim ‘and no thrice more. It is a terrible idea, John. Give it up now, before you find yourself in big trouble.’ 
 
    John Omally threw up his hands. ‘Oh, such a shame,’ said he, ‘ that you would pass up this opportunity of a lifetime. A chance to play your part in bringing beauty to the borough.’ Jim opened his mouth, but John continued, ‘And don’t think I did not spy you out this morning looking longingly at those houses in The Butts Estate. One of them could so easily be within your reach.’ 
 
    Jim’s open mouth remained as such. 
 
    ‘Your part in this venture would involve no actual physical effort,’ said John. ‘In case that is your worry. A comfy seat in an office by the radiator awaits you. As a director of the Goodwill Landscaping Company. You—’ 
 
    ‘What?’ said Jim. ‘What did you just say?’ 
 
    ‘A comfy seat?’ said John. ‘With a personal coffee machine?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Jim. ‘The company’s name. Did you think that up?’ 
 
    ‘No, it was Mr Pocklington’s idea. It came “off the shelf” apparently. I do not pretend to understand such matters. But it seems appropriate enough, don’t you think? Has a certain ring to it.’ 
 
    ‘A certain ring to it?’ Jim Pooley dropped back into his chair. ‘Buy me some hot tea,’ said he. 
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    The mug of tea that Norman had was growing somewhat cold. The shopkeeper was busy at his counter. Not with any customer, for nowadays these were few. Business had been tailing off of late. 
 
    Norman, was, however, unconcerned regarding his lack of customers. Business would pick up again, of this he felt certain and spare time was to him a valuable commodity. He had plenty of other interests to pursue. Interests of a scientific persuasion. The creation of Old Pete’s hearing aid being very top of the list. 
 
    The busyness that Norman was presently engaged with at his counter was a busyness of unpacking. Much torn brown paper littered a floor that yearned for a Hoover’s caress. Much string dingle-dangled all around and about. 
 
    To anyone who had never entered Norman’s corner-shop yet craved a brief description thereof, it might best be said that the establishment had a “lived-in look”. A certain homely cosiness that is only to be found within business premises that have enjoyed long years of single ownership. Indeed Norman had run the corner-shop for many years now and all of them alone. The shop, in his opinion, was just the way he liked it. The way it had been, was, and ever hopefully would be. 
 
    Certainly much of the confectionary was out of date, but as no-one ever sought to purchase any of it, this hardly mattered. 
 
    Certainly the enamel advertising signs, which flattered fags of brands now long extinct, served no purpose whatsoever other than those of an artistic aesthetic. 
 
    Certainly the light, filtered by dusty front windows, wasted itself upon a roundel loaded with VHS tapes. 
 
    Certainly those greeting cards, that corner-curled in old mahogany racks, were brown as burnished bronze and quite unlikely to appeal. 
 
    Certainly. Most certainly. 
 
    But it was the way that Norman liked it. 
 
    So there. 
 
      
 
    The parcels that Norman was so busily unwrapping had been delivered to him only moments before by *****, the postman that dare not speak his name. There were two sturdy boxes and these had been well-wrapped. Norman flung away the last of the brown paper and prised open the larger of the two with his Savage Sword of Conan paperknife. 
 
    Then, ‘God bless my old brown dog,’ said Norman, as having delved in deep he brought to the uncertain light a most anomalous object. It was precisely yea-big and had about the look of an ancient thing-a-me-jig. The shopkeeper turned it this way and that and nodded his head in a manner which signified an absence of objection. 
 
    ‘Industrial alchemy,’ said Norman. ‘Magical science. A thing so long forgotten as now to seem new.’ And he smiled a smile, did Norman, a broad and pleasant smile. 
 
      
 
    Neville the part-time barman smiled as he watered a window box. The flowers Old Pete had planted were coming on a treat. Babylon bloomed in the hanging baskets and toad-flax clung to crannies in the Swan’s front wall. 
 
    Topiarised privets in terracotta pots flanked the saloon bar door like glaucous sentinels. Neville did have some doubts about the shape of those privets but Old Pete, who personally attended to the trimming, assured him that each tree represented the Tower of Knowledge and the Twin Spheres of Learning. 
 
    The sound of whirrings wafted on the wind wound up Neville’s waterings. A brightly-coloured brewer’s dray, all eco-friendly and electrically driven, pulled up before the Flying Swan with a sigh of sophisticated brakes. 
 
    Neville looked on as a smartly-clad chap leapt down from the cab. He was slender of body, well-favoured of face and he carried a modern doo-dad. 
 
    He smiled upon Neville and tapped at his doo-dad. ‘The Flying Swan?’ he read aloud. ‘And you would be Neville the guv’nor.’ 
 
    Neville liked the sound of that, so nodded. 
 
    ‘Delivery,’ said the smart young man. ‘And something very special this time, so I’m told.’ 
 
    ‘The ale is always special,’ said Neville. ‘At the Swan we carry eight hand-drawn ales on pump. A selection which exceeds Jack Lane’s by four and the New Inn by three. The Swan is not to be out-rivalled in this respect, as I am sure you must know.’ 
 
    The dray lad shrugged and tapped away at his doo-dad. ‘I’m new to this round,’ said he. ‘But yes, it says here that you take all eight. Seven standard and one guest ale.’ 
 
    Neville nodded, for such was the way of things. 
 
    ‘Well you are going to love this guest ale,’ said the lad with the doo-dad. ‘It’s called—’ and he paused for effect. ‘Quasimodo,’ and he paused for a second effect. 
 
    ‘And what is the purpose of these pausings?’ asked Neville. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s called Quasimodo,’ the dray lad paused again. 
 
    Neville shook his head. 
 
    The dray lad now shook his. ‘Oh come on,’ he said. ‘I say “it’s called Quasimodo”, so what do you say?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you?’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘No,’ said the lad. ‘I say “it’s called Quasimodo”, and you say “that name rings a bell”.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ asked Neville. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s a joke, innit?’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Neville. ‘Humour. Not as easy as it might at first appear.’  
 
    The young man made a grumpy face, but very soon was smiling. 
 
     ‘Allow me to explain,’ said Neville. ‘If the brewery has chosen to name this week’s guest ale, Quasimodo, it is not in memory of the Notre Dame bell-ringer.’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t it?’ asked the dray lad. 
 
    Neville shook his head once more. ‘They will have named it after Brentford’s most famous brewer. The legendary Cardinal Quasimodo Cox, Abbott of St Martin’s Monastery, where the Little Brothers of the Pewter Pot brewed the finest ales of old Albion. Quasimodo, so local legend tells, being the finest ale of them all.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said the boy in the well-tailored uniform. 
 
    ‘The Brentford Brewery stands upon the ground formerly occupied by the monastery, which was burned to the ground in 1796, during the Time of the Terror.’ 
 
    ‘The time of the what?’ asked the lad. 
 
    ‘Never mind,’ said Neville. ‘If only this guest ale could live up to its name.’ 
 
    ‘Oh it will,’ said the lad, fidgeting once more with his doo-dad. ‘Because apparently it’s brewed from the original recipe.’ 
 
    Neville sadly shook his head. ‘No,’ said he. ‘The recipe was lost when the monastery was put to the torch.’ 
 
    ‘And now it’s been found again. In some old book that was fished out from behind a radiator in the master brewer’s office.’ 
 
    The look that appeared now upon Neville’s face was the look of one beatified. It was a look that implied a state of celestial happiness. This look, however, did not last for long. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Neville. ‘The past is a place more glorious than the present and although your words are wonderful to hear, they are far too good to be true.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you just wait until you get a gob full. The brewery has—’ another doo-dad diddle, ‘—six barrels for you today and a pump clip with some old geezer’s boat race on it. Probably your mate Quasimodo.’ He paused in the vain hope that Neville might just do the rather lame joke this time. 
 
    Neville, however, was staring into space. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ asked the brewery boy. 
 
    Neville raised a hushing finger. ‘Can you hear that?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Hear what?’ 
 
    ‘Singing,’ said Neville. ‘Far away singing.’ 
 
    ‘Nope,’ went the bright young fellow-me-lad. ‘So why don’t you go down and get them old cellar doors open? I will engage the automated barrel de-loader. I’d stand well back from the ramp if I was you, things can get a tad lively.’ 
 
    Neville shrugged and took himself inside. 
 
    The dray lad stood and diddled with his doo-dad. 
 
      
 
    Old Pete diddled with his dibber, whilst Young Chips snoozed in the sunlight. 
 
    Revered as Brentford’s leading horticulturist, Old Pete’s allotment patch (on which he was presently diddling) was quite unlike as to any other. Here grew weird and wonderful things. Here was a riot of exotic blooms. Here were floral fancies that claimed the highest honours in the yearly flower show. Here his kind hand nurtured hybridized orchids. Here was beauty indeed. 
 
    Old Pete supplied fruit and veg to Uncle Ted, Brentford’s most scandalous greengrocer. Rare lilies to Alison’s Floral Fripperies in the High Street. Mandrake to Professor Slocombe, for use in his thaumaturgical experiments. 
 
    It was a recent visit to the professor that had inspired Old Pete’s latest and most ambitious piece of horticultural wizardry. 
 
    The vegetable ape. 
 
    Old Pete had viewed the mummified remains of a Vegetable Lamb of Tartary which stood looking all forlorn in Professor Slocombe’s cabinet of curiosities. Recalling the famous phrase from his childhood, “if you want fun, go home and buy a monkey”, Old Pete had paused to ponder. Monkeys were hard to come by nowadays, there were all kinds of importation problems. Home grown monkeys raised upon a West London allotment seemed an obvious solution. And probably one that Norman would have come up with, given sufficient time. Old Pete had studied his various gardening manuals, several dating back centuries and concluded that it was all a matter of creating a plant/animal hybrid, what might be described as a planthropoid. 
 
    Old Pete lifted the glazed lid of his cold frame and viewed the growing fruits of his labours. There were a dozen in all and they really did look like little monkeys. Little rose red monkeys with curling stalk tails and dinky little fingers. All cute as kittens. 
 
    But— 
 
    Although a fine amalgam of sea monkey, gr-ape vine and monkey puzzle tree, the planthropoids were showing no inclination whatsoever towards animation. Even though they were growing bigger, they looked just like little dead monkeys, which was unappealing at best. 
 
    Old Pete gave them a gentle water then lowered the lid once more. 
 
    Then straightening up his ancient back he cocked his head on one side. What was that sound he was hearing? Gentle voices singing a pleasant song. Old Pete sought to adjust his hearing aid, but the battery he knew to be flat. 
 
    Yet— 
 
    Yet he could still hear the voices. Softly singing. Old Pete now scratched at his head. Most odd. He screwed up his eyes and peered all around and about. Sparrows gossiped, butterflies danced, but singers were not to be seen. 
 
    Old Pete shrugged and returned to his dibbing of soil. 
 
      
 
    Jim Pooley, lately signed up office manager of the Goodwill Landscaping Company, (salary under discussion) stood outside the Plume Café bidding his farewells to John Omally, C.E.O. of the Goodwill Landscaping Company (salary £50,000 per annum, full expense account and bicycle maintenance allowance). 
 
    John shook Jim most firmly by the hand, assured him for the umpteenth time that all would be well and then departed Jim’s company with talk of pressing business elsewhere. 
 
    Jim’s face now wore an expression that combined unease, doubt, suspicion and hopelessness into an unwholesome salmagundi. 
 
    John was his bestest friend and John would never knowingly do anything that would bring harm to Jim. But John, in Jim’s opinion, was a chancer. A duck and dive merchant. Jim considered himself shrewd when it came to business matters. A man of substance. Of integrity. 
 
    But John— 
 
    Jim sighed. It was all probably nonsense anyway. The unnecessary and frankly ridiculous ring road would be unlikely to receive planning permission. Its southern arc swept through Kew Gardens and that would never be allowed. No, it was all a lot of old toot. Still, John had forked out for the price of a cuppa, so Jim was ahead of the game, so to speak. 
 
    Jim Pooley’s face regained its normal calm and passive appearance and he set off once more on his mission to meet and greet the Goodwill Giant. 
 
    The place to wait, it seemed to Jim, would be the canal bridge, where the High Street met the Hounslow Road. Anyone following the course of the river from the direction of Richmond would surely enter Brentford via this bridge. 
 
    Jim recalled that there was a rather fine pub situated next to the canal bridge: the Amphibian’s Arms. A pub with forecourt seating, where a chap who was perhaps awaiting the arrival of another chap, might sit in shaded comfort with a pint pot at his elbow. 
 
    Jim ambled along Brentford High Street. A motor-car or two passed by, a bus went rumbling on its way to Chiswick. 
 
    ‘Ring road,’ sniffed Jim. ‘Absurd. Ridiculous.’ 
 
    Upon reaching the canal bridge he sat himself down on the parapet, took out his pack of five Woodbine, selected one and lit up. As this fag was the first of the day Jim then collapsed into fits of coughing. When this was done he continued his smoke, for the first of the day is the bestest. 
 
    Jim glanced down to the waters of the Grand Union Canal. Oily rainbow swirls and floating debris. Good grief, he and Omally used to swim in that canal when they were boys. A mouthful of such water now and you would be a goner. 
 
    Jim exhaled a sigh along with smoke. Although the locals considered that one of Brentford’s finest qualities was its unchangingness, Jim knew full well that the borough did evolve slowly from one thing to another. And for the most part, if the truth be told, those changes were rarely for the better. 
 
    The favourite haunts of Jim’s childhood had simply ceased to be. Those old deserted houses, the castles of his youth, had been pulled down. The bustling streets of terraced dwellings surrounding the pottery had been demolished, replaced by the gaunt and soul-less flat blocks. There was actually a McDonald’s where the Red Lion used to stand. 
 
    But the spirit of Brentford remained the same did it not? The folk were still decent folk. The beer was certainly good. And there was always hope. 
 
    Pooley took another pull on his fag. ‘Get a grip, Jim,’ he told himself. ‘What has brought this on?’ 
 
    His words echoed gently from beneath the canal bridge and as they did so Jim heard something more. A melody, borne up to him upon a gentle breeze. A melody of girlish voices, singing clearly now, but in a language that he could not understand. 
 
    ‘Hello,’ called Jim. ‘Who’s singing down there, then?’ 
 
    The girlish voices ceased their song. 
 
    Jim Pooley turned his eyes towards the pub. 
 
      
 
    The eyes of John Omally did furtive sidelong glances as he approached the open window to the rear of Brentford Town Hall. 
 
    The meeting at which the ring road was to be discussed had been set for eleven o’clock that morning. It was a secret meeting, one that the general public knew absolutely nothing about. One that John Omally had been informed of by Mr Pocklington. The man who had left the window open for him. 
 
    John’s instructions had been straightforward enough. Climb into the deserted store room, then edge along the corridor, ascend the back stairs to the public gallery and once there, remaining unseen, observe the proceedings and make notes regarding anything that might further the interests of the Goodwill Landscaping Company. 
 
      
 
    For most, if not all of us, there are times when we look back at something we have done in the past and say to ourselves, “if I had known then what I know now, I would never have done that.” 
 
    If John Omally had known at this particular moment the disastrous consequences of the actions he was about to take, there is little doubt that he would have walked away from that window without a backwards glance. 
 
    But as this foreknowledge was denied him, Omally shinned in through the open window and sealed the fate of Brentford forever. 
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    What is charisma? 
 
    And why? 
 
    The preserve of the few, to the joy of the many? 
 
    A blessing to some and to others a curse? 
 
    In a recent internet poll carried out by the United Church of Runeology, the philosopher, poet, mystic and world champion unicyclist Hugo Rune was voted Most Charismatic Man of the Twentieth Century. 
 
    And not without good cause, in his opinion. 
 
    Brentford’s town clerk Stephen Pocklington had charisma. Much charisma had he. Although the other six members of Brentford Town Council must have had some charisma, or how else had they come to be elected, Mr Pocklington’s charisma outshone all others. 
 
    If charisma was to be represented in the shape, say, of a pizza pie (with extra pepperoni and hot green peppers), three quarters of that pie would be found upon the plate of Stephen Pocklington. With the other quarter, roughly divided into six segments shared amongst the remaining councillors. 
 
    Now to some it might seem that a town council composed of just seven persons was a very small town council indeed. This same some would be further astonished to learn that these seven councillors were Brentford Town Hall’s only employees. They all mucked in with other duties, but other duties were few. 
 
    Certainly they would have liked to have done a great deal more for the borough, such as increasing council tax, imposing parking restrictions, raising the rates. All those practices that the councillors of other boroughs so delight in. But the councillors of Brentford were continually denied these joys. 
 
    Every time they came up with another levy, or price hike, or such like, an ancient gentleman by the name of Professor Slocombe would turn up at the reception desk clutching some antique volume to his pigeon chest and explain, in a manner which left no room for misunderstanding, that the council’s latest attempt to deprive Brentonians of their pennies and pounds was disallowed by some rule or regulation laid down with great legality several centuries before. 
 
    The plain folk of Brentford lauded the professor. 
 
    The councillors abhorred him. 
 
      
 
    Today, as the town hall clock (lately restored at Professor Slocombe’s expense) struck eleven, six councillors and one town clerk took their seats in the mahogany-panelled council chamber. 
 
    High in the shadows of the public gallery Omally looked on, a pencil in one hand, a notebook in the other. 
 
    The councillors seated themselves and the town clerk addressed them. ‘Ladies,’ said he. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, greetings.’ 
 
    Councillors returned greetings and smiled towards the charismatic Mr P. There really was something about him. Something special. Something that elevated him from the rest. Made you want to hang on to his every word. To trust and respect what he said. And, with the exception of one single fellow, this is what the town councillors did. 
 
    The lone dissenter was Councillor Uncle Ted McCready, Brentford’s notorious purveyor of fruit and veg. Scandal followed this man like a faithful spaniel. If there was ever anything really really sleazy on the go in the borough Uncle Ted would probably be behind it. No doubt wearing the appropriate headwear and wielding a cucumber. 
 
    Councillor Ted was short and stout and radish red of face. He would probably have made the perfect comedy sidekick for the tall and slender town clerk, had not his loathing for the handsome Mr Pocklington somewhat muddied the waters, so to speak. 
 
    Regarding the other sitters at the table, brief descriptions follow. Three ladies and three gents in all were to be seen. 
 
    The council table itself was a circular affair of the Arthurian persuasion, but somehow, no matter where he placed his slender bottom, Mr Pocklington always appeared to be sitting at its head. 
 
    To his left sat the aforementioned Councillor McCready and next to him Councillor Leo Felix, Rastafarian used-car salesman of the borough. Next to Leo lurked the diminutive Councillor Hieronymus Bob, local painter and decorator. It is to be noticed that these three held other occupations, as did all the councillors, their council duties and indeed wages, being so slight. 
 
    To the town clerk’s right sat the female contingent. Firstly Samantha Sterne, a blowsy blonde who might easily have found employment as an actress in any Carry On movie, had these still been on the go. But at present she fancied herself as an author. On her ever-present iPad she composed derivative vampire eBook novelettes, which were heavy on eroticism but somewhat light on literary style. 
 
    Next to her sat Councillor Jennifer Naylor, Brentford’s senior librarian and a woman so unlike to Ms Sterne as to be her very antithesis. Tall, spare, svelte and sophisticated, this lady mostly read the classics, but did, under an assumed name, occasionally find time to write scathing reviews of Ms Sterne’s latest outpourings. 
 
    Next to her sat Councillor Frances Dashwood, many times great granddaughter of Sir Francis. Tantalisingly slender and extensively tattooed, she favoured the graveyard makeup of the dedicated Goth. She liked to picture Mr Pocklington in a full length leather coat, New Rock boots and very little else. 
 
    Her fantasy paramour continued his address. 
 
    ‘We are here today,’ said he, ‘to discuss the final details of the new ring road.’ 
 
    ‘On a point of order,’ said Councillor Ted, rising to his feet. ‘By “final details” I trust you mean “any details at all”. As you have so far failed to share with us anything regarding this ludicrous project.’ 
 
    Stephen smiled his winning smile. ‘If you will kindly allow me to continue,’ he said. 
 
    ‘By furnishing the details?’ 
 
    ‘To the very fullest.’ 
 
    The greengrocer folded his arms and sat down. ‘Ridiculous,’ said he. 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ said the town clerk. ‘I should simply throw this matter open to the floor. I would naturally welcome the opinions of any of my esteemed colleagues.’ His warm smile fell upon Frances Dashwood, who found herself wilting beneath it. 
 
    ‘I have certain questions,’ said the lovely Ms Naylor. ‘Regarding the financing of this project. As the town clerk must surely know the Town Hall’s coffers contain insufficient coinage to replenish the contents of our tea caddy.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all the bloody professor’s fault,’ said Councillor Ted arising once more. ‘If he’d keep his veiny hooter out of our affairs we could run the Town Hall at a profit.’ He sat himself heavily down once more, Ms Naylor continued to speak. 
 
    ‘Might I enquire of the town clerk precisely how he intends that we fund the construction of this ring road?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘In a word, or three, we do not,’ said Stephen. 
 
    Ms Naylor shook her raven-haired head and asked for an explanation. 
 
    ‘You have all seen the map,’ said the town clerk. ‘And the proposed route of the ring road. Surely you must have observed that it surrounds Brentford. It does not enter Brentford at any point. That is the point of a ring road, surely?’ 
 
    ‘And your point is?’ asked Councillor Naylor. 
 
    ‘The ring road passes through four other boroughs. Those of Hounslow, Ealing, Chiswick and Kew. They will cover the costs, not we.’ 
 
    ‘I an’ I hate to put a downer on yo’ scheme, Babylon,’ said Councillor Felix. ‘But me knowin’ some of de councillors from de other boroughs, cos me be playin’ de Sunday League football wiv dem. And me be tellin’ you dat dey won’t be doin’ no forking out for no ring roads through dere territory. No way bloody likely, dem sayin’. Just sayin’.’ 
 
    ‘I thank you for your valuable input,’ said Mr P. ‘and in all truth I would not expect them to do so. Willingly.’ 
 
    ‘So where you get de dosh den?’ 
 
    ‘Allow me to explain.’ The town clerk’s smile beamed blessings upon all. ‘The route of this ring road has been very carefully plotted. It follows certain ancient track-ways, now long closed to the public. Track-ways which unrepealed laws of the land still demand to be kept open. These laws have been broken for centuries due to the closure of these track-ways and as such considerable financial recompense must legally be made and the track-ways reopened to the public.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds very unlikely,’ said Councillor McCready. 
 
    ‘No, hear him out,’ tiny Councillor Bob now spoke. ‘I read recently of a case where a bloke had blocked off an ancient bridle path to extend his back garden. He was taken to court by the Ramblers Association and it cost him a pretty penny in fines and court costs.’ 
 
    The town clerk smiled upon Councillor Bob. ‘Quite so,’ said he. ‘And a full transcript of this case along with all the details of the ancient trackways and the violated rights of way have been sent by myself to the town clerks of Hounslow, Ealing, Chiswick and Kew. Prior to receiving these details they were very outspoken that they would have no part in funding their sections of the ring road. Now, however they have all agreed to do so. Out of Court, as it were.’ 
 
    High in the Gods, John Omally paid a silent tribute to Mr Pocklington. A man who certainly knew how to get what he wanted. Although precisely why he wanted a ring road was quite beyond John. 
 
    ‘So Brentford Town Council would not be expected to contribute a single penny towards the construction of this ring road?’ said Councillor Ms Naylor. 
 
    ‘Not a penny, nor a farthing, dear lady.’ 
 
    ‘But what about all the work within the borough?’ These words came from within the mouth of Councillor Ted McCready. ‘What about all this pedestrianising of the town centre? Who is going to pay for this?’ 
 
    Good question, thought John Omally, leaning forward in the darkness. 
 
    ‘The people of Brentford,’ said Mr Pocklington. ‘And willingly too. Allow me to explain.’ 
 
    Uncertain now whether he was standing or sitting. Councillor McCready did whatever he had not been doing. ‘Oh please do,’ he said. 
 
    ‘A lottery,’ said the town clerk. ‘As you must know the National Lottery has somewhat fallen from favour, the odds against winning it being so large. This will be a lottery open only to the people of Brentford and no others. There will be generous cash prizes and I calculate that within two weeks sufficient funds will be raised to finance the pedestrianisation.’ 
 
    A smile of considerable dimensions appeared upon the face of John Omally. He wrote the words “PUT IN TENDER TO RUN LOTTERY” into his notebook. 
 
    ‘Any further questions?’ asked the town clerk. 
 
    Councillor McCready ground his teeth and made fists with his fingers. ‘You appear to have it all worked out,’ he snarled through gritted teeth. ‘So perhaps you will favour us with some timescale regarding this nonsensical scheme. How long construction will take and when you propose the roadworks to begin.’ 
 
    ‘At midnight upon Midsummer’s Eve,’ said the town clerk. 
 
    ‘When the work begins?’ 
 
    ‘And ends,’ said the town clerk. ‘The entire ring road will be laid in a single night, you have my promise on that. No fuss, no bother, no inconvenience. It will be officially opened upon Midsummer’s Day by the Prince of Wales.’ 
 
    ‘Prince Charles?’ spat Councillor Ted. ‘The Prince of Wales?’ 
 
    ‘Unless he has ascended to the throne by then. In which case it will be King Charles.’ 
 
    ‘Absurd!’ raved Councillor Ted. ‘You’re mad. Quite mad!’ 
 
    ‘No ‘n’ no,’ said Councillor Felix. ‘Give Babylon de credit. Prince Charles have big love for Brentford. I done business wiv him a couple a times. Sold him a Morris Minor dat he drove round Highgrove in.’ 
 
    ‘Ludicrous,’ cried Uncle Ted. 
 
    ‘Not a bit of it, bloodclart. A design classic de Morris. Good gas mileage and supreme comfort. De radio didn’t work though!’ 
 
    ‘There!’ bawled the disconcerted Councillor McCready. ‘Now I know you’re lying. The Morris Minor was never fitted with a radio.’ 
 
    ‘Fitted it meself,’ said Leo. ‘Along with a special tow bar for his plough. De Prince like to do all his own ploughing of the cabbage patches on his land.’ 
 
    Councillor McCready threw up his hands, swore loudly and expressively and stormed from the council chamber. 
 
    The town clerk beamed upon all and sundry. ‘I propose that we put this to the vote,’ said he. ‘In due democratic process. All those in favour of the new ring road and town centre pedestrianisation scheme, please raise a hand.’ 
 
    — the town clerk’s massive manhood pounded her eager — Councillor Naylor nudged the typing hand of Councillor Sterne, ‘sorry to intrude upon your muse, dear,’ said she, ‘but the subject of your latest masterpiece would like a show of hands.’ 
 
    Samantha Sterne raised high her hand, as did the other councillors present. 
 
    ‘Passed unanimously,’ said Stephen Pocklington. ‘And now, as the Town Hall caddy is apparently empty, why don’t we take ourselves to the Plume Café where I will treat you all to a cup of tea.’ 
 
    He glanced towards the public gallery. But this was now empty as John Omally, lately self-appointed chairman of the Brentford Lottery Company (salary yet to be agreed upon, but likely to be preposterously high) no longer lurked in the shadows. 
 
    For he had, like Elvis of old, left the building. 
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    The Goodwill Giant’s name was Julian Adams and the rumours that surrounded him were many. 
 
    Jim Pooley had read, upon numerous websites, theories concerning the giant’s identity and the reasons for his travellings. These ranged in credibility from the ridiculous to the truly ridiculous. 
 
    A website favouring the music of the nineteen-sixties identified the giant to be none other than ‘The Mighty Quinn’, immortalised in song by Bob Dylan. There was no question in the mind of the website’s author that this was the case. What with all that good will, love and peace and everything. For had not Bob written prophetic words to the effect that, “when Quinn the Eskimo gets here, everybody gonna jump for joy”? 
 
    An Earth Mysteries site run by a certain Danbury Collins proclaimed that the giant was in fact King Arthur, lately risen from his slumbers in Avalon and returned unto the people of Albion to sort out Brexit and the like. Before so doing, Mr Collins suggested, the giant would most likely establish himself at Stonehenge, where he would replace the roof and open up a vegan restaurant with a side line in crystal healing and holistic massage. This, and many other such Cosmic Truths would be found in a new book Mr Collins was working upon. 
 
    Those who had been fortunate enough to strike up an acquaintanceship with the wandering giant, and had learned his name, had other theories. 
 
    He was the last descendant of John Adams, the second president of the United States of America. John Adams had, according to one such website, been a professional sideshow giant before giving up this glamorous life to pursue a career in politics. His many times great-grandson Julian had in fact run away from Zippo’s Circus, where he starred as The Human Colossus and was hitch-hiking around the country prior to putting himself forward as an independent parliamentary candidate. 
 
    Jim wasn’t too impressed with that one, but the next one he liked very much. 
 
    The Goodwill Giant was immortal: Julian, the fourth son of the Biblical Adam. Adam is attributed in having had only three sons, Cain, Seth and Abel and two daughters, Awan and Azura. Through their brotherly and sisterly love we now have a worldwide population. 
 
    Julian does not get a mention in the Old Testament as he was something of a rebel. Refusing to join the family gardening business, he struck out on his own intending to make a name for himself as the very first comedian. 
 
    History (biblical or otherwise) does not record Julian as becoming the world’s first comedian. That honour goes to Aristophanes (446-386 BC), writer of comic plays and inventor of the running gag. 
 
    Tragedy, rather than comedy attends this Julian the Giant, who continues to wander the world, bringing joy and laughter wherever he can and seeking “The Funniest Joke that Ever Was Told”, in the hope that he might one day tell it to God and be admitted to the Kingdom of Heaven. 
 
    Only two men knew the truth about the giant and his purpose and it was towards one of these, an inhabitant of Brentford, that Julian Adams steered his seven league sandals. 
 
      
 
    Professor Slocombe sat in his study, leafing through an ancient tome. 
 
    To speak of the professor’s study is to speak of wonders. 
 
    To speak of mummified mermaids and pickled homunculi. Of rare volumes, leather-bound and wrought with the seals of antique dynasties. Of brass contrivances and astrolabes. Of alchemical flasks containing liquefied gold. Of canopic jars and magical weapons, talismans and amulets, Congolese power figures studded with nails, shrunken heads and steles of revealing. 
 
    From a gilded music stand, which had once been the treasured possession of Peter the Great, hung a somewhat crumpled map of Brentford and the surrounding territories. 
 
    Professor Slocombe looked up from his tome and studied the map and shook his old head for the umpteenth time that morning. 
 
    Gammon, the professor’s moribund man-servant knocked and entered, bearing a glass of sherry on a tray of Nubian silver. 
 
    ‘Your midday livener, sir,’ said this antiquated personage. 
 
    The professor accepted the glass and tasted sherry. ‘This map,’ said he, to Gammon, ‘that you so skilfully liberated from the pocket of Mr Omally as he gained illegal entry to the Town Hall—’ 
 
    Gammon grinned a toothless smile and nodded a hairless head. 
 
    ‘—has me fair perplexed,’ said the professor. 
 
    ‘Sir no doubt will conjure light from darkness.’ 
 
    ‘Sir certainly hopes so.’ Professor Slocombe pointed hither and thus. ‘Behold if you will our beloved Brentford, enclosed as it is within an equilateral triangle, composed of the Grand Union Canal, the River Thames and the Great West Road.’ 
 
    Gammon inclined a creaking neck. ‘As ever has been, sir,’ he said in reply. 
 
    ‘As ever has been,’ Professor Slocombe stroked his pointed chin. ‘And here we see the configuration of this proposed ring road, perfectly encircling the borough. My researches revealed that our Mr Pocklington has certainly done his homework. He spoke of ancient track-ways, did he not?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. As instructed I followed Mr Omally into the Town Hall and secreted myself in another part of the public gallery. I overhead all that was said and it would appear that Mr Pocklington has the town council very much in the palm of his hand. He speaks with considerable authority.’ 
 
    ‘Such would seem to be the case. The route of this proposed ring road does indeed follow the previous routes of numerous ancient public footpaths and track-ways. I cannot fault him on this.’ 
 
    ‘But the question you ask yourself, sir, is why?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, Gammon. To go to so very much trouble for a development that serves next to no purpose. A very queer business indeed, you must agree.’ 
 
    ‘But hardly our concern, sir. The ring road does not enter the sacred triangle that marks the borough’s boundaries. Brentford can only benefit by this.’ 
 
    ‘So it would seem. But something, something, troubles me about it.’ 
 
    ‘Would sir care perhaps for a second sherry?’ 
 
    ‘Sir certainly would, my kindly friend, and why not bring another for yourself.’ 
 
      
 
    As the town hall clock struck one-thirty in the distance Norman considered that he might just close up the shop and take a lunchtime pint in the Flying Swan. 
 
    After all it had been a busy morning for Norman. He had sold three newspapers, a magazine and a packet of cigarettes. True, one of the gentlemen who had purchased a morning newspaper had returned it complaining that it was at least a week out of date. Norman patiently explained that it did not make commercial sense for him to buy in any new newspapers until he had sold all his existing stock. And that this was the last of the old stock and there would be fresh papers in tomorrow. The customer had rolled his eyes, flung the out of date newspaper at Norman and demanded his money back. 
 
    Norman had rightly binned the returned newspaper, as he did not want to gain a reputation as a man who sold second-hand goods. 
 
    Norman’s shop counter was now one greatly littered with small brass screws and countless bits and bobs of odd machinery. Norman had dismantled the yea-big thing-a-me-bob to determine exactly what made it run. 
 
    Or did not. 
 
    This yea-big thing-a-me-bob it might now be convenient to explain was a Bunson’s Necromunicator. A piece of equipment that Norman had only previously read about and never before seen in all its coggy flesh. It was the single prototype of a device conceived in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Norman had found it on eBay, incorrectly listed and going for a song. The shopkeeper had considered that it probably contained parts that might be used in the construction of Old Pete’s new hearing aid. 
 
    And this was why. 
 
    Lord Charles Bunson (1850-1922) had been a notable engineer and practising occultist. A friend to Isambard Kingdom Brunel and a serving general in The Queen’s Own Electric Fusiliers (Queen Victoria’s very favourite regiment). During the final years of the nineteenth century spiritualism had become increasingly fashionable and the idea of communicating with the dead was greatly entertained by the highest echelons of society. 
 
    At a Windsor Castle dinner party, Queen Victoria, who had taken quite a shine to the dashing Lord Charles, had struck up a conversation with him, prior to the arrival of the pudding course, regarding his opinion upon what was then referred to as “table turning”. 
 
    ‘Has some merit to it, ma’am, I so believe,’ had been his lordship’s reply. 
 
    ‘One has dabbled,’ Her Majesty confided. ‘In the hope of speaking once more with dear Albert.’ 
 
    ‘Seems to me all a bit hit and miss,’ Lord Charles told his monarch. ‘A few too many hobble-de-hoys passing themselves off as spirit mediums when all they are truly good for is gathering the pure.’ 
 
    Queen Victoria agreed that there were simply too many hobble-de-hoys lounging about anyway, when they should better be spending their time in one of Her Majesty’s armed services. 
 
    Lord Charles nodded in agreement. ‘The entire spiritual mediumship business requires a more disciplined approach. A military approach, allied to one of advanced engineering.’ 
 
    The Queen asked his lordship to explain. 
 
    ‘If communication with the dead could be conclusively proved and entered into, it is my opinion that the British Empire might be extended into the afterlife.’ 
 
    The Queen called for further explanation. 
 
    ‘I read in The Times recently, ma’am, that the dead outnumber the living by three to one. Now when your Majesty — heaven spare us from the evil day — leaves her loyal subjects here—’ 
 
    ‘You mean when one snuffs it?’ said the Queen who had recently heard Mr Gladstone use the term. 
 
    ‘Quite so, ma’am. When this day of dread comes to pass and you are carried off to glory, would it not be fitting for you to take your place upon a celestial throne and rule over a Heavenly British Empire for all eternity to come?’ 
 
    ‘One does rather like the sound of that,’ said Her Majesty. ‘And you believe this to be attainable?’ 
 
    ‘Through science and through magic, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Not simply through science alone?’ 
 
    ‘No ma’am, the afterlife is uncharted territory for science. I would propose the construction of a device half scientific, half magical, with which to communicate effectively with the dead. Once this had been successfully achieved, I would suggest your Majesty use this device to contact the Duke of Wellington.’ 
 
    ‘Dear Arthur,’ said the Queen. ‘Deeply missed.’ 
 
    ‘One of your Majesty’s greatest soldiers and statesmen. A gentleman truly loyal to both crown and empire. He would be the man to raise an army of souls in your Majesty’s service.’ 
 
    ‘And whilst so doing, I might chat with dear Albert.’ The Queen dabbed a tear from her eye. ‘We are most impressed by this, Lord Charles and you are granted Royal Assent to build such a piece of apparatus.’ 
 
    ‘Your Majesty is too kind.’ 
 
    ‘You please your Queen,’ said Victoria. ‘Now just make sure you deliver a working model to me by next Thursday, or else.’ 
 
    Lord Charles had been about to tell the eager monarch that all of this was purely hypothetical, but the arrival of the Treacle Sponge Bastard brought an end to the conversation. 
 
      
 
    Norman did have his doubts regarding the “communicating with the dead” side of the Bunson’s Necromunicator. But the “broadcasting and communicating of messages to a place far distant, through methods both scientific and magical” held to a certain charm. Norman felt there were gubbins here that might be put to use in the construction of Old Pete’s new hearing aid. 
 
    Microchips and transistors were all very well of course, but in Norman’s opinion you could never beat down to earth, nuts and bolts, good old Victorian technology. 
 
    For as Norman so thoughtfully put it— 
 
    ‘An old cart well used may outlast one new, 
 
    When Ziggy played guitar.’ 
 
      
 
    Having now almost entirely deconstructed Lord Charles Bunson’s prototype, discovering along the way many an outré component, Norman was not altogether sure of how to reassemble the contrivance, nor of which bits actually worked and which bits didn’t. 
 
    ‘A pint of Large at the Swan,’ was Norman’s decision at this time and having done the locking up he set off in that direction. 
 
    As Norman passed Uncle Ted’s greengrocery he was surprised to see a police car parked at the kerbside. Although perhaps not that surprised considering the things that Uncle Ted got up to. Norman spied policemen inside the shop, talking to Uncle Ted’s wife. 
 
    Norman shrugged and ambled on and reached the Flying Swan. 
 
    At the bar, Old Pete perched crookedly upon his favourite stool, his half spaniel Chips a-sleeping beneath. Next to the oldster John Omally engaged two local factory girls in conversation. Around and about stood or sat the usual lunchtime drinkers. A stockbroker’s clerk in frank discussion with a plater’s mate. Hairy Dave and Jungle John, builders to the unwary. Smartly suited chaps from nearby office blocks, ***** the postman and other folk that Norman did not know. All was as it ever was and with hope always would be. 
 
    Neville served ale from behind the pumps and smiled as Norman entered. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Neville,’ said Norman, making his way to the bar. 
 
    ‘Usual, is it?’ asked the part-time barman. 
 
    Norman settled his bum upon the vacant stool beside Old Pete, said, ‘Yes please, Neville, and afternoon Old Pete.’ 
 
    Neville went about the business, Old Pete simply stared towards the ceiling. 
 
    ‘What’s going on at Uncle Ted’s?’ asked Norman, as the part-time barman drew him off a pint of Large.’ 
 
    ‘Gone missing apparently,’ said Neville. ‘Went to a council meeting at eleven, was back at the shop by twelve, then within half an hour he vanished.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not really “gone missing”, is it?’ said Norman. ‘That would just be him slipping away to get up to something untoward. You know what he’s like.’ 
 
    ‘We all do,’ said Neville, ‘including his wife, which is why she had him secretly tagged.’ 
 
    ‘Tagged?’ said Norman, accepting his pint and paying with the exact amount of change. ‘As in electronically tagged? Strap around the ankle, that type of business?’ 
 
    ‘The very same,’ said Neville, tossing Norman’s coinage into the knackered cash register and ringing up no sale. ‘His missus had him tagged with an implant by the local vet while he was asleep, so she could follow all his movements via an app on her mobile phone.’ 
 
    ‘Wise woman,’ said Norman, tasting ale. 
 
    ‘So, he apparently returned to the shop at around twelve,’ Neville continued, ‘went into the store room at the back a little later and never came out again.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘The building has no back exit and his wife was in the front shop all of the time. He simply vanished off the radar, as it were. His wife came in here to ask if I’d seen him, she showed me her phone and how his blip just faded away. Pretty odd business, I’d say.’ 
 
    Norman shrugged and continued tasting beer. ‘Mind you,’ he said. ‘Perhaps he went off to that  place he’s always talking about. That magic place that only greengrocers go to.’ 
 
    ‘What of this?’ asked Neville. ‘Are you suggesting he slipped away through a wardrobe to a land of snow and ice?’ 
 
    ‘Almost,’ said Norman. ‘He told me that the greengrocer’s version is a tropical paradise, burdened with exotic fruit and veg.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ said Neville. ‘That’s what he told you.’ 
 
    Norman nodded. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And what is this tropical paradise called?’ asked Neville. 
 
    ‘Banarnia,’ said Norman. 
 
    The sun went behind a cloud and a dog howled in the distance. 
 
    Neville was about to remark upon the fact that humour was somewhat more difficult than it at first appeared, when Old Pete caught his attention. 
 
    ‘What’s that you’ve got up the end there?’ asked the antique horticulturalist. 
 
    ‘The new guest ale,’ said Neville. And then, just to see what might happen. ‘It’s called Quasimodo.’ He glanced all around and about, just in case someone might be stupid enough to say that the name rang a bell. 
 
    But no-one did. 
 
    ‘And it’s a very fine ale indeed,’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘Give us a taste then,’ said Old Pete. ‘A pint will do for a taster if you please.’ 
 
    Neville drew off a small measure into a whiskey tumbler. Old Pete sniffed, then Old Pete tasted, then he ordered, ‘more’. 
 
    ‘If you want more you will have to pay,’ said Neville. 
 
    Old Pete reached into a pocket, drew out coinage and without checking its worth, tossed it onto the counter. Neville hastily pulled the oldster a pint before he changed his mind. 
 
    With Neville and Norman looking on, the elder drained his pint pot in two most long and languid gulps. 
 
    ‘Remarkable,’ he said, drawing a ragged cuff across his chops. ‘Absolutely remarkable.’ 
 
    ‘It is a very fine ale,’ said Neville. ‘In all truth I think I might say it’s the finest I ever tasted.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ said Norman. ‘Better than Large?’ 
 
    Neville decanted a miniscule measure for Norman. 
 
    ‘I’ll have one too please Neville,’ said Omally. 
 
    Tastings were had and all agreed that Quasimodo was a king amongst ales. 
 
    Old Pete ordered another pint. ‘It’s the way beer used to taste,’ he said, ‘back in the good old days. People always say things were better back in the good old days and that’s because they were. Believe me on this, I lived through those days and things were really that good.’ 
 
    ‘It does have something rather special to it,’ Omally agreed, as he ordered one of his own. ‘And we all thought Large was as good as a beer could be.’ 
 
    Neville pulled Omally’s pint and then pulled one for himself. ‘I never drink on duty as a rule,’ said he, ‘but on this occasion I will make an exception.’ 
 
      
 
    When Jim Pooley appeared at the Swan just beyond four of the afternoon clock he was somewhat surprised to find the saloon bar full of drunken people. 
 
    Much ribaldry was on the go and songs were being sung. 
 
    Singing? In the Swan? Jim rubbed at his eyes, was he dreaming? A conga line passed him by and staggered into the street. Pooley dug his elbows in and forced his way to the bar. 
 
    ‘Jimsh,’ slurred Omally. ‘My bestest friend, Jim. How wonderful to see you!’ 
 
    ‘Pissed as a pudding,’ said Pooley. ‘Whatever goes on here?’ 
 
    ‘Guest ale,’ said John, pointing unsteadily. ‘Quasimodo,’ he cried. 
 
    ‘Quasimodo?’ asked Jim. ‘That name rings a bell.’ 
 
      
 
    Silence momentarily reigned supreme. 
 
    Then to be engulfed beneath an avalanche of laughter. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later Jim was drunk. 
 
    ‘The best beer I ever have tasted,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I know,’ said Omally. ‘And we should drink it in celebration my friend for shortly you and I will be very rich.’ 
 
    Jim, who was not as drunk as John, cautioned him to confidence. ‘Not so loud,’ he told his friend. ‘These are private matters.’ 
 
    ‘Quite so,’ John agreed in a whisper. ‘So where have you been?’ 
 
    ‘I was waiting for someone,’ said Jim, ‘but they never turned up. Then later I had to go to the Post Office.’ 
 
    John Omally laughed. ‘Jim Pooley,’ he said, ‘living the dream.’ 
 
    Jim laughed too and ordered two more pints. He felt it prudent not to mention the cheque he had just sent off to Prince Goodwill Jeremy. Jim would certainly have the last laugh and be living the dream when his Nigerian Majesty showered gold upon him. 
 
      
 
    And so it came to pass that day, as afternoon turned evening, that drunken men talked toot one to another. And all was as it should be there within the Flying Swan. 
 
    Was as it was 
 
    And is 
 
    And in all hope 
 
    Would ever ever be. 
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    SEARCH FOR MISSING 
 
    GREENGROCER PROVES 
 
    FRUITLESS 
 
      
 
    The editor of The Brentford Mercury had been up half the night fine-tuning this masterpiece. But he’d managed still to meet the printer’s deadline. 
 
    The editor considered it to be one of his greatest ever achievements, although, when held to the light of future events, it would appear a dull lack-lustre affair. 
 
      
 
    As Jim Pooley never invested in any paper but for the Sporting Life, he was somewhat surprised to find a copy of the Mercury lying in wait for him upon his doormat when he descended his stairs to fetch in his pint of milk. It had next door’s number pencilled upon it and as such bore testament to the free spirit of Norman’s paperboy. 
 
    Returning to his kitchenette bearing both milk and newspaper, Jim added the former to his cup of tea and studied the latter at length. 
 
    It was indeed rather odd about Uncle Ted. Not that anyone was really going to miss him. It was an open secret in the borough that his long-suffering wife was having an affair with Mr Kay who ran the electrical shop in the High Street. Jim shrugged, it was none of his business what these people got up to; he had important matters of his own to deal with. 
 
    Jim leafed through the rest of the paper in search of any mention regarding the Goodwill Giant. There was none. 
 
    There was, however, an entire page dedicated to the forthcoming ring road and the benefits it would bring to the people of Brentford. As Jim gave this a good reading through, certain phrases sprang from the page to greet him. 
 
      
 
    “Brentford High Street will 
 
    become a picturesque plaza.” 
 
      
 
    “A tree-lined pedestrian 
 
    boulevard, to the envy 
 
    of surrounding boroughs.” 
 
      
 
    “The services of the award- 
 
    winning design partnership, 
 
    the Goodwill Landscaping Company 
 
    have been secured to 
 
    bring their genius and 
 
    foresight to……” 
 
      
 
    ‘Award winning?’ Jim shook his head. 
 
    ‘Genius?’ Jim shook his head once more. 
 
    ‘Foresight?’ Jim gave his head yet another shake. And then he gave it one more, and this to be certain. And now he was certain. Certain that he did not have a hangover. Jim was amazed. 
 
    Considering the amount of Quasimodo he and John had put away between them, he should now be nursing a hangover to stagger the senses of the gods. But he was not. His head was clear. Jim felt fine and dandy. 
 
    ‘Now that’s what I call beer,’ said Jim, vowing there and then that he would reacquaint himself with the wondrous brew this coming lunchtime. 
 
    Jim turned his gaze once more to the printed page. The ring road was scheduled for construction the day after tomorrow during the hours of darkness on Midsummer’s Eve, with Prince Charles doing the official opening at nine o’clock on Midsummer’s Day. This was all a bit sudden, wasn’t it! 
 
    Jim now recalled something about a “power breakfast” at the Plume, where Mr Pocklington would be addressing the present management team of the Goodwill Landscaping Company, namely himself and John. As fine and dandiness now filled Pooley’s being, he felt cautiously optimistic about the future. Perhaps he and John would actually make some money with this venture and if they could do so without there being a jail sentence involved, then all would be well with the world. 
 
    Jim smiled a smile and finished his cup of tea. 
 
      
 
    John Omally was taking tea with Mr Stephen Pocklington. As Jim approached the Plume Café he spied them out, sitting in the window and smiling and chatting away. 
 
    Thick as thieves, thought Jim, but as it was yet another beautiful day and he had awoken to it without a hangover, Pooley was prepared to approach this Power Breakfast with a positive mental attitude. 
 
    Jim entered the Plume and Mr Pocklington rose from his chair to greet him. 
 
    ‘Mr Pooley, I presume,’ said he. ‘I have heard so many great things about you.’ 
 
    Pooley shook the hand he was offered and sat himself down at the table next to John. Mr Pocklington poured him tea and John Omally asked him how he was. 
 
    ‘Not at all bad,’ said Jim. ‘And yourself? No hangings over from last night’s beery marathon?’ 
 
    ‘None whatsoever,’ said John, ‘bottoms up.’ 
 
    He and Jim drank tea. 
 
    ‘I am so glad you were able to squeeze this meeting into your otherwise busy work schedule,’ said Mr Pocklington. 
 
    Sarcasm? thought Jim. 
 
    ‘I am sure you appreciate that an opportunity like this is only likely to present itself once in a single lifetime.’ 
 
    Jim nodded in a manner calculated to indicate a thoughtful response. 
 
    ‘We were just discussing the renamings when you arrived.’ 
 
    ‘The whats?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘The renamings of the roads that are to be pedestrianised. I suggested Pooley Avenue, but John felt Pooley Plaza rolled off the tongue more easily.’ 
 
    ‘The Pooley what and who?’ Jim Pooley asked. 
 
    ‘The High Street,’ said Stephen Pocklington. ‘John has modestly claimed the square before the Town Hall to bear his name and I a crescent or two. But we both felt the High Street should go to you, as it were.’ 
 
    ‘This is something of a shock,’ said Jim. ‘But Pooley Plaza, it does have a certain ring to it.’ 
 
    ‘Like Quasimodo,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ The town clerk who had never ceased to smile since Pooley had entered the Plume, now smiled even more so. ‘John was telling me all about the ale,’ said he. ‘I must certainly sample some at the earliest opportunity.’ 
 
    Jim “took in” Mr Pocklington. A smartly-dressed young fellow. Slender of body and fair of face. There was certainly something about him. Something special. Something that just made you want to like him. 
 
    ‘A pint or two at my expense to toast Pooley Plaza,’ said this likeable special fellow. ‘Now, I should like you both to have this.’ And he brought from beneath the table a leather executive case. ‘Its contents should easily cover all your present expenses. You will of course need to take on local labour to perform the necessary roadworks. For Pooley Plaza and all the rest, I myself favour cobblestones.’ 
 
    ‘Cobblestones?’ John whistled. ‘You would need thousands and I have no idea where cobblestones might be acquired.’ 
 
    ‘Acquired?’ The town clerk laughed a pleasant laugh. ‘I would imagine they would be nigh on impossible to acquire, hence we shall avail ourselves of those that are already there.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley gave his head a scratch. ‘Perhaps you would care to explain?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Under the present roads,’ said Mr Pocklington. ‘Beneath the tarmac the original cobblestones still exist. I have done my research into these matters. It would simply be a matter of removing the tarmac to expose those picturesque cobbles. They will so enhance the looks of Pooley Plaza.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ the town clerk went on. ‘Tell your workers to take care with their pneumatic drills. So as not to spoil the cobbles.’ 
 
    Pooley’s face expressed no small amount of doubt. 
 
    ‘You have qualms, Mr Pooley?’ The town clerk asked. 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Jim. ‘Things that sound simple so very rarely are.’ 
 
    ‘I will of course supply the trees,’ said Stephen Pocklington. ‘I leave the replacing of the street signs, the positioning of benches and boulevard tables and, of course, the demolition of the monument to you.’ 
 
    ‘The demolition of the monument?’ asked Pooley. 
 
    ‘That ugly pink granite monstrosity. It would quite spoil the look of the plaza. Get it knocked down and dump the bits in the river.’ 
 
    ‘Now hold on there,’ said Jim. ‘That monument records great moments in the borough’s noble history. We can’t just go knocking it down.’ 
 
    ‘I am the town clerk,’ said the town clerk. ‘And if I give the demolition the go ahead, it will go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ went Pooley. ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘All it takes is a little courage,’ said Mr Pocklington. ‘But then doesn’t everything? And you, Jim Pooley, I perceive to be a man of courage.’ 
 
    John Omally sniggered. ‘If timidity chose to wear a human face, that face would belong to Jim Pooley,’ said he. 
 
    ‘I’m not timid,’ said Jim. ‘Simply cautious. And you can’t just go knocking down a monument that pays tribute to the borough’s noble past.’ 
 
    Mr Pocklington turned the executive case towards John and Jim and clicked the catches. The lid opened to reveal a tantalising wealth of high denomination money notes. 
 
    Omally pressed the lid shut. ‘I will deal with the monument personally,’ he said. ‘Jim can express his courage by watering the trees and polishing the new street signs.’ 
 
    ‘Huh,’ went Jim and he folded his arms. 
 
    ‘You mock your friend,’ said Mr Pocklington. ‘But I recognise it to be a mark of friendship. And I recognise Mr Pooley to truly be a man of courage.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ said Jim. ‘But I know of only one man of courage and I am certainly not him.’ 
 
    ‘I do not understand,’ said Mr Pocklington. 
 
    ‘John does,’ said Jim. ‘Don’t you, John?’ 
 
    ‘Jim is speaking of the Man of Courage. It is a tale we were told when we were in infant school. It is Jim’s very favourite story I believe.’ 
 
    ‘It is,’ said Jim. ‘And do you remember the nursery rhyme?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ said John and he and Jim performed a recitation. 
 
      
 
    When the Man of Courage comes 
 
    We wiggle our fingers and jiggle our thumbs. 
 
    When the Man of Courage goes 
 
    We jiggle our fingers and wiggle our toes. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well now,’ said Stephen Pocklington. ‘I have never heard that rhyme before and I must confess that there are a few things in life I enjoy more than hearing a good story well told. Will you tell me the tale, Jim Pooley?’ 
 
    ‘What? Now?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Why not? I consider our business concluded. A tale would serve me well at this time.’ 
 
    ‘Are you serious?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘Extremely.’ 
 
    Jim looked at John. 
 
    And John looked at Jim. 
 
    ‘Tell him the story,’ said John. 
 
    ‘But… I…’ Jim wasn’t keen. 
 
    ‘Oh do,’ said Mr Pocklington, a pleading tone to his voice. 
 
    ‘Well, all right,’ said Jim. ‘It all began—’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have to stop you there,’ said the town clerk. ‘You have to start it properly, but before you do I must ask you this, does it involve a boy named Jack and a number of chickens?’ 
 
    ‘Actually it does,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘All the best tales do. But you must start the tale with “once upon a time” and conclude it with “and they all lived happily ever after”. I cannot stress the importance of this.’ 
 
    John and Jim once more exchanged glances. 
 
    John tapped on the lid of the executive case. 
 
    ‘Oh all right then,’ said Jim. ‘Once upon a time that was very long ago there lived a boy called Jack—’ 
 
    Mr Pocklington clapped his hands together. 
 
    ‘—he was a simple farmer’s lad whose job it was to tend his father’s chickens—’ Jim paused for a moment, this was frankly ridiculous. 
 
    John tapped once more upon the briefcase. Jim shrugged his shoulders and continued. 
 
    ‘—chickens were in those days much bigger than they are now,’ Jim continued. ‘Not quite the size of ostriches, but bigger than your average turkey. They took a considerable amount of tending and Jack was not at all fond of mucking out the hen house. Jack, though a lad loyal to his father, was a lad of ambition: he had a dream you see. To become a knight in the service of the king. To go upon quests, to perform brave and chivalrous deeds, to rescue maidens and of course to slay dragons, for dragons there were a plenty in those bygone days of Jack.’ 
 
    Jim paused to gather his breath. He peered at Mr Pocklington. The town clerk’s eyes were closed and his face wore a blissful expression. 
 
    Jim went on with his tale. 
 
    ‘Dragons,’ said Jim. ‘And wyverns too and the cockatrice and the manticore and of course the dreadful basilisk.’ 
 
    ‘The dreadful basilisk,’ mouthed Stephen Pocklington. 
 
    ‘The basilisk,’ said Jim, ‘was known then as the King of Reptiles. It was a loathsome beast whose very breath brought death. The basilisk, they say springs forth from an egg which has been laid by an elderly cockerel and nurtured in a dung pile. It is a winged and dragonish beast with a scorpion’s tail, some say. And—’ Jim paused another moment, this time for effect ‘—upon Jack’s father’s farm there was an ancient cock that lived its days upon an ancient dung pile. And on a day as bright as this that cock did lay an egg. 
 
    ‘And from that egg a basilisk was hatched. Disliking the sunlight as such creatures do it took itself off to the barn and dwelt there among the shadows. Soon the basilisk’s evil breath filled up the barn, the horses sickened and died, the ostler too. 
 
    ‘Jack’s father had some wisdom about him and he caught a rat, tied a string to its tail and shooed it into the barn. Soon the string slackened and the farmer drew out the rat’s corpse. 
 
    ‘“It is the work of a basilisk,” he told his son. “There is no doubt of this. A brave man must be found who will slay this dreadful beast, go to the village and find such a man if you can.” 
 
    ‘So Jack went to the village and spoke with all he met, but there were none there who would dare to face the basilisk. So Jack paid a visit to the local wise man to ask his advice. 
 
    ‘The wise man consulted his books of magical lore and told Jack that a basilisk can only be destroyed by a Man of Courage. Such a man must don a protective suit of leather sewn with many pieces of broken mirror. He must wear mirrored cusps to shield his eyes and a mask filled with herbs to spare his lungs from the basilisk’s evil breath. He must take with him a rake with which to drag the creature into the sunlight. Where, upon seeing its own reflection in the many mirrors it would die from fear of itself. 
 
    ‘“Make me such a suit of clothes,’ said Jack, “and I will slay the basilisk.” 
 
    ‘The wise man gathered together all the mirrors in the village and with ritual words proceeding from his tongue he broke them and sewed the pieces onto a suit of creaking leather. He fashioned mirrored cusps for Jack’s eyes and equipped him with a mask of herbs and a long-handled rake. 
 
    ‘Jack’s father was alarmed by what his son had chosen to do, but he was a proud father to Jack and so let him have his way. 
 
    ‘Jack approached the barn amidst many inquisitive villagers, though none but he dared enter that place of death. 
 
    ‘The villagers waited whilst Jack bravely entered the building. They heard terrible screeches and after some time and what must have been a frightful struggle Jack emerged victorious with the basilisk writhing on the end of the long-handled rake. 
 
    ‘The villagers then took fear and fled and but for his father Jack was all alone. Bravely, he drew the basilisk towards himself and it seeing itself many times reflected in the mirrored suit, died with a fearful scream. 
 
    ‘Jack paraded the creature’s lifeless body through the village and presented it to the wise man who congratulated Jack upon his bravery and added the basilisk to his cabinet of curiosities. 
 
    ‘Jack became a hero that day and word spread to other villages of his bravery. And men came from other villages to meet with Jack and ask whether he might, for a handsome purse, slay the beasties that infected their regions. 
 
    ‘And so Jack became the Man of Courage and slew many creatures. All in fact, as far as is known, which is why the likes of them are never seen today. There,’ said Jim. ‘The end.’ 
 
    Jim picked up his tea to moisten his throat and smiled towards Mr Pocklington. 
 
    But the town clerk was not smiling. His face was ashen and only the whites of his eyes were showing. He rocked back and forwards on his chair and gasped to catch his breath. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with him, John?’ asked Jim. ‘Is he having a heart attack, or something?’ 
 
    ‘Finish it…’ croaked Mr Pocklington, with what breath there was remaining to him. 
 
    ‘It is finished,’ said Jim. ‘That was the end.’ 
 
    ‘Properly, properly—’ the town clerk’s voice was fading away. 
 
    ‘Jim,’ cried John. ‘He means the end bit, the happy ever after bit. You didn’t say the happy ever after bit.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ went Pooley. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Just say it, man,’ John shouted. 
 
    ‘And they all lived happily ever after,’ said Jim. 
 
    The town clerk took a great gulp of air. His eyes became focussed and colour returned to his cheeks. 
 
    Jim offered him his teacup. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes,’ Mr Pocklington waved away Jim’s hand sending the teacup spinning to meet the window with a crash. He dragged himself out of his chair and staggered to the door. Throwing it open he lurched into the street and was presently lost from view. 
 
    ‘What a very strange young man,’ said Jim Pooley. 
 
    ‘But one of great generosity.’ John Omally patted the case. ‘All this cash and he never even mentioned the business of the Brentford Lottery. We shall soon be rich, my friend. Quite rich.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley shook his head and sighed. 
 
    ‘And you can pay for that bloody cup,’ called the voice of Lily Marlene. 
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    Jennifer Naylor mused upon the blokeyness of Brentford. It was a subject that never failed to fascinate her. And indeed one which had informed her desire to attain a PhD. 
 
    Her thesis 
 
      
 
    THE BLOKEYNESS OF BRENTFORD 
 
    Elliptical navigations through the geo-political 
 
    and socio-physical infrastructures of male- 
 
    oriented egocentricity, encompassing anthro- 
 
    pological and environmental contextualisations 
 
    within a West London borough. 
 
      
 
    was nearing completion. 
 
    As Ms Naylor sat this morning at her desk within the Memorial Library she felt a small degree of concern. For one of her research subjects had failed to make his daily appearance and engage in yet another skirmish in his ongoing war against technology. 
 
    Jim Pooley had not entered the building. 
 
    And although this meant that the library’s silence was untroubled by Mr Pooley’s raucous verbosity, it also meant that the scholarly Ms Naylor was denied her opportunity for study. 
 
    So instead she perused a copy of The Brentford Mercury, for here indeed was always to be found much mannish grist for her academic mill. Today was no exception and although now too late to be included in her thesis, this business with the ring road afforded the aspiring Doctor of Philosophy considerable interest. 
 
    This pointless encirclement of the borough was in her opinion symptomatic of man’s primal urge to surround and devour. Mr Pocklington’s obsession with this orbicular folly clearly displayed his desire to dominate the landscape and impose his singular will upon the environment. 
 
    Ms Naylor typed the words bottle-fed and prep-school into her laptop. But both were suppositions, Mr Pocklington remained to all intents and purposes a mystery. 
 
    He was clearly the dominant alpha male of the community. He was enterprising, charismatic and to Ms Naylor’s surmise, utterly ruthless. But what the man was, did not answer who the man was. His deeds were made manifest, but the man behind the deeds remained an enigma. An enigma cloaked by secrecy, whilst contained within the boundaries of a smart designer suit. 
 
    The learnéd librarian had diligently sought to trace Mr Pocklington’s origins. His place and date of birth, the schools and halls of further learning that he had attended, the qualifications he must surely have attained, precisely how he had risen to the rank of town clerk. But all to no avail. Ms Naylor had turned up precisely nothing. 
 
    Mr Pocklington’s past was entirely his own, a closely guarded secret. 
 
    Now to some women and indeed some men, this would have added to the sense of fascination surrounding Mr Pocklington. But to the educated and discerning Ms Naylor there was something about this man that made her feel somewhat uncomfortable. With slightly trembling fingers she added the word sociopath to the growing list beneath the name of Mr Stephen Pocklington. 
 
      
 
    As exemplars of Brentford masculinity Hairy Dave and Jungle John, builders of the parish, were of questionable provenance. Not that they were in any way effeminate, indeed the twin brothers could pass for members of ZZ Top any day of the week, with perhaps the exception of Sunday, when soberly dressed for chapel they resembled a pair of Rasputins. It was simply the case that everything about these lads was questionable. Their time-keeping, their skill sets, their reliability, the vast expanses of “builders’ bottom” they revealed whilst “working”. 
 
    All was questionable. 
 
    Jim Pooley stood before their front door, a wad of money notes within his pocket, a list of streets to be pedestrianised in one hand and a door-knocker in the other. 
 
    It had simply come away, as those of questionable nature so often will. 
 
    The front door creaked open a crack and a hairy face peered out. 
 
    ‘Jim Pooley,’ said this hairy face. ‘It’s me, John.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning to you, John,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said the other. ‘It’s morning, is it? Well that explains a lot.’ 
 
    ‘Right, John,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Actually it’s Dave,’ said Dave, ‘but I had you going, didn’t I?’ 
 
    ‘You certainly did,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘And now I’ve had you going again. Because now I am John.’ 
 
    Pooley sighed. Deeply. 
 
    ‘Had my name changed to make it the same as my brother’s. To avoid all that confusion in the courts and everything.’ 
 
    ‘Shrewd thinking,’ said Jim. ‘Might I come in?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ said John. ‘Might you?’ 
 
    ‘I might if you’d let me.’ 
 
    ‘Well we can but try. The door’s a bit jammed you see. It always swells up in the winter.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s summer,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Tell it to the bloody door,’ said John. 
 
    The time to run would probably be now, thought Jim. 
 
    ‘You pull and I’ll push,’ said John. 
 
    ‘But surely that will close the door,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said John, ‘that’s where we’ve been going wrong. You push then and I’ll pull.’ 
 
    And soon Jim Pooley stood in the corridor. He handed the knocker to John. ‘It came off,’ he explained. 
 
    John thrust the knocker into a pocket of his bib and brace overalls. ‘Watch out for the hole in the ceiling,’ he said. 
 
    Jim squinted skywards but saw no such hole. 
 
    ‘The cellar ceiling,’ said John. ‘Careful where you step.’ 
 
    Jim stepped carefully and followed John into the front room. But for the presence of the other John it was a room of profound emptiness. 
 
    The other John laboured at a wall with an enormous chisel. He was banging in a nail. 
 
    ‘Jim’s here,’ said the John with the knocker. 
 
    The John with the chisel turned his head. ‘Are you a doctor, Jim?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Jim. ‘I like to think of myself as an entrepreneur.’ 
 
    ‘Shame,’ said this John. ‘Because I’ve nearly taken the end of my finger off with the blade on this hammer and fear I might soon bleed to death.’ 
 
    ‘Toilet paper,’ said the other John. 
 
    ‘That might do, fetch some quick.’ 
 
    ‘We have none,’ said knocker John. ‘I’ll add it to the shopping list.’ 
 
    The John with the chisel dropped his tool, dug into the pocket of his bib and brace overalls and withdrew a questionable handkerchief. With this he wrapped his gory finger. ‘Putting up a picture,’ he explained to Jim. 
 
    ‘Nice,’ said he. 
 
    ‘So what can we do for you, Jim?’ asked the John with the knocker. 
 
    ‘Job,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ said the John with the hurty finger. ‘We are not taking on any extra staff. This is a family business, just my sister and me.’ 
 
    ‘Say it right,’ said his brother. 
 
    ‘Sorry, my sister and I.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want a job,’ said Jim. ‘I have a job. I am an entrepreneur.’ 
 
    ‘Not so loud,’ said hurty-finger John. ‘We do have neighbours, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I have come to offer you a job. To offer both of you a job.’ 
 
    The Johns exchanged looks of concern. 
 
    ‘We’re very busy at this time of year,’ said hurty-finger. ‘As you can see for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘The nail in the wall?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said hurty-finger’s brother. ‘I told you it was a nail, didn’t I? Not a threadless screw, as you supposed.’ 
 
    Hurty-finger shrugged. 
 
    ‘Do you have a pneumatic drill?’ Jim asked him. 
 
    ‘No, it’s just the way my trousers hang.’ 
 
    Jim was about to remark that humour was not always as easy a thing to achieve as it might at first appear, but as this line had so far failed dismally to establish itself as a running gag, he did not. 
 
    ‘We have two pneumatic drills,’ said knocker John and he counted on his fingers. ‘Which makes one each,’ he concluded. 
 
    ‘Well, I have the perfect job for you both then. A simple piece of tarmac-upping. A piece of cake for artisans like you.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of cake?’ asked knocker John. 
 
    ‘Chocolate?’ Jim said. 
 
    ‘My favourite,’ said knocker John. 
 
    His brother, however, had doubts. ‘Tarmac-upping can be a troublesome business,’ he said. ‘Digging holes in roads can lead to some unpleasantness. Cyclists tend to fall into these holes and we tend to find ourselves in court.’ 
 
    ‘These roads will have warning signs put on them by the council,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘But then there’s the matter of vibration white finger.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ asked Jim. 
 
    ‘Vibration white finger,’ knocker John agreed. 
 
    ‘Is that a heavy metal band?’ Jim asked. ‘Like Hard Shoulder Emergency or Merkin Holocaust?’ 
 
    ‘Merkin Holocaust,’ said hurty-finger John. ‘One of my favourites,’ and he did the head-banging dance, showering Jim with dandruff. 
 
    If Jim Pooley had owned a watch he would no doubt have consulted it now. Certainly he did have a pocket full of money, but he had missed his allotted session on the library computer and possibly too the arrival of the Goodwill Giant. Talking with these two idiots was simply too exhausting. 
 
    ‘I’ll go elsewhere,’ said Jim. ‘I’m sure there are other builders less busy than yourselves.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that,’ said knocker John. ‘How much does this job pay?’ 
 
    Jim handed him the list. ‘There’s ten roads that need the tarmac upping from them. You must not damage the cobblestones beneath, but you can keep all of the tarmac.’ 
 
    ‘But how much does it pay?’ 
 
    ‘Shall we say, one hundred pounds a road?’ 
 
    Knocker John counted on his fingers. ‘That’s ten thousand pounds,’ he said. 
 
    ‘That’s one thousand pounds,’ said Jim. ‘But if the job is done quickly and well, you’ll get a bonus of another five hundred pounds.’ 
 
    Hairy heads nodded in a manner that signified agreement. 
 
    ‘So when do you want this job jobbed?’ asked hurty-finger. 
 
    ‘The day after tomorrow at ten o’clock. Prince Charles will be coming to the High Street at nine o’clock to officially declare the ring road open. And after the ceremony is finished, you can begin work.’ 
 
    ‘Prince Charles?’ said hurty-finger. ‘The Prince Charles?’ 
 
    ‘That very fellow,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ said hurty-finger. ‘I have all his albums, Purple Rain and—’ 
 
    ‘I must be off,’ said Jim. ‘If I give you two hundred pounds now, do you promise me you will turn up in the High Street at ten o’clock sharp on the day after tomorrow and begin the job?’ 
 
    Both the Johns stuck out their hands. ‘We promise,’ they agreed. 
 
      
 
    When Norman made a promise he kept it. He had promised Old Pete a new hearing aid and Old Pete was going to get a new hearing aid. 
 
    Although Norman had availed himself of much Quasimodo during the previous evening, he had not, like other drinkers thereof, awoken without a hangover. Because Norman had not awoken at all, which is to say that he had not yet been to sleep. 
 
    Perhaps there had been something about that beer. Something that fuelled creativity. But whatever it was, when Norman had returned from the Swan he had not felt a need for sleep. And so he had laboured throughout the hours of darkness upon the hearing aid. 
 
    And now it was finished. 
 
    And ready, in Norman’s opinion, for a bit of a test run. 
 
    Norman beheld his latest creation and found it good to gaze upon. Mighty fine it seemed to Norman. Mighty fine indeed. It greatly resembled a pair of World War Two aviators’ headphones, but with many extra flourishes of brasswork and coggery. Little lights blinked here and there and tiny cogs engaged. Curious things went on inside the gubbins, for much of the mysterious innards of the Bunson Necromunicator had been employed in the construction. 
 
    The device was, perhaps, a tad bulky and somewhat weighty too, but Norman felt certain that the improvement in Old Pete’s hearing would be so great that the antiquated horticulturist would be overjoyed at the result and consider a bit of neck-ache a small price to pay. 
 
    A very small price to pay for something free. 
 
    Norman nodded his head and smiled a contented smile. ‘A job well done,’ he said to himself. ‘Now all it needs is Old Pete.’ 
 
      
 
    Whatever Old Pete needed was generally catered for by the produce he raised upon his allotment and the multiplicity of pensions he received due to a malfunction in the Post Office computer. 
 
    And as a multi-seasoned drinker for so many, many decades it would have been necessary for him to consume his own weight in alcoholic potables before feeling any ill-effects upon the morning after. 
 
    So thus it was that upon this fine and sun-shiny morning all was well with Old Pete. 
 
    He hobbled across the allotments, grumbling in that manner which so endears the old to the young, striking at all and sundry with his stick and occasionally uttering, ‘good boy there,’ to Chips his canine companion. 
 
    He was almost half way along the path that equally divided the well-tended plots when he espied something that brought him to a standstill. 
 
    There was a lump to be seen ahead, a lump, or a hump, or a hillock. Something big and bulksome was blocking Old Pete’s passage. 
 
    It was covered by tarpaulin and Old Pete’s first thoughts were that it might be a newly-delivered consignment of manure. His second that as the owner was nowhere to be seen, he should help himself to a bucket or two as compensation for having to walk around it. 
 
    But manure this mound was not. As the oldster stopped to view it with a weak and rheumy eye he became aware that the mound was gently heaving. Moving up and down it was, slowly and rhythmically, up and down and up and down and up again. 
 
    Young Chips bared his teeth and growled then sought refuge behind his ancient master. Old Pete hobbled forward and poked the big tarpaulin with his stick. 
 
    A rumbling sound was heard, although but faintly to Pete. The trembling of the ground, however, had the elder stepping back apace. 
 
    Then with a rush and a thrust and a tumble the tarpaulin was flung aside and from beneath a massive figure emerged. He was a veritable titan, broad at the Herculean shoulders and with the noble head of a Grecian God. He stretched wide his gargantuan arms, yawned terrifically and rose to his feet. 
 
    Towering over the ancient and his dog, the Goodwill Giant, for it was indeed he, yawned again and looking down said, ‘hello Uncle Peter, I haven’t seen you in a while.’ 
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    The origins of the 65 bus route are, like so many other things, lost in the mists of time. 
 
    From Ealing Broadway in the north, through Brentford, Kew, Richmond and Kingston onwards to terminate in Chessington far to the south, it is a route much travelled. Famously celebrated by the Beatles in their song ‘Baby You’re a Richmond’, artefacts uncovered at various locations along the way date back to the Palaeolithic period and have been described as “ritual objects”, which is the technical term for “we haven’t got a clue what these are”. 
 
    Historical documents suggest that its beginnings might be that of the ritual or sacred pathway, but this is purely speculation. 
 
    Many a post chaise and stage coach passed along it during the 18th and 19th centuries and many a notorious highwayman plied his trade. The nineteen-thirties saw the first red London Transport fifty-two seaters brought into service, prompting John Betjeman to compose one of his most poignant pieces of verse. Reproduced below through the courtesy of his estate. 
 
      
 
    When I was young I made a fuss 
 
    To travel on the big red bus 
 
    But mater took me by the hand 
 
    And said, John you must understand 
 
    That common people ride these buses 
 
    They’re not for the likes of us(es). 
 
    Now though, I feel most alive 
 
    When riding on the 65. 
 
      
 
    Awww, lovely stuff. 
 
      
 
    Jim Pooley feared the 65. It led, no matter in which direction you took it, to places away from the haven of Brentford. To what were essentially foreign parts. 
 
    Jim stood in the queue at the bus stop opposite from the dreaded McDonald’s eatery and worried quietly to himself. Having left the dwelling of the two Johns he had only two more pieces of Goodwill Landscaping Company business to conclude before a lunchtime drink might be taken at the Swan. 
 
    A trip to Ealing Broadway to deposit five hundred pounds, yes five hundred pounds, in his bank account and then a visit to the internet café to order the new street signs from Amazon. 
 
    Omally had pressed upon him the urgency of doing this today and Jim’s pleadings that he could certainly do the internet stuff tomorrow at the library when his turn on the computer came up again, fell upon deaf Irish ears. 
 
    Today it must be. 
 
    So Jim stood at the bus stop. 
 
    And sighed a sorrowful sigh. 
 
    A lady in a straw hat overhearing this turned and asked Jim what the trouble was. 
 
    ‘Oh, just things,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Things is it?’ said the lady. ‘Don’t start me off on things.’ 
 
    ‘I promise I won’t,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘I was darning my old man’s socks the other day,’ the lady went on. ‘And he was screaming away as he always does.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘Well, because he was wearing the socks and I’m not such a dab hand with a needle as I used to be, so—’ 
 
    ‘Is that the bus coming?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘No,’ said the lady. ‘So, in between the screaming my husband says to me, lady in a straw hat, he says, because that’s his special name for me. Lady in a straw hat, whatever became of those things that we used to see in the sweet shop? And I said, what things? But he couldn’t remember because he once had his head run over by a cricket pitch roller and some of his brains came out of his nose.’ 
 
    Please come, 65, prayed Jim. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ said the lady. ‘I ascertained eventually that the things he meant were pharaoh jars, do you remember them?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ said Jim. ‘They looked just like regular jars of sweets when they were full, but as they slowly emptied as the sweets were sold, you got to see the face of a pharaoh at the back of the jar. It was a sticky-out-face, papier-maché or something, I believe.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the things,’ said the lady. ‘I never liked them, did you?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Jim. ‘There was something creepy about the way the eyes looked at you over the remaining sweets before you saw the whole head.’ 
 
    ‘But you never did get to see the whole head,’ said the lady. 
 
    ‘Actually no,’ said Jim. ‘Where is this leading?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘My husband said that when he was a kiddie, he and a little boy called Joey broke into the sweet shop one night, it was old Mr Hartnell’s then, before he died and young Norman took over. And they stole one of those jars and carried it down to the Memorial Park, hid in the bushes and between them ate all the sweets. So there.’ 
 
    ‘So there?’ asked Jim. 
 
    ‘No, there’s a bit more. When they had eaten all the sweets and the jar was empty they could see all of the pharaoh’s head and in the moonlight it looked well evil, so my husband said. And Joey put his hand into the jar because there was one sweet left and the eyes of the pharaoh head glared at him and the mouth opened wide and—’ 
 
    ‘And?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Here comes the bus,’ said the lady. ‘And two of them together as usual, typical isn’t it?’ 
 
    The lady with the straw hat settled herself downstairs on the first bus. Jim took the second and went upstairs for a smoke. He was sure that he’d heard that story before somewhere. Although a bit differently. Didn’t the boys break the jar and the pharaoh rise up from the pieces and carry them off to some terrible place? Jim shuddered. 
 
    ‘Fares please,’ said the clippie. 
 
    ‘Ealing Broadway please,’ said Jim. ‘And I have the right money and everything.’ 
 
      
 
    Ealing Broadway has a long and colourful history, but as the telling of it here will not advance the plot, we shall simply pass over it and move on with our tale. 
 
      
 
    The man behind the counter at the bank made big round eyes that mirrored the shape of his mouth. 
 
    ‘Mr Pooley,’ he said. ‘Five hundred pounds to deposit? FIVE HUNDRED POUNDS?’ 
 
    ‘And plenty more to come,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘And there was I about to start bouncing your cheques. Again!’ 
 
    ‘No, it will all be onwards and upwards from now, onward and upward,’ said Jim. ‘I have joined a business partnership to transform Brentford town centre into an elegant pedestrianised plaza. One that will indeed bear my name.’ 
 
    ‘Pooley Plaza?’ said the man behind the counter. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Would you mind waiting here whilst I tell my work colleagues?’ said the man. ‘A jolly good laugh at this time of the day would cheer them up no end.’ 
 
    ‘Just give me a receipt,’ said Jim. ‘I have pressing business to transact.’ 
 
    ‘Pooley Plaza,’ said the man and he tittered foolishly. 
 
      
 
    The man with the extensive beard and the natty man-bun also tittered. He ran the internet café and like unto his ilk, who worked as baristas in coffee houses or served behind the counters of independent record shops, he knew just who belonged in his establishment and just who didn’t. 
 
    ‘You sure you’re in the right place, granddad?’ he said. 
 
    Granddad? Jim was appalled. He wasn’t that old. He was relatively young. Relatively still young. Youthful. Mature yet youthful. Something of the kind. How old was he now anyway? Jim did mental calculations. Probably old enough to be this arrogant young man’s father. This dawned gloomily on Jim. 
 
    ‘Impertinent upstart,’ said Pooley. ‘I suggest you keep a civil tongue in your head.’ 
 
    ‘Priceless,’ said the bearded one. ‘And for your information, in case you were thinking to, you can’t get porn on these desktops, they’re all blocked.’ 
 
    ‘Porn?’ said Jim. ‘You can get porn on the internet? Really?’ 
 
    The beardy shook his head. Jim felt certain that he was wearing make-up. ‘Number three,’ the beardy said, ‘here’s the password and it’s twenty quid for half an hour.’ 
 
    Jim sighed and parted with a twenty pound note. Settled himself down before the computer and determined that he would do everything with absolute correctness to avoid further ridicule. ‘I hate Ealing,’ thought Jim. 
 
      
 
    The new electrically driven 65s no longer rumble like the old petrol ones did. They sort of swish as they roll along. Quite a few had swished their way past the internet café and an hour and a half had expensively passed also before Jim had to concede defeat and ask for the young man’s assistance. 
 
    The young man, with a sneery smile beneath his beard, leaned over Jim’s shoulder and tapped at the keys. 
 
    ‘You’ve logged in as Jim Pooley,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I have,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Not to be confused with the other Jim Pooley, I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    ‘The one in the books.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘The P.P. Penrose books,’ said the bearded boy. ‘The Brentford Octology. All those far-fetched fictional adventures with John Omally. Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of them.’ 
 
    ‘Books?’ said Jim. Rightly baffled. ‘Books about Jim Pooley?’ 
 
    ‘And Norman and Neville and the professor and all that lot.’ 
 
    Jim looked up at the beard. ‘There are books about me?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well not you obviously. A heroic Jim Pooley. A dashing young hero, you might say.’ 
 
    ‘And where can you buy these books?’ Pooley asked. ‘In the bookshop up the road, do you suppose?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not,’ came the voice from the beard. ‘I think they’re pretty much out of print now. Do you have a Kindle?’ 
 
    Jim almost said that it was just the way his trousers hung, but he did not. Instead he said, ‘no, but I’ve been thinking of getting one.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ said he of the beard and bun. ‘I can let you have one cheap, if you want. Then you can get The Brentford Octology in eBook format from Amazon and read all about yourself.’ Titters came once more from the beard’s direction. 
 
    ‘Thank you then,’ said the somewhat bewildered Jim. ‘Actually I was trying to log into Amazon, I do have an account and I need to order some things.’ 
 
    ‘Here then,’ and click, click, click went keys and Jim was all set up. 
 
    ‘I’ll go and charge up the Kindle,’ the beardy man said and went off merrily tittering. 
 
    Jim viewed the screen and then, almost furtively, as if he was about to do something altogether wrong, he typed in P.P. Penrose. The Brentford Octology. 
 
    Now Jim knew the works of P.P. Penrose well enough. What Brentonian didn’t! He was Brentford’s most famous author after all. The creator of the internationally best-selling series of Lazlo Woodbine thrillers. And the less than even moderately successful Adam Earth science fiction novels. 
 
    Jim discovered that there were eight books in the Brentford Octology, which although in itself came as no surprise, the names of these books and the brief summaries of their contents set him back on his heels somewhat, even though he was sitting down. 
 
    The books all had appalling punning titles, Pooley viewed at random one named Rule Brentannia. 
 
      
 
    “John and Jim and the lads from 
 
    the Flying Pig once more take on 
 
    the forces of darkness. When a 
 
    wasp’s nest on the allotments proves 
 
    to be a rear entrance to a world where 
 
    time marches backwards and—” 
 
      
 
    Pooley typed personalised street signs into the search box. ‘That’s quite enough of that,’ said he, proceeding with his business. 
 
    At length, after much puffing and blowing and a caution from the bearded bun-bearer not to assault his computers, Pooley completed his task. The virtual basket was bulging and Jim paid that little bit more for a tomorrow delivery. Pleased that he could now call it a day and return to the borough of his birth, Jim logged out. 
 
    ‘I’ve downloaded the entire P.P. Penrose collection into your Kindle said the man behind the beard. ‘So with all the extra time we’ll call it at two hundred quid, or one-eighty for cash.’ 
 
    Jim paid one-eighty for cash. 
 
      
 
    At precisely twelve-thirty Norman entered the Flying Swan. A great big smile upon his face and a carrier bag in one hand. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon to you, Neville,’ said Norman. ‘A pint of Quasimodo please and has Old Pete been in?’ 
 
    ‘No and no,’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘No?’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘No Quasimodo,’ said Neville. ‘You blighters drank the pub dry of it last night.’ 
 
    ‘You too if I recall,’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ agreed Neville ‘and I never thought I would utter these words, but we only have Large today.’ 
 
    Norman perused the row of eight brass-tipped beer pump handles. ‘What about the other six?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Have you ever known anyone to order one of the other six?’ Neville asked. 
 
    ‘A pint of Large please Neville,’ said Norman. ‘And do take a half for yourself.’ 
 
    Neville drew off the perfect pint and then the perfect half. ‘I surmise that you are celebrating,’ he said. 
 
    Norman paid up with exactitude. ‘Exactly right,’ said he. 
 
    ‘The hearing aid?’ asked Neville. 
 
    ‘That very thing,’ and Norman toasted Neville with his glass. 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know where the old scoundrel’s got to today,’ said the part-time barman. ‘Why not sit on his stool, that should bring him in at the double.’ 
 
    ‘No thank you,’ said Norman. ‘I’ve seen the walking stick at work. Not to mention the doggy’s teeth.’ 
 
    Neville didn’t mention the doggy’s teeth. ‘Omally’s been in,’ Neville told Norman. ‘Left a pile of fliers.’ 
 
    Neville indicated same, Norman took up one and gave it a brief perusal. 
 
    ‘Brentford Lottery,’ he read. ‘Big cash prizes. Coming soon to a corner-shop near you,’ Norman sipped further Large. ‘Not mine,’ he said. ‘Another one of Omally’s dodgy schemes.’ 
 
    ‘He has the council’s go ahead,’ said Neville, finding something to polish and polishing it. ‘It’s to raise money for the renovations to the High Street and such like. Seems a worthy enough cause, but if Omally is involved. Well—’ Neville found no reason to say more and the two men drank in silence. 
 
    Lunchtime patrons entered the bar and Neville took to serving them. 
 
    Norman removed his astonishing creation from the carrier bag and placed it on the bar top. 
 
    ‘I wonder where Old Pete has got to,’ Norman wondered. 
 
      
 
    Old Pete hadn’t left the allotments. He had visited his hut to brew some tea, a cup for himself and a watering-can-full for his nephew, and the two sat down and set to chattings. 
 
    ‘I have heard great things of you, Julian,’ said the ancient uncle. ‘Things that would have made your daddy proud.’ 
 
    ‘I do my best,’ said the giant. His mighty voice rattling flowerpots. ‘But there is still so much to do. So much that is wrong that must be put right.’ 
 
    ‘And none more suited to do so than you.’ 
 
    ‘It is tiring work, Uncle, but I soldier on.’ 
 
    ‘Good lad, and why do you find yourself here after all these long years?’ 
 
    ‘I received a message from the professor, he requires my assistance.’ 
 
    ‘In what matter?’ 
 
    ‘The message did not specify. I shall visit today and find out.’ 
 
    ‘The professor is a great man and can be trusted in all matters.’ 
 
    ‘I know. He has done so very much for me.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever it is,’ said Old Pete, ‘it must be something important.’ 
 
    ‘I fear so,’ said the Goodwill Giant. 
 
    ‘Fear?’ said Old Pete. ‘What do you know of fear?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you feel it, Uncle?’ Julian Adams glanced this way and that. ‘There is something in the air. Something odd. Something is here that should not be here. Something that makes me afraid.’ 
 
    Old Pete shuddered, his dentures rattling wildly. ‘I have felt it for quite some time,’ said he. ‘And I have heard it singing. Queer words carried upon the east wind. But with the professor’s help you will triumph as you always do. I feel certain of that.’ 
 
    ‘I wish that I did,’ said the giant. ‘All I wish to do is to bring good will. I’m not any kind of a hero.’ 
 
      
 
    One of the fictional heroes of Rule Brentannia almost missed his stop. Jim Pooley, not a man easily roused to anger, was fuming. He had been reading the eBook on his Kindle and he was not pleased. 
 
    It was plagiarism, or a breach of copyright, or cultural appropriation or habeas corpus or a tradition or an old charter or something. He and John had been hijacked. Used and abused and things of that nature generally. 
 
    It was what Tony Hancock would have referred to as “a diabolical liberty” and Tony Harrison, “an outrage!” 
 
    Jim thrust his Kindle into his pocket and slouched across the road to the Flying Swan. Old Pete was entering and Pooley followed on behind. 
 
    Old Pete ordered a pint of Quasimodo and upon Neville giving him the bad news, feigned mighty outrage and received a small dark rum in compensation. 
 
    Jim, though full of considerable outrage, was made to pay for his pint of Large. 
 
    Old Pete mounted onto his stool and before Jim was able to get any kind of a rant going, Norman presented the oldster with his new hearing aid. 
 
    ‘What is this buffoonery?’ Old Pete asked. 
 
    ‘Your new hearing aid,’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ said the old one. 
 
    Norman raised his voice and shouted. 
 
    ‘Well, very nice.’ Old Pete examined the workmanship. ‘I see you’ve chamfered the toggle ends and obfusticated the bevelled chuff tunnels.’ 
 
    ‘PETE!’ shouted Norman. ‘JUST PUT IT ON!’ 
 
    With all the shouting, folk were turning; all were starting to stare. 
 
    ‘You expect me to put this ludicrous contraption on my head?’ Old Pete shook the head in question fiercely. 
 
    ‘IT WILL IMPROVE YOUR HEARING INCREDIBLY. TRUST ME, PETE.’ 
 
    ‘Norman,’ said Neville. ‘If you do not stop shouting I will be forced to strike you with my knobkerrie and heave your lifeless body into the street.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you make him put it on,’ Norman begged the part-time barman. ‘I’ve been working my privvy parts off building the thing and it’s a long straight road that has no turning.’ 
 
    ‘Oh go on,’ said Neville to Old Pete. ‘It can’t hurt to give it a try and Norman has clearly put a lot of effort into it.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ said Old Pete. 
 
    ‘PUT THE DAMN THING ON!’ roared Neville. 
 
    Old Pete put the damn thing on. 
 
    ‘Testing,’ said Norman. ‘One, two, three, four.’ 
 
    ‘I look like a right Charlie in this.’ 
 
    ‘No you don’t, you look fine.’ 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ asked Old Pete. 
 
    ‘I said you look fine.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t work,’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘It should,’ said Norman and he drew out a tiny screwdriver and did some little tweakings here and there. 
 
    ‘HOW’S THAT?’ shouted Norman. 
 
    Neville displayed his knobkerrie. 
 
    ‘I must remember to get a pint of milk,’ came the voice of Old Pete. 
 
    ‘It should be working,’ said Norman. ‘I don’t know why it wouldn’t be.’ 
 
    ‘And an ounce of tobacco, but I won’t buy it from this clown, all his stock is out of date.’ 
 
    ‘A bit harsh,’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘What?’ asked Old Pete. ‘What are you saying?’ ‘And a can of Chum for Young Chips.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on,’ said Neville. ‘How does he do that?’ 
 
    ‘Do what?’ Norman asked. 
 
    ‘That,’ said Neville. ‘He said that without moving his mouth. How did he do that? Ventriloquism?’ 
 
    ‘Right I’m done with this nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘Good grief,’ said Norman, ‘you’re right. Can I shout one more time please, Neville?’ 
 
    The part-time barman nodded. ‘Yes, go on.’ 
 
    ‘HOW ARE YOU TALKING WITH YOUR MOUTH SHUT, PETE?’ shouted Norman. 
 
    ‘I’m not,’ said Old Pete. ‘And I mustn’t forget to water the monkeys before I take a nap.’ 
 
    ‘There, he did it again,’ said Neville. 
 
    Jim Pooley, who hadn’t said anything, said, ‘That is rather weird.’ 
 
    ‘Rather,’ said Norman peering at the complicated headset. ‘No, it can’t be, can it, tell me that it can’t.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ went Neville. 
 
    ‘Why?’ went Pooley. 
 
    ‘’Pardon?’ said Old Pete. ‘And these things don’t bloody work.’ 
 
    ‘Oh my goodness,’ said Norman. ‘It’s true. It must be.’ 
 
    Heads were shaking all around. Someone muttered ‘Voodoo.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Norman, ‘it’s the headphones. They are supposed to magnify the noises of the outside world and broadcast them into Pete’s ears. But I must have put them on round the wrong way—’ 
 
    ‘You mean?’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘You don’t?’ said Pooley. 
 
    ‘I do,’ said Norman. ‘Instead of broadcasting the sounds of the outside world into his head, they are broadcasting his thoughts into the outside world.’ 
 
    ‘If I was  a fictional character,’ said Jim. ‘I would probably end the chapter right around here’ 
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    Moments of enlightenment often accompany moments of crisis. As Jim watched the lunchtime patrons of the Swan fall upon Norman with cries of ‘give us a go of that, mate’, and ‘I wanna stick that on my wife’s head’, enlightenment came unto Jim. 
 
    It spoke in a voice both virtuous and pure as that of a seraphim. 
 
    ‘Jim,’ said this angelic manifestation, ‘now is certainly not the time to make an announcement that a goodly number of Brentonians have been ripped off by Mr P.P. Penrose. For such might provoke a riot of litigation in the pursuance of cash compensation. 
 
    ‘Better surely to keep this matter secret for now. The fewer the litigants, the greater the shares of whatever money might become available. Wiser it would be that this intelligence is only known to you, yourself and John.’ 
 
    Jim mulled this over. 
 
    He was not by any means a greedy man. 
 
    But neither was he stupid. 
 
    Jim thanked the melodic voice of enlightenment and ignoring the antics of those anxious to try out Norman’s ‘mind machine’, finished up his drink and left the Flying Swan in search of John. 
 
      
 
    John Omally was not a man to be easily found. Having parted company with Jim outside the Plume Café, John had returned home. His present dwelling was a ground floor flat in Mafeking Avenue. His landlady Mrs King occupied the floor above. To a degree it might be said that John was an ideal tenant. For after all he was very tidy and very, very quiet. There however all recommendations ended, his quiet ways were contrived to convince Mrs King that he wasn’t actually home. 
 
    Especially when she came knocking for the rent. 
 
    In his spotless kitchenette (experience had taught John that women favour a man with a clean kitchenette) John opened up the executive case, stuffed his pockets with money notes, went out to his secluded backyard and there buried the case, still crammed with cash, beneath the mulberry bush. 
 
    Then he set out upon business of his own. 
 
    Firstly to the local printers, where he ordered ten thousand fliers advertising the coming Brentford Lottery. The borough has a population of twenty-eight thousand souls and John felt that a cash bribe to *****, the postman that dared not speak his name, should ensure that every Brentford household received a flyer on the following morn. 
 
    Secondly John visited the offices of The Brentford Mercury. The borough’s organ had known many editors. Several had come to sticky ends in various scandalous court cases, one had run off with the wife of Norman Hartnell (not to be confused with the other wife of Norman Hartnell, because Norman had never married again). One had been eaten by the very last fresh water shark to live in the Grand Union Canal and another had self-immolated as a protest about the wrestling being taken off the television. Although that was a very long time ago. 
 
    As such the job of editor came, some might say, with its own baggage. The present editor had started well, a sprightly and industrious chap, both spare and kempt, but soon the rot had set in, the curse had been cast and his mental health gone absent without leave. 
 
    The present editor now believed that his entire body was made out of cheese and he lived in mortal fear that mice would devour him as he slept. 
 
    If you sought to butter up a man who thinks himself composed of cheese, what kind of gift would you bring him? 
 
    Omally purchased a bottle of port from the offie. 
 
    The editor’s personal assistant sat in an outer office texting on her mobile phone. At length she acknowledged Omally’s presence and offered him the broadest of smiles. Given the quantity of make-up adorning her face, which oddly resembled the war paint favoured by Sitting Bull at the battle of the Little Big Horn, the smile presented itself in a manner which was to say the least, startling. 
 
    But did find appeal with Omally. 
 
    Who wondered whether a woman such as this might take joy in his kitchen’s cleanliness. Before proceeding to the bedroom for the getting down and dirty. 
 
    ‘Mr Omally,’ said John. ‘Of the Goodwill Landscaping Company. I would gladly present you with my card, but the latest batch are still at the printers having their edges gilded.’ Which was the truth, although it sounded otherwise. 
 
    The personal assistant employed her favourite couplet. ‘Mr Howe will see you now,’ she said. 
 
    John knocked and entered the editor’s office. 
 
    It had undergone certain modifications since the last time he had visited. The mousetraps that carpeted the floor were new, as was the mosquito netting that depended from the ceiling’s centre light to surround and shroud the editor, his chair and desk and all. 
 
    ‘Come,’ called the editor. ‘And step carefully as you do so.’ 
 
    John stepped very carefully and approached the editor’s desk. 
 
    ‘Take a sniff,’ said the editor. 
 
    ‘A sniff?’ said John. 
 
    ‘A great big sniff and tell me what you smell.’ 
 
    John did so. ‘I cannot smell anything,’ he said. 
 
    ‘No rankness? No pungency?’ 
 
    ‘None,’ said John. 
 
    ‘No fetor, rancidity or whiffyness?’ 
 
    ‘None whatsoever,’ said John. 
 
    ‘No malodorous reek of putrefaction?’ 
 
    John shook his head. ‘Nor noisome odour of suppurating empyema,’ said he. ‘All is fragrant as a perfumed pot-pourri.’ 
 
    ‘Saint Agur be praised. It is this hot weather you see. I fear that I might be going off.’ 
 
    ‘No, you are fine,’ Omally proffered his present. ‘I brought you a bottle of port.’ 
 
    ‘Another?’ the editor sighed. ‘Well I suppose it’s better than that box of Christmas crackers I was given last week. Cheese and crackers, get it?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly so,’ said John. ‘But I have come here to offer you a piece of front page news that will increase your circulation considerably.’ 
 
    ‘Enter the cheesecloth bower then.’ 
 
    John lifted the netting and entered the cheesecloth bower. ‘Very cosy,’ said he. 
 
    ‘No visitor’s chair, I regret,’ said the editor. ‘How do I look, do you think? Somewhat jaundiced about the gills?’ 
 
    ‘I have heard the term “pale and interesting” used to describe your complexion,’ said John, placing his bottle of port amongst many others. ‘Ladies like a sophisticated, scholarly chap, I am told. Byronic with a hint of anaemia.’ 
 
    ‘Behold my fingernails,’ said the editor. ‘The shape of Dairylea cheese spreads before they turned decimal and became rectangular.’ 
 
    ‘Regarding this lottery,’ said John. 
 
    ‘This what?’ asked the editor. 
 
    ‘This fund-raising lottery,’ said John. ‘The one I would like to grace your entire front page tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t be done,’ said the editor, sticking out his tongue and examining it in a magnifying mirror. ‘Like a slice of Lincolnshire Pink,’ he observed. 
 
    ‘The front page will be dedicated to something involving the ring road, I suppose,’ said John. 
 
    ‘No, that’s for the day after tomorrow, when the Prince of Wales comes to visit.’ 
 
    ‘And tomorrow?’ John asked. 
 
    ‘Cat show at the church hall. Lovely creatures cats, aren’t they?’ 
 
    ‘Lovely,’ John agreed. ‘Well, such a pity then. I know many think me mad, but I really believe that given the funds I could employ the person to purge the borough.’ 
 
    ‘What of this?’ the editor asked, as he sniffed his fingertips. 
 
    ‘The money raised by the lottery,’ John explained. ‘To pay the piper as it were.’ 
 
    The editor cocked his head on one side, ‘to pay the who?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘The Pied Piper,’ said John. ‘She recently dealt with that rain of frogs in Chiswick. Not to mention the midges in Gunnersbury Park.’ 
 
    The editor did not mention the midges. ‘Did you say she?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘It’s an equal opportunities thing, I believe,’ said John. ‘I was thinking, you see, to employ her in Brentford to purge us of rats and MICE.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said the editor. And ‘ah’ too. 
 
    ‘But such is life,’ said John. ‘I was hoping to employ her services before she returns to Germany. Something to do with Brexit and the rising importation costs of flute reeds, I believe.’ 
 
    ‘Flute reeds?’ queried the editor. 
 
    ‘Well, it hardly matters now,’ said John. ‘What time does the pussycat show start? I would like to pay it a visit.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s talk about this,’ said the editor. 
 
      
 
    Leo Felix seemed pleased to see John. ‘Good morning Babylon,’ said he. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Leo,’ said the son of Eire. 
 
    ‘You be after hirin’ me tow truck, I’m thinkin’,’ said the seller of pre-owned automobiles. 
 
    ‘And how did you arrive at that conclusion?’ asked Omally. 
 
    ‘Voodoo magic,’ quoth Leo. 
 
    ‘I’ll be damned,’ said John. 
 
    ‘No doubt of dat, Babylon. But I an’ I only pullin’ yo’ plonker.’ 
 
    Omally shook his head, ‘how then?’ 
 
    ‘Because I be sittin’ behind you in de Plume Café an’ I overhear dat Pocklington tellin’ you to pull down de monument. And I do be sayin’ to meself, dat Omally bound to come here and try to hire me tow truck to do de pullin’ down.’ 
 
    ‘It is all so simple, when it’s explained,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Nothin’ simple in this world, Babylon.’ 
 
    ‘So, is the tow truck available?’ John asked. 
 
    ‘Dat depend. It might be, or it not. How much you prepared to spend?’ 
 
    ‘I might run to as much as fifty pounds.’ 
 
    ‘Den you better go work out in de gym, cos you gonna be doin’ the pullin’ down all on yo’ own.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps seventy five then?’ John asked. 
 
    ‘One hundred pounds and I spit on me hand.’ 
 
    ‘Done,’ said John. ‘But we can dispense with the spitting.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, yo’ gotta deal. But I do be tellin’ you dis. Dat Pocklington, he a dogheart. When I an’ I wid him I feel I gotta please him. All licky licky, yo’ know what I mean?’ 
 
    Omally nodded. He did. 
 
    ‘But when I on me own, I get to thinkin’ and I want him mash up. Dere something Obeah ‘bout dat man. Something truly dread, yo’ dig?’ 
 
    Omally nodded once more. ‘Perhaps you are right,’ he said. ‘There is certainly something about him.’ 
 
    ‘Something unworldly, Babylon. You beware now, you take care. And don’t scratch me truck when yo’ do de pullin’ down.’ 
 
      
 
    And so Omally hired the truck and went on about his business. But finding that he actually had no more business to do that day, his thoughts turned to a pint of Quasimodo in the Swan. 
 
    John arrived just half an hour after Jim had left the premises. John watched with interest as several of the injured were freighted into a waiting ambulance. And listened with interest as Norman tried to explain to the policemen exactly why none of this was his fault and how he had been nothing more than an innocent bystander when all the fights had broken out. 
 
    ‘And what’s that contraption you have in your hands?’ asked a young and pimply constable. ‘It’s not some kind of Islamic terror weapon, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Old-fashioned curling tongs,’ said Norman. ‘I bought them at a boot sale.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Norman,’ called the voice of Neville, through the open doorway. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said the scientific shopkeeper. 
 
    ‘You are barred,’ said Neville. ‘Now bugger off.’ 
 
    Omally took himself inside. ‘A pint of Quasimodo, Neville,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Awaiting delivery,’ said the part-time barman. ‘It’s Large or nothing at all and don’t try my patience or you will feel the joyless thud of a knobkerrie on your noggin.’ 
 
    ‘What did I miss?’ Omally asked. 
 
    Neville drew him off a perfect pint. Omally paid for this in perfect pennies. ‘Norman,’ said Neville. ‘Need I say more?’ 
 
    ‘Recall his Spirit of the Old West costume?’ said Omally, accepting his pint and taking a sip. 
 
    ‘That was a night I shall never forget,’ said Neville. ‘Jim was in earlier, but he left before the fighting started.’ 
 
    ‘I see you’ve given all the flyers away,’ said John. 
 
    ‘I’ve used them as beer-mats,’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘Tickets will be going on sale tomorrow,’ said John. ‘Big cash prizes.’ 
 
    ‘Lotteries are a mugs’ game,’ said Neville. ‘I wouldn’t waste my money.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s that woman on the television that you like?’ 
 
    ‘Lucy Worsley,’ said Neville, sighing. ‘The thinking man’s woman. That lisp.’ And Neville sighed again. 
 
    ‘I might get her to pull the winning ticket,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Lucy?’ said Neville. ‘Lucy, here in Brentford?’ 
 
    ‘If you like,’ said John. ‘We’ll need a celeb and she’d be as good as any.’ 
 
    ‘Lucy wouldn’t lower herself,’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘John raised an eyebrow. ‘This is the woman who dresses up in ludicrous costumes to get chaps like you all excited—’ 
 
    ‘That’s quite enough,’ said Neville. ‘But if you do get Lucy, you promise you will bring her in here so I can open that bottle of vintage bubbly that I’ve been saving?’ 
 
    ‘I promise,’ said John. For now like unto Jim an hour before, enlightenment had come. 
 
    ‘There are numewous glamouwoth clebwities that might pull the pwizes in the lotewies,’ said enlightenment, in the lilting lisp of Lucy. 
 
      
 
    Whatever Stephen Pocklington’s feelings were regarding the adorable Dr Worsley, they were all his own and he was keeping them. 
 
    Having stumbled away from the Plume Café after what Holmes might have referred to as “The Curious Case of the Unhappily Ever Afters” (assuming that Holmes was having an off day and Watson wasn’t around to do the editorial work) Stephen Pocklington returned to his office in the town hall. Locking the oaken door behind him, he took himself over to his Louis XV desk (tulipwood veneer with bronze mounts) and slumped into his Louis XIV chair (gilded arm bars and gobelin fabric tapestry back). 
 
    From a drawer he withdrew an antique hip flask, removed its top and decanted a considerable quantity of its contents into his throat. With a silken handkerchief he dabbed at his mouth and spoke to himself in rhyme. 
 
      
 
    For careful I must surely be, 
 
    For none can do this job but me. 
 
    What must be done, be done with care, 
 
    From there to here and here to there. 
 
      
 
    My lady, Gloriana, she 
 
    Has offered up this task to me. 
 
    That I find favour in her eyes 
 
    And lead her to these open skies. 
 
      
 
    And I will do as I am bid 
 
    And what was done will be undid. 
 
    This leopard soon will change its spots 
 
    This world will know of Dundledots. 
 
      
 
    Outside the sun went momentarily behind a cloud and something that was not a dog howled strangely in the distance. 
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    With plodding steps the Goodwill Giant crossed The Butts Estate. Head bowed beneath the antique oaks he walked. As he entered the professor’s garden, on all fours squeezing through the gateway, the ancient scholar sat at his desk, forever leafing through his leathern tomes. 
 
    The giant rose ponderously to his feet, dusted down his clothing and approached the French windows. As his shadow blotted out all light from the old man’s study, Professor Slocombe rose to greet his guest. 
 
    ‘Julian,’ he said. ‘You come at last.’ 
 
    ‘I will not try to enter, sir,’ the giant offered in reply. ‘For I fear that I would destroy your fine collection.’ 
 
    ‘I will come out,’ the professor said. ‘We can talk in the garden. Would you care for some refreshment?’ 
 
    The Goodwill Giant nodded, his head amongst the ivy and the bird’s nests. 
 
    The professor rang his Burmese temple bell and presently Gammon appeared, struggling beneath the weight of an enormous chalice filled to the brim with beer. 
 
    ‘I’ll just take a sherry,’ the professor said. ‘And do have one yourself and join us in the garden.’ 
 
    Those who write of gardens and the merits there-to-for, find themselves at times in disagreement. 
 
    Whose garden is the most marvellous of all? Would be a question often asked. That of Professor Slocombe, or of Gandalf, or of Mazirian from The Dying Earth? 
 
    Upon such a summer’s day as this, with sunlight slanting through the trees, to fall upon a giant’s head and that of a white-haired gentleman who is not without some magic of his own, it might be felt that here was enchantment as should rival any other. Even of Old Pete’s allotment patch. 
 
    Professor Slocombe lazed in a hammock, sipping sherry and listening to bird song. Julian sat upon the lawn, his seven league sandals at his side, his naked feet a cooling in the ornamental pond. 
 
    ‘Your koi carp nibble my toes,’ said he, as at a single gulp he drained the chalice dry. 
 
    Gammon said, ‘I’ve made you up a bed.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes,’ agreed the professor. ‘There is a double garage attached to this property and Gammon has worked tirelessly to tailor it to your requirements.’ 
 
    ‘You are most kind,’ the giant smiled and leaning on his elbows he peered around and about. ‘How well I remember this garden,’ he said. ‘When I was a boy I spent so much time here.’ 
 
    ‘I remember too,’ said the professor. ‘Happy days.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Julian Adams. ‘They were not.’ 
 
    Gammon took the empty chalice from the grass and returned with it to the house. 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Professor Slocombe said. 
 
    ‘Do you, sir? Do you?’ 
 
    ‘You played here alone,’ said the professor. ‘Because the children mocked you for your size. Your father and I did what we could to protect you. We tried as hard as we could to make you happy.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ said Julian Adams. ‘I know. But it is lonely, being one apart. I have tried in my way to bring happiness to others. You taught me to pay back cruelty with kindness. It is not always easy, as you can imagine.’ 
 
    ‘I can only imagine,’ the professor said. ‘And news of your good works precede you. You are loved for your kindness.’ 
 
    ‘I am lonely,’ said the Goodwill Giant. ‘I am always so alone.’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe nodded his snowy head. ‘We shall have to see what can be done about that, then,’ he said. 
 
    The Goodwill Giant laughed, his laughter scattering birds from the tree-tops. ‘I do not believe that you brought me here to find me a mate. But if such you can do, I would be grateful beyond words.’ 
 
    ‘I have faced greater challenges,’ the professor said. ‘Trust in me Julian, I shall not disappoint you.’ 
 
    Gammon tottered gamefully beneath the weight of yet another chalice. The giant took it up and knocked it back. ‘So why have you called me here?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said the professor. ‘It is a queer business indeed. You have no doubt felt the wrongness, as I might put it.’ 
 
    ‘I have indeed, sir, it is all around. Uncle Peter feels it too but knows not what it is.’ 
 
    ‘And he is not alone in this. It presses closer every day, but I am unable to identify it. It shades itself before my vision. It is there, but it is not. There have been many threats to the borough, but never one such as this.’ 
 
    ‘So what would you have me do?’ 
 
    ‘Stand beside me,’ the professor said. ‘Support the borough in its hour of need. It is a lot to ask, I know.’ 
 
    ‘But I will do it,’ said Julian Adams. ‘I will do whatever I can. I am big and you are wise and together we will do whatever we must. But we are only two, sir, and this threat, whatever it is, feels terribly large.’ 
 
    ‘There are others I might call upon,’ said the professor. ‘And whom I feel certain will rise to the occasion. But until we know precisely what we are dealing with I think it best that they are left alone for now to carry on their business.’ 
 
      
 
    Local businessman Jim Pooley, having paced the streets of Brentford for a while in search of local businessman John Omally, returned at length to the Flying Swan. 
 
    John Omally waved as he entered and Jim ordered two pints of Large. 
 
    ‘Two?’ queried Neville. ‘Both for yourself?’ 
 
    ‘One for John,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Well I never did,’ said Neville, pulling two fine pints. 
 
    ‘And sorry I have nothing smaller,’ said Jim, presenting the part-time barman with a twenty pound note. 
 
    ‘Neville took the thing in both hands, held it up to the light and viewed it with caution. 
 
    ‘One for John and a twenty pound note?’ he said in the harshest of whispers. 
 
    ‘And have one yourself,’ said Jim. 
 
    The part-time barman shuddered. ‘I’m getting too old for this job,’ he said, but he thanked Jim and swiftly did the business. 
 
    With a pint now held most firmly, Jim steered John to a corner table where the two of them might chat in privacy. 
 
    ‘You’ll never guess what I’ve found out,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘I’d be prepared to bet on that,’ said John. 
 
    ‘We are fictional characters in a set of rubbishy books.’ 
 
    ‘Jim,’ said John. ‘Have you been watching The Matrix again on your video machine? You know it gets you all in a state.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t,’ said Jim. ‘I threw the tape away.’ 
 
    ‘Is there a rerun of The Prisoner, then? Remember when you became convinced that Brentford was The Village?’ 
 
    ‘Stop it John, this is serious.’ Jim took out his Kindle. ‘You know the work of P.P. Penrose?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘The Lazlo Woodbine man,’ said John. ‘Brentford’s most distinguished man of letters.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’s used us in a set of books. Us and a whole lot of other Brentonians. Using their real names and everything. The only thing he appears to have changed is the name of the Flying Swan.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds most unlikely,’ said John. ‘But go on.’ 
 
    ‘All on here,’ said Jim, handing John the Kindle. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said John. ‘EBooks, is it. Or as a wise man once said, “bringing the otherwise unpublishable to the mostly illiterate”.’ 
 
    ‘A little harsh,’ said Jim. ‘But see, Rule Brentannia, it’s all there, have a look.’ 
 
    John had a look. ‘The screen is blank,’ said he. 
 
    ‘Give me that,’ Jim took the Kindle, rattled it about. ‘It was going all right an hour ago.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it was, Jim.’ 
 
    ‘It was,’ said Jim. ‘Oh I see, the battery is flat.’ 
 
    ‘Well plug in the charging cable. There’s a wall socket here, Neville won’t mind.’ 
 
    Jim fumbled in his pockets, ‘Ah,’ said he. 
 
    ‘Ah?’ John enquired. 
 
    ‘I never got a charging cable. When I bought the Kindle.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, Jim,’ said John. ‘So let us forget this foolishness and discuss business. Did you do everything I asked you to?’ 
 
    ‘Everything,’ said Jim. ‘But you and I are in these books. That can’t be right can it? Not without our permission. It occurred to me that we might sue this Mr Penrose.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said John. ‘You see now you are talking my language. Perhaps Neville has a charging cable that we might borrow.’ 
 
    Neville did not. 
 
    ‘I know where he lives,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Who, Penrose?’ 
 
    ‘In that shabby house on The Butts, near to the professor’s.’ 
 
    ‘You are suggesting that we might pay him a visit?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it surely can’t be legal can it? Using peoples’ names and giving them adventures without asking their permission first.’ 
 
    ‘If it’s a work of fiction,’ said John. ‘There’s probably no law against it.’ 
 
    ‘He should pay us something,’ said Jim. ‘It doesn’t seem right.’ 
 
    ‘It’s quite got under your skin, Jim, hasn’t it?’ 
 
    Jim Pooley swallowed Large. ‘It just isn’t right,’ he said once more. 
 
    ‘So what do you want to do?’ 
 
    ‘We could go round and have it out with him.’ 
 
    ‘We could, I suppose. But it is a hot day and we are sitting in the shade drinking cold beer. Have you engaged the tarmac-uppers?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘And ordered the new street signs?’ 
 
    ‘Also that,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Oh all right,’ said John. ‘Let’s have a couple more here and then we’ll take a stroll to The Butts and have some words with Mr P.P. Penrose.’ 
 
      
 
    Regarding time and the sensory experience of its movement, there has never ever been any doubt in anyone’s mind that time travels very quickly when you’re enjoying yourself. 
 
    And here were two seemingly successful businessmen, their pockets lined with lucre, enjoying each other’s company on a sunny afternoon. 
 
    ‘Time gentlemen please,’ shouted Neville the part-time barman. 
 
    ‘Already?’ said Jim. ‘One more for the road please, barlord.’ 
 
    ‘The knobkerrie craves to find service,’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘A bottle or two as a carry-out?’ 
 
    Neville nodded. ‘All right.’ 
 
      
 
    Oh what can one say about those sultry summer nights, when the moon is high in the Brentford sky and the stars are as diamonds sewn to a velvet mantle? 
 
    ‘I need a pee,’ said Pooley. 
 
    ‘Norman’s doorway beckons,’ said Omally. 
 
    ‘Not in Norman’s,’ said Jim. ‘I like Norman. Norman is an interesting fellow. A kindly soul. A—’ 
 
    ‘Do it in Uncle Ted’s next door then.’ 
 
    ‘Now you are talking,’ Pooley said and reaching the doorway took to the unzippings. ‘No news of whatever happened to him, I suppose,’ he asked John, who stood sentinel in case of passing garda. 
 
    ‘Not a word,’ said John. ‘Just vanished and is gone.’ 
 
    Pooley giggled as he piddled. ‘Went off to Banarnia, you think?’ 
 
    ‘Ran off with some fancy piece more like. Now you stand guard, I need to do one too.’ 
 
    Jim zipped himself into respectability. John prepared to take aim. ‘Blimey Jim,’ said John Omally. ‘You didn’t pee through the letterbox?’ 
 
    ‘Why would I do that?’ 
 
    ‘Well, where did you pee then?’ 
 
    ‘Just in the doorway, don’t be silly.’ 
 
    John stepped back. ‘Show me where?’ 
 
    The big full moon shone in on that doorway. All was dry as could be. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ said Jim. ‘There should be a puddle, you must have heard me go.’ 
 
    ‘I heard you splashing about the place in an uncouth manner, yes.’ 
 
    ‘So where did my wee-wee go?’ 
 
    John Omally shook his head. ‘Yes, hold on,’ said he. ‘Is this what we’ve come to? A brace of entrepreneurs such as ourselves. Discussing urine, or the lack thereof?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but where did it go?’ 
 
    ‘I care not,’ said John, ‘but I know where mine’s going and it’s going now before I burst.’ 
 
    And with that John took aim. 
 
    ‘You know what I always think when I look up at a sky like that?’ said Jim, uncorking a bottle of ale. 
 
    ‘Yes, I do,’ said John. ‘Holy Mary would you look at that?’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather not,’ said Jim. ‘I know we live in enlightened times, John, but—’ 
 
    ‘It’s going in the keyhole.’ 
 
    ‘A lucky shot, no more.’ 
 
    ‘The piddle is going onto the step, then up the door and through the keyhole.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, John,’ Jim glanced. ‘Oh my,’ he said, ‘it is.’ 
 
    ‘And it certainly should not be doing that, should it?’ 
 
    ‘It rather flouts the law of gravity.’ 
 
    ‘Oooh!’ went John. 
 
    Then ‘Oooh!’ went Jim as well. 
 
    Because a strange unearthly light was to be seen within the shop. 
 
    ‘It’s Ted’s wife with a torch,’ said Jim. ‘Let’s run.’ 
 
    ‘I’m with you there,’ John tried to turn but found that he could not. ‘I can’t move my feet, Jim,’ he whispered. ‘I appear to be glued to the spot.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t joke around now, John,’ said Jim. ‘Whatever is going on here, running is the very best option we have.’ 
 
    The light was growing brighter now, flooding out into the street, casting the two men’s shadows onto the road. 
 
    ‘Help me, Jim,’ cried John. 
 
    Jim flung aside his beer and grabbed his best friend round the waist. ‘Pull,’ John shouted. ‘Hard, for God’s sake man.’ 
 
    Jim tugged and John struggled but all it seemed to no avail whatsoever. 
 
    ‘Oh no what is that?’ croaked John. 
 
    ‘Singing,’ said Jim. ‘It’s singing.’ 
 
    And singing it was. But not the curious singing Jim had heard when down at the old canal bridge. This was more of a keening screech that set the nerves upon edge. It rose in volume with the growing light and curled like smoke about them, Omally thrust his fingers into his ears. ‘It is the song of the siren, Jim,’ he shouted. ‘Run my friend and save yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I certainly will not,’ Jim Pooley was suddenly down on his knees. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ cried John. 
 
    ‘Untying your bootlaces. Come on my friend.’ 
 
    John heaved and Jim heaved and as the light and sound engulfed them they tumbled back to fall in a great foolish heap. 
 
    ‘Run!’ advised John. 
 
    And both of them ran. 
 
    At speed. Away. And were gone. 
 
      
 
    Which was certainly for the best as it happened, because neither of them would have enjoyed viewing what followed. What with John Omally’s favourite boots breaking free from their mysterious moorings to rise into the air, then vanish into the keyhole. 
 
    At speed. 
 
    Away. 
 
    And just gone. 
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    A golden dawn came once again to touch the 
 
    Town of Brentford. 
 
    A gentle breeze chased wraiths of mist 
 
    Across the River Thames. 
 
    And in a café called the Plume 
 
    Two gentlemen sat deep in gloom 
 
    And thought no more of cunning schemes 
 
    And moneyed stratagems. 
 
      
 
    The gentlemen in question presented themselves collectively as a sad and sorry sight and neither felt the wish to versify. Certainly it is a fact well known to those who know it well (and most indeed do know it well enough) that there is nothing quite like the big, fat, slap-up full English breakfast to restore the spirits and ease the pain of a hangover. 
 
    But today such breakfasts found no joy with either John or Jim. 
 
    ‘My head is killing me,’ said Pooley, tasting tea, making a face, then adding extra sugars to his cup. 
 
    ‘Mine too, my friend, mine too.’ John Omally splashed brown sauce over his breakfast. 
 
    ‘But what did happen?’ whispered Jim. ‘I’m still not entirely certain.’ 
 
    ‘We left the pub,’ said John. ‘Went round to yours, drank too much bottled beer and both fell asleep on the floor.’ 
 
    ‘You seem to be missing out a rather important part of the story.’ 
 
    John Omally shook his head. ‘We were drunk, Jim. Silly things happen when you are drunk. You for one should surely understand this.’ 
 
    ‘I hardly ever drink,’ said Jim, crossing his fingers and his toes and making the sweetest of faces. 
 
    ‘Oh right,’ said John. ‘So who was it that a few months back phoned the BBC at midnight to pitch them an idea for a television show?’ 
 
    Jim got stuck into a sausage. 
 
    ‘The Dying Game, I believe you called it.’ 
 
    ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’ 
 
    ‘I recall,’ said John. ‘It ran this ways, if I remember. A celebrity fakes his own death. Friends and especially enemies get invited to the funeral and wake. But unknown to them, not only is the celebrity still alive, but he is watching through a two way mirror at the wake, where various stooges are winding up his enemies to say something dreadful about him that can be caught on film, before he leaps out at the end with a cry of “surprise”.’ 
 
    ‘It was a better idea than the way you make it sound,’ Jim complained. ‘Pass the brown sauce if you please.’ 
 
    John passed the sauce. ‘Let’s just forget about last night,’ said he. 
 
    ‘Forget about it? The light, the singing. Your boots getting stuck to the ground. The wee-wee going through the keyhole—’ 
 
    ‘Not so loud!’ cautioned John. ‘There could be all manner of logical explanations.’ 
 
    ‘Name one.’ 
 
    ‘Marsh gas, or the planet Venus seen through a layer of clouds.’ 
 
    ‘That’s UFOs.’ 
 
    ‘Eat your breakfast, Jim.’ 
 
    ‘John, whatever happened, it was something evil. Something horrible. We should tell someone, we really should.’ 
 
    Omally chewed on further bacon. ‘The police perhaps?’ he said. 
 
    ‘If needs be, yes.’ 
 
    ‘If needs be no!’ said John. ‘Let me picture this for you. “Good morning officer, my name is Jim Pooley and I would like to report a supernatural occurrence. I had been drinking for about ten hours and on the way home I was just taking a piss in a greengrocer’s doorway when—”’ 
 
    Jim raised high his hand. ‘Enough,’ said he. ‘I get the picture. Perhaps discretion is required.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said John and he dunked a bit of toast into his egg. 
 
    ‘But what about your boots?’ Jim whispered. 
 
    ‘Gone,’ whispered John. ‘I popped out of your place earlier to have a look in daylight. They’re gone, which is why I am wearing your creepers.’ 
 
    Jim peeped beneath the table. ‘My favourite blue suedes,’ he said. 
 
    ‘So just let it be,’ said John. ‘Get on with your day. Go to the library, have a pint at lunchtime, pretend that nothing happened and think about all the money we’ll soon be making.’ 
 
    ‘When the Goodwill Landscaping Company puts in its bill to the council?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘And let us not forget the Brentford Lottery. Which should today be amply advertised upon the front page of The Brentford Mercury.’ 
 
    ‘Hm,’ went Pooley, tasking further tea. 
 
    ‘Don’t you hm me, Jim Pooley,’ said John. ‘My task today will be to engage a glamorous female celebrity to pull the winning lottery ticket tomorrow night.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley rolled his eyes. 
 
    ‘Today is your own,’ said John Omally. ‘Do whatever you want with it.’ 
 
      
 
    Jim took himself to the library. As he ambled down what would soon be Pooley Plaza, he could not help but become aware of the all the busyness. 
 
    Somehow, vile Tony Watkins, who drove the nocturnal street-cleaning truck, had been lured into the hours of daylight and was driving his canary-coloured conveyance up and down. Water jets whooshed and splattered, pedestrians fled in distress. 
 
    Upon ladders, were to be seen fellows in one-piece work suits, stringing bunting between lamp-posts and whistling while they worked. 
 
    Folk were sweeping up with brooms and others washing windows. Jim took some small comfort in all this enthusiastic activity. The doings in Uncle Ted’s doorway seemed most unreal in the light of day amidst such human endeavour. 
 
    Ms Jennifer Naylor seemed quite pleased to see him. 
 
    ‘I see your friend Omally is back in the news,’ she said. 
 
    Alarm returned to Pooley. 
 
    ‘He’s all over the front page of the Mercury promoting the Brentford Lottery.’ 
 
    The chief librarian turned the paper on her desk for Jim to read. Jim read it in silence. It was pretty much what he expected. Promises of untold wealth. Talk of a worthy cause other than the creation of the pedestrianised town centre. Something to do with the extermination of rodents. 
 
    Jim rolled his eyes and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    A combination that boded ill for his hangover. 
 
    Jim clutched at his head, and took himself off to the single working computer. 
 
    After a small degree of unpleasantness — though nothing that approximated violence — Jim logged in and checked his emails. 
 
    A message from Goodwill Jeremy, the deposed Nigerian prince. 
 
    Jim patiently deciphered its curious content. The prince had received his cheque with great joy. Well, not the prince himself, of course, for the prince was still in Africa, but his English representative in Croydon to whom Jim had been instructed to send the cheque. 
 
    Goodwill Jeremy was profuse in his thanks. Jim, he wrote, had restored his faith in mankind and would become the recipient of copious quantities of cash, once the prince had made his way to London to settle his affairs. He would let Jim know if any further moneys were required and remained his “obeisant savant”. 
 
    Jim responded with kindly words then went on to the online gambling site. The quest to pull off the ever-elusive Six Horse Super Yankee, a sacred quest indeed it seemed to Jim, today had lost its appeal. Jim just did not feel lucky. He felt — well — he felt edgy at best. 
 
    A phrase used by Omally the previous evening during the extraordinary goings on in Uncle Ted’s doorway paid a visit to the mind of Pooley. 
 
    Jim typed the song of the siren into the search engine. Up came the Tim Buckley song, a movie about the Gulf war and of all things a hand-made fishing rod. Then Jim found Wikipedia. 
 
    Sirens, it seemed, were dangerous creatures, who lived upon an island somewhere in the Med and lured nearby sailors, with their enchanting music and song, to shipwreck on their rocky coast. But Jim knew of this, for hadn’t there been sirens in the 1958 Ray Harryhausen movie, The Seventh Voyage of Sinbad ? And sirens were mythical, they did not exist in real life. 
 
    Jim did as Jim would and followed various links. At length he found himself on a folklore site reading of the banshee. This creature was clearly a distant cousin to the siren. A more northerly relative, whose “keening wail presaged doom”. Had the song been a “keening wail” Jim wondered. Jim did key-taps to reveal recent West London sightings. 
 
    Jim leaned back in his chair and whistled. 
 
    ‘Not in here,’ hissed Jennifer Naylor. 
 
    Jim scrolled down the page. There had actually been recent reports of banshees and in the West London area. In Hampton Court, in Kingston, at Teddington Lock, at Richmond — Jim paused with his scrollings. This was the route taken by the Goodwill Giant, surely? Jim did a bit of cross-referencing. The banshee reports came always a day after those of the Goodwill Giant. Was a banshee following the giant? Was the giant now in Brentford with the banshee holed up in Uncle Ted’s greengrocery? Chills ran up and down Jim Pooley’s spine. ‘Oooooooooo,’ went Jim. 
 
    ‘Be quiet,’ hissed the senior librarian. 
 
    ‘Banshee,’ said Jim. ‘There’s a banshee.’ 
 
    He pointed wildly at the screen and as he did the screen went rather dark. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ Jim drummed at the keyboard. ‘The computer has turned itself off.’ 
 
    Jennifer Naylor glared Jim daggers. ‘It keeps doing that,’ she said. ‘Come back tomorrow, it might be working by then.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow?’ Jim made croaking noises. 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ said the chief librarian. ‘Not tomorrow. According to The Brentford Mercury, tomorrow has been declared a Borough Holiday hereabouts to celebrate the opening of the ring road and so the library will be closed.’ 
 
    ‘But….’ went Jim and he but-but-butted. 
 
    ‘Out,’ cried Jennifer Naylor. ‘Out and off on your way.’ 
 
      
 
    Norman had not been out of his shop this morning. He was far too busy to leave the premises unattended. In fact, to Norman’s memory, this was probably the busiest day he had ever had in all his many years of corner-shop keeping. 
 
    And, in Norman’s opinion, it was well deserved, considering all the unpleasantness he’d been through the day before. 
 
    It had started about an hour after he had sent young Zorro out on the paper round. Folk started drifting in on their way to work, asking about the purchase of lottery tickets. Norman had decided that he would not be stocking any lottery tickets as he had a natural distrust for anything that John Omally had a hand in. But it would have been pure foolishness on his behalf to turn away all those potential customers. 
 
    Now Norman did not have any real lottery tickets to sell, but as a chap of almost infinite resource he did what he did best and improvised. 
 
    In his store he knew was an ancient box containing hundreds of books of raffle tickets. And a lottery is really just a raffle by another name after all. 
 
    At a pound a raffle ticket Norman’s cash drawer was filling nicely and when about an hour after the first hour had passed, folk from other corner-shops began to turn up on his doorstep, saying that word had reached them that he was the go-to man when it came to lottery tickets, Norman was happy to oblige them. 
 
    ‘There’s one hundred tickets in each book,’ Norman explained to Mr Maggs, who ran the newsagents in what would soon be known as Pooley Plaza. ‘So if I sell you a book for twenty pounds, you’ll make eighty for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘How about three books for fifty pounds?’ asked Mr Maggs. 
 
    Norman Hartnell spat upon his palm. 
 
    ‘Same for me,’ said Mr Patel. 
 
    Norman asked the shopkeepers to form an orderly queue. 
 
      
 
    ‘I ordered Quasimodo’, said Neville to the brewery boy who diddled with his doo-dad. 
 
    ‘I know you did, squire, I know you did.’ This was a different brewery boy, but the doo-dad looked the same. ‘Thing is that all the brewery’s pubs want Quasimodo. It’s proving to be the most popular beer the brewery’s ever produced.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never tasted better,’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘So it’s all a matter of supply and demand. If you get my meaning, squire.’ The brewery boy winked in a manner both lewd and suggestive. 
 
    ‘I understand your meaning perfectly. How much do you want?’ 
 
    ‘How about ten quid for me per barrel?’ 
 
    ‘How about five quid per barrel?’ said Neville. ‘And I will throw in two bonuses.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ asked the brewery boy. 
 
    ‘I will neither report you to the brewery for taking bribes, nor strike you down with my knobkerrie for ripping me off.’ 
 
    ‘Five pounds it is then,’ said the brewery boy. 
 
      
 
    ‘Five pounds of bacon, sir and two pounds of sausages. Fifteen eggs and three whole loaves of bread.’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe raised a canescent eyebrow. ‘Well now Gammon,’ he said to his servant. ‘Our guest certainly knows how to put away breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘And how to snore, sir. My quarters abut the garage, as you know. It was like trying to sleep through an earthquake.’ 
 
    ‘You can move into one of the spare bedrooms here in the house,’ said the professor. 
 
    ‘And as for the toilet,’ said Gammon. 
 
    ‘Please no,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘Is there anything left for me to eat for breakfast?’ 
 
    ‘There’s muesli,’ said Gammon. 
 
    Professor Slocombe made the sign of the cross. ‘Pop down to Gregg’s in the High Street,’ he said. ‘And buy me a sausage roll.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘He’s popped out,’ said Mrs King, John Omally’s landlady. ‘Gone off to the big city, so I am told.’ 
 
    ‘But I was only having breakfast with him an hour ago,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Yes and he said that if you came calling, and he said that he just betted that you would, I was to tell you not to fret, because he’d be back tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Back tomorrow?’ Pooley was appalled. 
 
    ‘He told me he had important business to transact, regarding a famous celebrity who would be pulling the winning ticket in the lottery tomorrow.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley’s hands began to flap and Jim began to spin in tiny circles. 
 
    ‘And you can stop doing that,’ said Mrs King. ‘That is ungodly that is.’ 
 
    Jim drew himself to an unsteady halt. ‘Did he tell you exactly where he was going to?’ he asked. ‘It is very important that I speak to him.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t specific, but he did say that I was to thank you for him.’ 
 
    ‘Thank me for what?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘Well, he said that you’d lent him a pair of shoes.’ 
 
    ‘I had.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he also said that he’d popped into your place and borrowed your going-out suit to go with them.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ went Jim. 
 
    ‘He said it was important business and you would understand. Oh and there was something more.’ 
 
    ‘There was?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘He said you’d pay me that fifty pounds he owes in back rent. Out of company funds, he said.’ 
 
    Pooley’s hands once more began to flap. 
 
    ‘Cough it up,’ said Mrs King, ‘or I’ll welt you with my handbag.’ 
 
      
 
    Old Pete coughed and spat in that manner so favoured by the elderly and steered his rugged footwear along the stony path of the allotments. A path today unblocked by a sleeping giant. Young Chips sniffed the air and found it pleasing, sniffed his ancient master then made coughing sounds of his own. 
 
    ‘Keep up, boy,’ the elder said. ‘Let’s see how the monkeys are doing.’ 
 
    Unlocking the cold frame Old Pete viewed his monkeys. They were growing nicely, but still weren’t showing any hints of movement. 
 
    ‘I think we’ll have to write these fellows off,’ the horticulturalist told his dog. ‘Chalk it up as a dead end, I suppose.’ 
 
    Young Chips with his front feet upon the cold frame sniffed the monkeys. Being a dog he knew how monkeys smelled. That was one of the best things about being a dog, really, the smelling of stuff. Lamp-posts and other dog’s bottoms mostly, of course. But it was all logged there, into the canine computer banks, as it were. The whole olfactory box of tricks. The ability to identify almost anything by its smell. It was a dog thing. 
 
    Young Chips sniffed once more at the planthropoids. They certainly did smell like real monkeys. There was a hint of sprout about them, but then there was a hint of sprout about most things. Even dog’s bottoms and dogs don’t even eat sprouts as a rule. 
 
    Young Chips barked at his master. 
 
    ‘Well, if you really think so,’ said Old Pete. ‘We’ll give them another week,’ and he topped up his watering can. ‘And if there is no monkey business by then, I’ll dig them into the compost heap.’ 
 
    Young Chips growled and shook his head. 
 
    ‘We’ll see,’ said Old Pete. ‘We will wait and see.’ 
 
    Now it would have been noticed, by those who would notice such things, that the oldster was not sporting his new hearing aid. 
 
    It was in his possession now, though, tucked into the pocket of his rotten old coat. For Norman had realigned the ear-pieces and dropped it around to his house. But Old Pete wasn’t wearing it, because it looked absurd. 
 
    And so the curious sounds that he would certainly have heard had he been wearing the brass-bound contrivance were presently lost to Old Pete. 
 
    Sounds that Young Chips heard well enough but did not comment upon. Sounds were these of a gibbering nature, that only monkeys make. 
 
      
 
    So the Brentford day passed on and Old Pete sought refreshment at the Swan. Jim Pooley eschewed a lunchtime drink and slouched back to his rooms. Where he discovered that Omally had not only availed himself of Jim’s only suit, but also his bestest shirt with the dicky-bow tie. 
 
    Norman managed to find another box of raffle ticket books and so the day went by very well with him. 
 
    Neville served up many many pints of Quasimodo and when he called time in the evening, he did so with a certain slur to his voice. 
 
    The full moon lit the night-time sky. 
 
    A shooting star went singing by. 
 
    And peace there was within the town of Brentford. 
 
      
 
    Which did at least mean that the folk therein managed to get their heads down for a decent night’s sleep. 
 
    Which although they did not know it, they were really going to need. Considering what awaited them on the morrow. 
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    The good folk of Brentford awoke to a day that was unlike any other. If pressed to describe what the difference was, most agreed that it was hard to explain. 
 
    When they woke from their beds they felt it and when they flung wide their curtains it swept in upon them. But what it was they did not know, but it was very nice. 
 
    There was something about the colour of the sky, the blue was somehow bluer. The tree leaves shone a greener shade of green. And it was not just the colour of things, it was the essence of the things themselves. 
 
    The sky was more sky-y, the leaves more leaf-y, the grass more grass-y than before. To those who possessed the more modern of portable telephones, it was as if the beauty setting had been set on full. 
 
    The beauty setting of life. 
 
    Folk issued from their houses, gasping and pointing. Noticing beauty in the tiniest detail. A door that was more door-y than it had been, a garden gnome more gnome-y than before. 
 
    And folk gazed at one another, were the people not more people-y? A neighbour more neighbour-y? 
 
    Yes, it was hard to explain. 
 
    But it was there and all who felt it, felt it very deeply. 
 
      
 
    The Goodwill Giant stood in Professor Slocombe’s garden. ‘Is it the air?’ he asked the snow-capped scholar. ‘The air seems somehow purer than before.’ 
 
    ‘More air-y?’ asked the professor. 
 
    The giant took in great big breaths. ‘There is something in the air,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ said the professor, ‘tell me what it is you feel.’ 
 
    ‘Joy,’ said the giant, ‘that is what I feel. There is joy in the air. The air is joyous, yes.’ 
 
      
 
    And that was what the people felt. That everything was joyous and much more so than before. 
 
      
 
    Omally pedalled Marchant along the car-less High Street. All alone upon a road that somehow seemed more road-y than it ever had. Omally breathed the joyous air and smiled a joyous smile, today he felt was going to be most special. He had spent some of the previous night up West in the big city, where he had successfully negotiated for not one, but two glamorous female celebrities to pull the winning ticket of the very first Brentford Lottery this evening. 
 
    John halted Marchant before the area that would soon be known as John Omally Square. Even though upon this seemingly magical day it did seem to be a bit more square-y than it had been, it did not appear altogether much to look at. Just an area of tarmac before the town hall where officials parked their cars. An odd choice for the man of Eire perhaps. 
 
    Omally smiled a secretive smile; it would look a whole lot more impressive when the statues went up. Those stately and imposing statues of himself. 
 
      
 
    When it came to the subject of statues, one particular fellow had forthright views upon them. He had forthright views upon most things as it happened and took comfort in the knowledge that as they were his views, then they were bound to be right. 
 
    He was a man who held opinions on numerous subjects and preferred them not to be challenged. 
 
    His name was Charles and he was the Prince of Wales. 
 
    Jennifer Naylor had dedicated an entire chapter of her thesis to the Prince of Wales. For although he was not by definition a “bloke of Brentford”, she felt that he deserved a chapter simply for being what he was. 
 
    And what a very great many things he was. 
 
    A world-class polo player and downhill skier, organic farmer, philanthropist, author, member of the Magic Circle, salmon angler, water colourist, climate change activist, founder of numerous charities, patron of the arts, environmentalist and advocate of complementary medicine. 
 
    Many asked whether there was anything this royal polymath could not do. Charles reassured them that there was not. 
 
    Today, as he awaited the helicopter that would whisk him off to Brentford, the princely personage did what he did for most days now, tinkered about in his Highgrove garden whilst chatting with his special advisors. 
 
    There had been a time when his calendar had been filled with numerous official engagements, mostly of the “opening” persuasion, although he had been asked to speak on many subjects that were close to his heart. 
 
    But times and tastes change endlessly and he was not as young as he used to be. And where folk used to respectfully hang upon his every word and nod their bowed heads in agreement, there were actually people around today (ignorant plebeians though they were) that took issue with his words of wisdom and questioned what he said. 
 
    The Prince of Wales shivered at the thought. 
 
    Gimlet, his advisor on medical matters, looked up at the prince and shook his old grey head. ‘You shouldn’t have come out without your scarf,’ said Gimlet. ‘You’ll catch your death and then where will the country be?’ 
 
    ‘One is wearing one’s thermal vest,’ said Charles. ‘And one’s organic socks, woven from responsibly-sourced seaweed.’ 
 
    ‘And you could do with a new suit,’ said Dandy Den, the prince’s style guru and Chooser of the Tweed. 
 
    ‘Actually this one is the pater’s,’ said Charles. ‘As he’s given up public appearances and only wears his Spongebob Squarepants onesy nowadays, I have the pick of his wardrobe.’ 
 
    ‘You look very, very smart,’ said Mr Knobbly, rising once more to the occasion, in his official capacity as Guardian of the Prince’s Ego. ‘And you have your script, of course. Those words of princely erudition that will bring enlightenment to all who have the honour to hear them.’ 
 
    ‘It took one half the night,’ said Charles. ‘One nearly wore one’s thumbs out flicking back and forwards through Roget’s Thesaurus, The Wit and Wisdom of Laurens van der Post and My Bookie Wook. But it’s all written down now. In best. In Parker pen.’ 
 
    ‘I’m so excited,’ sang Mr Knobbly. ‘And I just can’t hide it.’ 
 
    ‘One too,’ said the prince. ‘And what a wonderful place to visit. Did you know that not only were J.B. Priestley and Frederick Delius born there? But also David Hockney and the Brontë sisters?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I never did,’ said Mr Knobbly. 
 
    ‘School dinners were invented there too,’ said the prince. ‘And the Jowett Javelin motor-car. But I’m most looking forward to popping into The National Media Museum again.’ 
 
    ‘So much to see in Brentford,’ said Mr Knobbly. 
 
    ‘Where?’ asked the prince. 
 
    ‘Brentford,’ said the Guardian of the Prince’s Ego. ‘Where we are going today.’ 
 
    ‘Bradford,’ said Prince Charles. ‘We’re going to Bradford.’ 
 
    The guardian shook his old grey head. 
 
    The Chooser of the Tweed said, ‘would sir prefer the donkey jacket or the duffle coat?’ 
 
      
 
    John was surprised to find that there were donkey rides to be had in what would soon be John Omally Square. Also many of those stalls that seem to pop up from nowhere whenever there is an outdoor event. 
 
    Gewgaws and fripperies were in plentiful supply. As were baubles, knick-knacks, trinkets and trumpery. 
 
    A fellow dressed as a clown claimed the ability to twist dogs into the shape of balloons and another in a shiny suit was professionally mis-selling P.P.I. 
 
    The joyous air gained added redolence from the bouquets of burgers, bagels and beer-battered bangers, popcorn, pizzas and pan-fried pink potatoes. 
 
    For those of more refined and epicurean tastes, there was lentil tabbouleh, griddled asparagus, roasted aubergine, bok choy with garlic and pickled quails eggs. Not to mention sautéed gourd and melon in a basket. 
 
    Omally mentioned neither, only cursed at his lack of foresight in not marking out rentable pitches the night before. 
 
    But on such a day as this it hardly mattered. 
 
      
 
    The matter of whether the ring road, with its circumference of approximately six miles, had actually been completed within the timely confines of a single night, was one that played on the minds of many people. 
 
    Those that owned properties near to its route, especially. 
 
    There had been protests of course, because there are always protests. Swampy the famous anti-roadster had even been rumoured to be making an appearance, chained to a tree or something. There had been petitions, because there are always petitions. Online petitions are very popular nowadays because you can make your feelings felt and occupy the moral high ground without ever having to actually leave your home. Letters had been penned by concerned citizens. A question was to be asked in The House. But whether it had been or not was anyone’s guess. It was all most concerning, but also it all seemed too mad to ever be true. Six miles of road laid down in a single night? Most unlikely. The stuff of dreams and fantasy. 
 
    There were folk who were determined to see whether anything was actually going to happen. These folk held all-night vigils, wrapped in blankets and comforted by the contents of their thermos flasks. They sat and they shivered and eventually at dawn they all went home. Because they had heard and seen absolutely nothing, so it was quite clear to them that the entire business was just some kind of a joke. 
 
    But there it was in the morning. Two lanes of black tarmacadam, linked to this road and the next. Pristine, unsullied and ready to go. And not a single soul had seen it built. 
 
      
 
    Whatever is seen cannot be unseen, someone who had seen something once said. Jim Pooley had not spent a peaceful night. He had not slept at all well, had Jim. Ghosties and Ghoulies and long-legged beasties poked their heads from shop doorways to frighten the dreaming Jim. Keening, wailing banshees pursued him through the streets. Jim dreamed of the Goodwill Giant but these dreams lacked for good will. The giant boomed ‘fe-fi-fo-fum’ and wanted Jim for dinner. 
 
    Jim snatched a peaceful hour near dawn, but then birdsong awoke him. 
 
    Jim rubbed his eyes and rooted in his ears. That birdsong seemed terribly loud. Although perhaps loud was not the word. Terribly birdsong-y perhaps. And when peering out of his bedroom window it came as a surprise to Jim that the singing birds seemed far more bird-y than they normally did. 
 
    The day indeed was far more day-y and having dressed in a shirt of now exquisite shirt-yness and trousers of a similar persuasion, Jim took himself off to the Plume where he consumed the most breakfast-y breakfast that he had ever enjoyed. 
 
    And as he did so and drank that oh-so-tea-y tea, Jim’s thoughts of wailing banshees seemed but silliness at best. For such a day as this was not for beastliness. And Jim, feeling more Jim-y that he could ever have conceived possible, began to feel at peace with everything. 
 
    Banshees indeed? What nonsense. And what if John had borrowed his best suit and shirt without permission? And what if P.P. Penrose had written books about Brentonians without asking their permission? Did any of these things matter on a day such as this? 
 
    A day such as this in Brentford? 
 
      
 
    ‘Brentford?’ said Prince Charles. ‘Brentford, are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘It is there on the calendar, sir,’ said Mr Knobbly. ‘Beside the entry for the muesli harvesting.’ 
 
    ‘I never quite understood about that,’ said Prince Charles. ‘But Brentford, I mean, well one means, it’s a ghastly place isn’t it? Famous for what, one wonders? Nylons, one supposes. And oh yes, one recalls, the birthplace of the novelist P.P. Penrose, who had the temerity to put myself into one of his dreadful pot-boilers.’ 
 
    ‘He did cast you in a somewhat “blokey” light,’ said Dandy Den. ‘But you did have a lot of ….. you know.’ 
 
    ‘Muesli?’ asked the prince. 
 
    ‘Sex,’ said Dandy Den. ‘Some involving muesli, I recall.’ 
 
    ‘Let us drop muesli from the conversation,’ said the prince. ‘It is neither funny nor clever.’ 
 
    ‘Unlike yourself,’ said Mr Knobbly. 
 
    ‘Precisely,’ said the prince. ‘Well, we’ll just have to cancel. Make up some excuse. Say one has a headache and a corgi ate one’s homework, or something.’ 
 
    Mr Knobbly made a kindly face. ‘If only we could sir,’ said he. ‘But your mummy says that you must go, because it will be really good practice for you when you are king.’ 
 
    The Prince of Wales did sighings. ‘If the mater says that I must, then I must. But let’s get it over quickly and be back here in time for our lunch.’ 
 
    ‘Wise and noble,’ said Mr Knobbly. ‘Oh what a king you will make.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What an utter buffoon,’ said Camilla, the Queen in Waiting. ‘Look at him Lily, if you will.’ 
 
    Lily, Camilla’s Lady in Waiting and Keeper of the Hats and Handbags, joined her mistress at the bedroom window which overlooked the beautifully tended garden. 
 
    ‘Gor, luv you, yer ladyship,’ said Lily. ‘Is ‘e down there talking to ‘is self again?’ 
 
    Camilla nodded her noble head. Wise and noble too. ‘His special advisors he calls them. His invisible friends.’ 
 
    ‘Sad, innit!’ said Lily. ‘Still yer ladyship, once you are queen you can ‘ave ‘im locked up in the loony bin and rule on your own. Or—’ Lily winked in a loveable cockney fashion ‘—‘wiv the ‘elp of that dashing Lord Crichton, as ‘as ‘is eye on yew.’ 
 
    ‘Enough of your impudent banter,’ said Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall. ‘Today I shall wear the big green hat with the feather and the shoes with the pink pom-poms.’ 
 
    ‘Anyfink else, your ladyship?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps the leather teddy, as Lord Crichton’s coming round.’ 
 
      
 
    The coming of the helicopter drowned out further conversation. Which was, as the way things were going, probably all for the best. 
 
      
 
    Norman always made the best of things and today would be no exception. From the very moment he had begun the numbering up of papers (oh so paper-y as never they had been) folk had been knocking at his door demanding lottery tickets. 
 
    Norman had lost count as to just how many he had sold the day before. But now, as all the books of raffle tickets had been used up, Norman made the best of things through further improvisation, by cutting up exercise books and scrawling numbers onto them with a biro. No-one seemed to mind at all that nothing he sold was “official”. They all simply complimented him upon just how ticket-y his raffle tickets were and handed over their money. 
 
    Norman shrugged and did further numberings. He was no expert on running a lottery himself, it was somewhat beyond his sphere of experience, but this did seem to him to be a terribly cock-eyed way of doing business. 
 
    Surely there should be proper lottery tickets, each individually numbered in some fool-proof fashion that defeated attempts at chicanery? Surely proper records were supposed to be kept about how many tickets were sold and how much profit raised from them. The advert on the front page of yesterday’s Brentford Mercury spoke of a FIRST WEEK EXTRAVAGANZA PRIZE of five thousand pounds. Would Norman be expected to contribute anything towards this? He wasn’t keen. And what about all those other newsagents he had sold the books of raffle tickets to? Norman doubted very much that they would hand over any money, or indeed even own up that they had sold any tickets. 
 
    A very funny way to run a lottery, thought Norman. But no doubt the folk who were in charge knew just what they were doing. 
 
    ‘For he who blows best,’ said Norman. ‘Bears away the horn and I’ll see you on the dark side of the moon.’ 
 
      
 
    A time would shortly come to pass when John and Jim would meet and during conversation speak regarding the lottery. And it can be accurately surmised that when the matter of whose job it had been to arrange the printing and distribution of the official lottery tickets, voices would become raised and blame apportioned. And there would inevitably be a degree of unpleasantness. 
 
    But that was for later and as this was now, we should not trouble ourselves with such things, but rather enjoy this marvellous morn, with Brentford being so Brentford-y and everything. 
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    It is always a joy when folk rise to the occasion. No matter what the situation for which the term is employed. The people of Brentford excelled in such risings. It was second nature to them. 
 
    Whether it be a march, or a procession, or a carnival, or the opportunity to join a flash mob on the terraces of Griffin Park to fling off their clothes and sing a song about cows, or indeed participate in the riots which generally followed such an unwarranted display of flesh and vocalisation. The people of Brentford got stuck in where they could. 
 
    And here was the perfect opportunity to be a part of something. To engage in something. To get right down into the midst of the doings and give it all you had. 
 
    Omally purchased a Bengali Breakfast Burger™ and munched upon it as he steered Marchant down the lane beside the town hall to the wonders of The Butts Estate. 
 
    For wonders there were to be seen. 
 
    This historic quarter of Brentford had paid host to many goings-on. Originally, as its name suggests it was the location for archery practise. Later the famous goose fairs were held there. One of note being that visited by Dr Johnson, as recorded by his biographer, Boswell. 
 
      
 
    “Johnson dragged me down to 
 
    the Brentford Goose Fair today, 
 
    for as he put it “a bit 
 
    of slap and tickle with the 
 
    local girlies”. Together we 
 
    consumed copious amounts of 
 
    Quasimodo before being lured 
 
    into a sideshow which claimed 
 
    the exhibition of a live griffin. 
 
    Griffin indeed it proved to be, 
 
    but a young and somewhat portly 
 
    specimen. We picked up 
 
    a pair of well-tasty 
 
    birds later, although I did 
 
    not like the look of 
 
    Johnson’s one much”. 
 
      
 
    Local legend suggests that this was the griffin that escaped from the showman’s booth and later took up residence on the Brentford Ait, still known locally as Griffin Island. 
 
    It is also to be noted that Brentford retains to this day its reputation as the haunt of healthy womankind. 
 
    Sir George Reresby Sitwell (1860-1945) wrote of the borough’s sporting females 
 
    “There’s nothing a man likes so much 
 
    as a girl who is good on the parallel bars” 
 
      
 
    Times may change but good taste never dates. 
 
      
 
    The Butts Estate had been cleared of the usual parked cars and the area, approximately the size of a Sunday league football pitch, thronged with Brentonians laughing gaily and giving it all that they had. 
 
    A stage had been raised in front of the Seaman’s Mission and upon this a rock band was playing. 
 
    Omally recognised at once the lead singer of this band. It was none other than *****, the postman that dared not speak his name. The band’s name was embellished on the bass drum’s face. The band’s name was Merkin Holocaust. 
 
    *****, although daring not to speak his own name, did spend a great deal of his free time writing lyrics. 
 
    There had been some talk lately that Brentford, being, through an old charter discovered by Professor Slocombe, an independent state, might choose to enter the Eurovision Song Contest. There was much talk that if it did so, Merkin Holocaust should represent Brentford with a song penned by Mr *****. 
 
    John paused now to listen to his singing. 
 
    And what John heard is printed here below. 
 
      
 
    SOME OF THE COWS 
 
      
 
    Some of the cows are standing up 
 
    And some are sitting down. 
 
    Some of the cows are chewing the cud 
 
    And others are walking around. 
 
      
 
    Some of the cows are looking at me 
 
    And others show distain 
 
    But I like to look at the cows 
 
    Again and again and again 
 
      
 
    Some of the cows are black and white 
 
    And some of the cows are brown. 
 
    Some of the cows are suicidal 
 
    They jump into the river and drown. 
 
      
 
    Some of the cows have smiling faces. 
 
    Some of the cows are mental cases. 
 
    Some of the cows wear pearl neck-laces 
 
    When they go to town. 
 
      
 
    Some of the cows live in bungalows, 
 
    But how they bought them nobody knows. 
 
    None of the cows smell as sweet as a rose 
 
    And none of them favour a clown. 
 
      
 
    Had Pooley been there he would probably have been brought to tears by the poignancy of these lyrics. But John was made of sterner stuff and sighting a stall that was selling beer eased his way through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look at the crowds,’ said Mr Knobbly bobbing up and down. 
 
    Prince Charles peeped and said ‘Hobble-de-hoys, I’d rather be in Bradford.’ 
 
    ‘To misquote your many-times great-granddad,’ Gimlet said. ‘Bugger Bradford.’ 
 
    ‘One can’t use one’s speech,’ said Charles. ‘What is one to do?’ 
 
    ‘Extemporise,’ said Mr Knobbly. ‘Just let it flow. Give it one of your stream of semi-consciousness orations.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, they do like those,’ said the Prince of Wales. 
 
    The pilot glanced over his shoulder at the man who would be king. An absolute stone bonker, thought the pilot. 
 
      
 
    ‘An absolute stone bunker,’ said Mr Stephen Pocklington, somewhat surprising the council members who sat about the circular table wishing they were dancing with the crowd. 
 
    ‘Not quite pickin’ up on yo’ dere,’ said Councillor Felix. ‘What a stone bunker got to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘All will become most clear in time,’ said the town clerk, twiddling his fingers and diddling his thumbs. ‘You must understand that the ring road and the pedestrianisation of the town centre merely represents phase one of a far grander scheme.’ 
 
    ‘And are we to be informed of what this scheme might be?’ asked Jennifer Naylor. 
 
    ‘All in due course,’ said Mr Pocklington. ‘Many many years of thought and careful planning have gone into this. You must surely feel that change for the better has come this day to Brentford.’ 
 
    ‘I am sure we all feel it,’ said Councillor Naylor. ‘I am at a loss to explain it, but something has happened.’ 
 
    ‘Something dread,’ muttered Councillor Felix. 
 
    The town clerk said, ‘pardon me?’ 
 
    ‘I say no ting, sir, Mr Pocklington. Only tink we be better out smoking ganga. ‘magine how dat gonna feel on a day like today. Jah. Et cetera.’ 
 
    ‘Allow me to explain to you how things will be done today,’ said the town clerk. ‘It is now eight-thirty, most of Brentford’s population have been up since six attuning themselves to the day.’ The town clerk paused, but no-one questioned his choice of words. ‘Thus attuned they are approaching the correct state of mind to participate in the ceremony, wherein the Boy King will set his seal to open the ring. Which by opening, means the closing of the circle, are we all clear about this?’ 
 
    Shoulders shrugged and heads shook slowly. 
 
    ‘I think I speak for all here,’ said Ms Naylor. ‘When I say that although we love the way you say it, we have absolutely no idea at all as to what you are talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Not even the foggiest, so to speak?’ asked Mr P. 
 
    ‘Your every utterance holds sweet mystery,’ said Samantha Sterne and she typed the words monstrous and mysterious manhood into her iPad. ‘Is there another word for foof?’ she asked Ms Naylor. 
 
    ‘Today,’ said Stephen Pocklington. ‘Something will come to pass that will change this town forever. No more stumbling blindly into the future, when one can stride with confidence into the past. The circle closes, the sacrifice is made.’ 
 
    Leo Felix shook his dreads. ‘Sacrifice?’ said he. ‘What dis?’ 
 
    The town clerk fluttered his fingers. ‘I have said too much,’ he said. ‘I must go now and welcome the prince. Go, join the celebrations. History begins today. The present yields at last to the past.’ 
 
    And upon that enigmatic note he left the council chamber. 
 
      
 
    Craving the first cigarette of the day, Pooley entered Norman’s shop to purchase five Wild Woodbine. 
 
    The entering itself however proved no easy matter. Norman’s shop was crammed with customers. 
 
    Jim waited patiently, observing that the curly-cornered greetings cards looked wonderfully card-y in the limited light and just how customer-y were the customers. 
 
    At last it came to be Jim’s turn and Norman greeted him with a hearty welcome. 
 
    ‘And what can I do for you, my friend?’ asked Norman. 
 
    ‘Five Woodbine and a box of matches,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘So happy to oblige.’ Norman rooted about on his shelves, turned up a packet of Passing Clouds and waggled it at Pooley. 
 
    ‘They’ll do,’ said Jim. ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘On the house,’ said Norman. ‘It has been a most profitable day and I am closing up shortly to join in the celebrations.’ 
 
    ‘Bravo,’ said Jim. ‘Has Neville unbarred you from the Swan?’ 
 
    Norman shook his head. ‘Sadly no, but I’ll buy him a present or something. I’ll win him round.’ 
 
    ‘I am sure that you will. So what are you selling that’s drawing in all these customers, then?’ 
 
    ‘Lottery tickets,’ said the shopkeeper. ‘There’s a fortune to be made in this game.’ 
 
    ‘Jolly good show,’ said Jim and he peered at his packet of Passing Clouds. ‘You do know that they stopped making these fags about twenty years ago?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Well that’s where you’re wrong,’ said Norman. ‘Because a sales rep came in this very morning and gave those to me. And he’s coming back tomorrow to deliver a van load of sweeties. Old-fashioned ones. Old-fashioned sweets and old-fashioned cigarettes. It’s a retro thing apparently. I shall be restocking Passing Clouds, Kensitas, Balkan Sobranie, Spanish Shawl, Sweet Afton—’ 
 
    ‘Stop it,’ said Jim. ‘So many memories.’ 
 
    ‘And wait until you see the sweeties. Flying saucers, rhubarb and custard, proper sherbet lemons, blackjacks and fruit salads and even pharaoh jars –’ 
 
    ‘Pharaoh jars?’ said Jim. ‘Surely not.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently so. I always thought there was something creepy about those, didn’t you?’ 
 
    Jim nodded. ‘Well,’ said he. ‘I will pop in tomorrow and view this wonder.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll look forward to it,’ said Norman. ‘In the meantime, would you care for a lottery ticket?’ 
 
      
 
    From the flat roof atop the town hall Stephen Pocklington gazed down upon the festivities below. 
 
    ‘Life is a lottery,’ said Stephen Pocklington. ‘And happy is the fellow who holds the winning ticket.’ 
 
    Chub-chub-chub-chub-chub went the blades as the helicopter settled onto the roof. The pilot stepped out and opened the door for Prince Charles. 
 
    The royal son climbed down with some difficulty. For after all he was getting on and his legs were not what they were. 
 
    The pilot glanced at the dancing folk beneath, made the face of not-for-me and returned with haste to his cockpit. The helicopter rose from the roof, swept away and was gone. 
 
    ‘Good morning your royal highness,’ said the town clerk. ‘It is an absolute pleasure and an immeasurable honour to meet you.’ He put out his hand for a hearty shake. 
 
    The prince seemed disinclined. 
 
    ‘One wonders why one is here,’ said Prince Charles. ‘A motorway or some such one is told.’ 
 
    ‘A ring road, sir. Most important to the borough.’ 
 
    ‘Named after one?’ asked Charles. 
 
    The town clerk hesitated. The ring road certainly had a name, but one only known to himself. 
 
    ‘But of course, sir,’ said Mr Pocklington. ‘Please do step this way.’ 
 
    ‘Are there cakes?’ asked Prince Charles. ‘One loves cakes.’ 
 
    ‘Many cakes,’ said Mr Pocklington. ‘Just down the stairs there, sir.’ 
 
    The prince set off briskly down the steps, leaving the town clerk standing on the roof. 
 
    The town clerk turned, ‘Good morning Mr Knobbly,’ said he. ‘And Dandy Den and Gimlet too, good morning.’ 
 
    ‘Morning Dundledots,’ said these three. 
 
    ‘Where’s the cake?’ called Prince Charles from within. 
 
      
 
    ‘So you can’t have your cake and eat it too,’ said Norman Hartnell. ‘Although the answer is blowing in the wind.’ 
 
    Jim’s head nodded up and down. ‘So let me get this absolutely straight,’ said he. ‘You never received any legitimate lottery tickets, in fact to your knowledge no-one received any legitimate lottery tickets?’ 
 
    Norman nodded, then shook his head, then nodded again. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said. 
 
    ‘So you improvised and sold raffle tickets instead?’ 
 
    Norman nodded with great enthusiasm. 
 
    ‘Any idea how many you sold?’ 
 
    Norman shrugged. ‘Hundreds? Thousands? There were at least one hundred books of raffle tickets in each box. And I opened three boxes altogether. All sold out now though, so I cut up exercise books.’ 
 
    ‘Most enterprising,’ said Jim. ‘Still, I suppose it might work. After all everybody did get a different number.’ 
 
    ‘Sort of,’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘Sort of?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Norman, ‘the books of raffle tickets were all the same, each one went from number one to number one hundred.’ 
 
    ‘But the books are all different colours, aren’t they?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘You’d think so,’ said Norman. ‘But then under normal circumstances who would ever buy more than one book of raffle tickets?’ 
 
    ‘So all the books of tickets are the same? Same colour, same numbers?’ 
 
    Norman nodded once more. 
 
    Jim took to counting on his fingers. But as his hands were beginning to flap, this proved to be rather difficult. 
 
      
 
    Prince Charles had popped off to the gents to give his hands a wash. 
 
    The town clerk stood in the council chamber, straightening his tie. 
 
    ‘So, Dundledots,’ said Mr Knobbly. ‘We haven’t seen you for a very long while.’ 
 
    ‘So much to do in the service of Our Lady Gloriana,’ the town clerk gave his hair a slicking down. 
 
    ‘And now the day is here. You will earn much praise in the court.’ 
 
    ‘All will be done as has been planned and you must play your parts.’ 
 
    The prince’s special advisors bobbed up and down. ‘And not before time,’ said Mr Knobbly. ‘Pandering to this mooncalf never suited me at all.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll choose his shroud,’ said Dandy Den. ‘When the holy deed is done.’ 
 
    ‘And done it must be,’ said the town clerk. ‘Today the Magic Circle must be consecrated with the blood of the Boy King. Today Prince Charles must die.’ 
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    Neville the part-time barman stood in the doorway of the Flying Swan, flanked by the twin towers of Old Pete’s dubious topiary work. 
 
    In one hand Neville held a copy of today’s Brentford Mercury, in the other a tot of eighteen-year-old Islay double-malt whisky. Which, as was the way of things today, tasted far more double-malty than it ever ever had. 
 
    Neville took in the beautiful day. The very wonder of it all. The tower blocks in the morning sun today seemed almost tolerable, the empty road a highway to the heavens. 
 
    Words from Schiller’s Ode to Joy came unto Neville, for he had been classically trained. 
 
      
 
    All creatures drink of joy at nature’s breast. 
 
    Just and unjust alike taste of her gift. 
 
      
 
    As his classical training was a closely guarded secret, Neville glanced around and about to assure himself he had not been overhead. 
 
    Of the usual morning comers and goers the Ealing Road was empty. Although in the near distance Neville now spied Jim Pooley stumbling from Norman’s corner-shop. Jim’s hands were wildly flapping and he appeared to be doing some kind of foolish pirouette. Neville looked on as the unaccomplished Nijinsky toppled dizzily to the pavement, before crawling towards the High Street on his hands and knees. 
 
    ‘Oh Brentford,’ said the part-time barman. ‘Will we ever understand you?’ 
 
    This was, of course, a rhetorical question, as but for Professor Slocombe, no man knew Brentford better than Neville. All knowledge of all things local eventually found its way to the part-time barman. Through the whispered confidence, the drunken confession, the vainglorious braggadocio, the gossip of those who sought the barman’s favour. The indiscretion hinted at, confirmed by other parties. Not to mention the occasional overheard disclosure, which Neville never did. Such is the way of pub culture. A trusted barman holds more secrets than the Illuminati. 
 
    And Neville was a trusted barman. 
 
      
 
    And so it vexed Neville that he had heard absolutely no inside skinny on this ring road. No quantity surveyors had popped into the Swan for a lunchtime sherry and bewailed the rising price of tarmac. No blokey road-builders (for are not all road-builders, blokey?) had taken up a stand before Neville’s establishment, to smoke cigarettes, drink pints and tell jokes of a questionable nature. 
 
    There had not even been a council member who shared the same lodge as Neville passing on sensitive confidential information. 
 
    There had been nothing. 
 
    And this vexed Neville. 
 
    As the part-time barman stood in the doorway of Brentford’s most noble drinking house strange sounds came to him, borne seemingly upon the wind and drifting over the rooftops. Sounds of singing. 
 
    Neville cocked his head on one side. 
 
    And now what was this? 
 
    A moment or two then Neville said, ‘Its bloody Merkin Holocaust,’ and returned at speed to the bar. 
 
      
 
    The noise was somewhat louder in Professor Slocombe’s garden. The ancient scholar bobbed his head and tapped his toe to the beat. 
 
    ‘I like Merkin Holocaust,’ he told Julian Adams. ‘Although they are clearly influenced by Napalm Death and Deicide.’ 
 
    ‘I once played with Buszum,’ said the giant. ‘I was trying to persuade Varg Vikernes to give up burning churches.’ 
 
    ‘You did your best, I am sure,’ said the professor. ‘But the men of metal do get carried away at times.’ 
 
    ‘He certainly did, he went on to murder Euronymous out of Mayhem.’ 
 
    ‘A black day for black metal,’ Professor Slocombe dangled his legs over his hammock. ‘And it is best that we not dwell upon such matters on a day so glorious as this.’ 
 
    ‘Will you be taking your morning walk about the boundaries of the borough?’ asked the giant. 
 
    ‘I think not,’ said the professor. ‘It is something best done alone and today the early morning streets throng with people.’ 
 
    ‘What would you have me do?’ Julian Adams enquired. 
 
    ‘Let us join in the celebrations. Prince Charles will shortly be declaring the ring road open and it would be nice to have a chat with him again.’ 
 
    ‘You know Prince Charles?’ asked the giant. 
 
    ‘I have a long acquaintance with the royal household.’ 
 
    ‘I recall a signed photograph of Queen Victoria that used to hang in your study.’ 
 
    ‘It still hangs there, Julian. She signed it to me in gratitude for the counsel I gave her when Prince Albert died.’ 
 
    The giant counted on his giant fingers. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘A very long time ago. Let us go and hear what the prince has to say.’ 
 
      
 
    The prince stood in the council chamber talking to the town clerk. Talking mostly now it seemed, of cake. 
 
    ‘Battenberg is one of one’s favourites,’ said the prince. ‘Named after a duke on the great grandmother’s side. We royals have given our names to many cakes. Victoria Sponge, Gateau Alexandra, Apple Charlotte, Queen Elizabeth cake, named after mummy. Not to mention Treacle Sponge Bastard.’ 
 
    Although on this occasion the temptation to mention Treacle Sponge Bastard was large, Stephen Pocklington restrained himself. ‘If I might broach the matter of sir’s speech,’ he said. 
 
    The prince made a face convincingly suggestive of thought and concern. ‘One was incorrectly advised,’ he said. ‘One thought one was going to Bradford.’ 
 
    ‘No matter,’ said the town clerk. ‘I have an opening speech written out for you here.’ 
 
    He handed same to the prince. 
 
    ‘Is it a song?’ asked the royal son. ‘It looks rather song-like to one.’ 
 
    ‘It is a poem,’ said the town clerk. ‘Your love for the arts, and for poetry in particular is well known and greatly admired.’ 
 
    The prince now made his “modest” face. 
 
    Stephen Pocklington tried very hard not to laugh. 
 
    ‘If you would just be so kind as to step onto the stage and read out the poem, I would be forever grateful.’ 
 
    ‘Just you?’ asked the prince. 
 
    ‘Oh no, sir, many, many others indeed, I assure you.’ 
 
    ‘What are these bits?’ asked the prince. 
 
    ‘Well, sir, you read out two lines and then the audience repeat them.’ 
 
    ‘Just like my chum Freddie Mercury used to do,’ said Prince Charles. ‘He named his band after mummy you know.’ 
 
    Stephen Pocklington bit his lip. ‘Yes sir, I am sure that he did. So I will go onto the stage and introduce you and then you come on, read out the poem and all will be set to rights.’ 
 
    ‘And the cake?’ asked Prince Charles. 
 
    ‘Plenty of cake afterwards,’ said Stephen Pocklington. And he aimed his special smile towards the prince. 
 
      
 
    Rather than attempt to squeeze himself once more through the professor’s garden gateway, the Goodwill Giant vaulted nimbly over the high garden wall. Professor Slocombe vacated his garden in the generally approved manner and the two stood, side by shin in The Butts Estate. 
 
    ‘I should prefer to keep to the shadow of the oaks,’ said Julian Adams. ‘I will cause too much of a stir amongst so many people.’ 
 
    ‘I shall stand with you then,’ the ancient scholar said. ‘My old bones are brittle and the crowd seems somewhat vigorous in its movements.’ 
 
    Merkin Holocaust had left the makeshift stage to be replaced by the Lady Gardeners, the Brentford all-woman morris. They practised weekly at the Rusty Trombone ale house near the river and their band with tabor, western pipes, fiddle, banjo and theremin had the crowd linking arms, kicking high their legs and generally carrying on in a fashion of those who have quaffed too freely and have nary a care for the morning after. 
 
    The giant stood with his head amongst the lower branches of a stately oak. He snapped his fingers in time to the tune and hummed in a basso profundo of a key so low it had yet to be given a name. 
 
    The professor stood upon tippy-toes and gazed upon the crowd that spread before him. 
 
    There were hundreds of people, thousands in fact, perhaps a quarter of Brentford’s entire population. And they danced with such — the professor sought for a suitable word — purpose, that was it. They were clearly enjoying themselves, truly caught up in the moment. But their wide eyes and their fixed smiles troubled the professor. It might well be said that they were going at it a bit too hard. And it was very early on for them all to be drunk. 
 
    Professor Slocombe did not possess the spider senses of Peter Parker, but he had to him a wisdom which spoke in no uncertain terms that something was not right. 
 
    ‘Oh my,’ said the giant, shaking his head. ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘Are you all right up there?’ called the professor. 
 
    ‘I think so, yes. Something seemed to brush past me. Something cold. Yes, see.’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe peered up and for a moment glimpsed something brightly green that seemed to scamper through the branches. 
 
    The giant ducked low his great head. ‘What is that?’ he asked. ‘And yes, see there,’ and he pointed. 
 
    There were flickerings of violent green amidst the other trees. Things were leaping, branch to branch, things most odd indeed. 
 
    ‘Are those monkeys?’ asked the Goodwill Giant. 
 
    ‘Monkeys? No,’ Professor Slocombe peeped and peered. ‘There must be a dozen of them. Keep a wary eye out, Julian.’ 
 
    The band of the Lady Gardeners reached the final number in their set. And as it was a song well known to many Brentonians, many Brentonians sang along with it. 
 
    The song was dedicated to that Christmas season television favourite World’s Strongest Man and went as follows. 
 
      
 
    THE BIG MEN LIFTING THINGS 
 
      
 
    Now I like Father Christmas 
 
    And the presents that he brings, 
 
    But I’d rather watch the big men lifting things. 
 
    And I buy Elvis records, 
 
    But I won’t buy one of Sting’s. 
 
    I’d far rather watch the big men lifting things. 
 
      
 
    Those big men can lift anything at all 
 
    They pick up those Atlas Stones and stick them on the wall. 
 
    Ships and shoes and sealing wax 
 
    And cabbages and kings. 
 
    I’d rather watch the big men lifting things. 
 
      
 
    Now I might go down under 
 
    And live in Alice Springs 
 
    But I’d rather watch the big men lifting things. 
 
    And I might go to Heaven 
 
    Borne aloft on angel’s wings 
 
    But I’d rather watch the big men lifting things. 
 
      
 
    Those big men they pull aeroplanes 
 
    And they pull trucks as well 
 
    They do not wear deodorant 
 
    But I don’t think that they smell. 
 
      
 
    Ships and shoes and sealing wax 
 
    And cabbages and kings 
 
    I’d rather watch the big men lifting things 
 
    COME ON ENGLAND 
 
    I’d rather watch the big men lifting things. 
 
      
 
    The Lady Gardeners left the stage to thunderous applause. 
 
    The giant stooped low and spoke into the professor’s ears. ‘The green things have all gathered in the trees nearest to the stage,’ he said. ‘I don’t like the look of them, professor.’ 
 
    ‘Nor me,’ said the ancient. ‘I think I know what they might be. But they cannot be. Precautions have been taken. Defences made. They cannot be here. Not here and not now.’ 
 
    ‘Let us get closer,’ said the giant. ‘Shall I carry you, sir?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said the professor, ‘that would be most undignified. Let us slip along the edge of the crowd, this side of the trees. Be ready, my friend, something is here that should not be. We must act with caution.’ 
 
    Together they crept forward, moving as stealthily as they could from the cover of one tree to the next. But none of the crowd paid them the slightest attention, their eyes were fixed upon the stage onto which Stephen Pocklington climbed. 
 
    Omally stood in the mosh pit, as it were, leaning his bum upon Marchant’s crossbar and sampling an old-fashioned ale that was new to his tasting. He was only yards away from the stage and as the town clerk approached the microphone John looked up at him with something close to awe. 
 
    Mr Pocklington literally shone. Charisma seemed to ooze from him and spread in joyful waves. As he opened his mouth to address those before him a sudden hush fell over The Butts Estate. 
 
    John Omally glanced about, something now felt very wrong indeed. 
 
    ‘My friends,’ said Stephen Pocklington. ‘Dear people of Brentford. This, as I think you are all now aware, is a very special day. A day unlike to any other. A new beginning. A return you might say to old values. A return to a time that was, well, how might I put this? Or indeed might I put this at all? I think not. And so to officially open the ring road that now encloses the borough, might I ask you, one and all, to please put your hands together, for His Royal Highness, Charles, the Prince of Wales.’ 
 
    Omally did not put his hands together for the Prince of Wales. Omally hailed from Dublin and the good folk there do not hold the English royal family in particularly high esteem. 
 
    The crowd went at it though, as if possessed. Mighty were the cheers that day upon The Butts Estate. Amidst the rousing hoorahs and huzzahs, Prince Charles ambled onto the stage. 
 
    And it was a definite amble, not a march, a stride, or even a strut, as might befit one who was of noble birth. As Omally looked up at the prince, it struck the Irishman that here was a truly lost soul. An amiable enough fellow probably and not at all a bad man by any means. A chap of good intention, who tried his best to do the right thing, if and when he was able. 
 
    But, as had been previously noted, he was no longer a young man. The years had taken their toll upon his looks, his health, his strength and his wits. He was, it seemed to John, but the shell of a man. 
 
    If the crowd in general harboured any such thoughts it was not letting on. The crowd was truly in the spirit of things now and how often do you get to see Prince Charles on a stage in Brentford at this time in the morning? 
 
    The prince did that thing he does with his shirt cuffs when he’s nervous. And through doing that thing he dropped his script onto the stage. The town clerk retrieved it and returned it to him and while the prince bumbled about before the microphone, trying to get the script the right way up, Stephen Pocklington grinned towards the crowd, rolled his eyes and twirled an index finger at his temple. 
 
    This outrageous breach of etiquette, blatant mockery of a royal personage, should have brought the crowd’s damnation. But it did not. 
 
    The crowd roared with laughter. 
 
    John Omally shook his head. 
 
    Prince Charles shook his also. ‘Did one say something witty?’ he asked. 
 
    The crowd once more fell to hilarity. 
 
    ‘You are too kind,’ said the prince. ‘And might one say what a pleasure it is to find oneself in Brad…. Brentford. To open the Prince Charles Circulation System—’ 
 
    Stephen Pocklington frowned at the prince. 
 
    The crowd held its collective breath. 
 
    ‘Or some such,’ the prince continued. ‘Oh deary me,’ and he peered at his script. ‘One hasn’t done this quite right, allow one to go off and come on again.’ 
 
    Silence from the crowd. 
 
    The prince went off then came back on again. 
 
    Mighty roars of applause once more from the crowd. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ said the prince and reading from his script. ‘I always appreciate a warm hand upon my opening.’ 
 
    A moment of silence. 
 
    Then volleys of laughter. 
 
    The town clerk waved to the crowd and left the stage. 
 
    John Omally looked at his watch. The Flying Swan would not be open yet. 
 
    ‘I should like to read,’ read the prince, ‘a poem. Dedicated to this wondrous day. To make it even more lovely, I will read two lines, then you all will repeat the two lines and so on. Won’t that be fun?’ 
 
    Heads nodded wildly. Oh what fun that would be. 
 
    Lily sometimes keeps a bottle of vodka under her counter at the Plume, thought Omally. 
 
    ‘Jolly good,’ said Prince Charles. ‘And so let us begin.’ And he began. 
 
      
 
    Good people of the marsh and heath 
 
    Ye folk above and folk beneath 
 
      
 
    The good people of Brentford parroted the prince’s poetic proclamation. 
 
      
 
    Rejoice with me in magick old 
 
    Raise ancient gods with sacred gold 
 
      
 
    The vociferous vox pop vocalised the versification 
 
      
 
    Oh spirits of the earth and trees 
 
    Come quench the fire and still the seas 
 
      
 
    And thus chorally cried the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Oh nature spirits heed my call 
 
    The circle now encloses all 
 
      
 
    Embracing alliteration, Professor Slocombe tugged the titan’s trouser-wear. ‘Prepare yourself, Julian,’ he cried. ‘I have heard this invocation before.’ 
 
      
 
    I offer up my life to thee 
 
    The future now the past must be. 
 
      
 
    ‘Protect him,’ cried Professor Slocombe. ‘Protect the prince, you must.’ 
 
      
 
    Let me be numbered with the dead 
 
    Let now my royal blood be shed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘No!’ The Goodwill Giant shouted and he plunged into the crowd. Folk tumbled before him and to the right and left. Many cheering as they did so, for here was the famous giant they had read about. Here was fine entertainment indeed. 
 
    John Omally ducked as the giant’s shadow blotted out his little piece of sunshine. Julian Adams flung himself towards the stage where stood the royal prince. 
 
    But then, of a sudden and high in the trees, came terrible screaming wails. The keening banshee cries that rose from green and ghastly throats. And with these dreadful howlings came the twang of leathern strings. As many arrows streaked from many bows. 
 
    Darkening the sky they fell, a baleful blizzard of death. 
 
    Down and down towards the Prince of Wales. 
 
    For he had offered willingly, his royal blood in horrid sacrifice. 
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    Prince Charles looked up to receive applause and found instead that arrows were coming his way. Many arrows and swiftly did they come. 
 
    The prince now made his “alarmed” face, which conveyed its meaning without ambiguity. 
 
    ‘Oh shit,’ said the prince, as one would. 
 
    The crowd was applauding though, with cheers and laughter and some flag waving too. Being an educated man, Prince Charles knew that he could not outrun an arrow, let alone many arrows. And knowing this he realised that in a moment he would surely be numbered with the dead. 
 
    Did, in that brief moment, the life of Prince Charles flash before his eyes? Did he find that he had led a good and honest life? Had his life had meaning? Had the very fact of his being made this world of ours a slightly better, or a slightly worse place to be? For by such a test is a man’s life judged to have had a meaning. 
 
    What thoughts and what conclusions entered the royal head at this moment may never be known. For with a fearsome suddenness the prince’s vision was no longer one filled with streaking arrows. The prince’s vision was now filled with giant! 
 
    Julian Adams leapt over John Omally and spread wide his arms. Arrows spattered into his mighty shoulders and his back. The giant sheltered the prince until the arrows ceased to fall, then slowly turned to confront his tormentors, seeking creatures to kill. 
 
    The prince had fainted dead away and but for a single arrow-nicked finger, which leaked but a little, retained the measure of his royal blood. 
 
    Julian Adams roared in a manner much favoured by the Incredible Hulk. The creatures in the trees were reloading their weapons, the crowd beneath cheered wildly and John Omally crouched behind his bike. 
 
    And now Professor Slocombe gained the stage. Always a favourite with the locals, his appearance gave rise to considerable applause; a Jeremy Corbyn at Glastonbury moment, as it were. 
 
    ‘Save the prince,’ he told Julian Adams. ‘Let me deal with those in the trees.’ And sighting John Omally, Professor Slocombe called to him. ‘Help the giant, John,’ the old man shouted. 
 
    As making a getaway was high upon Omally’s list of immediate priorities, he was happy to oblige and as the giant handed the prince down to him, John Omally draped the royal personage across Marchant’s crossbar and had it away as fast as his toes would carry him. 
 
    The creatures in the trees howled curses and aimed further arrows. Professor Slocombe raised his arms and uttered words of magic. 
 
    To the further joy of the crowd the tree top assassins exploded in brilliant shards of dazzling light. A day-time firework display. 
 
    Professor Slocombe smiled and took a bow. 
 
    ‘For he’s a jolly good fellow,’ sang the crowd. 
 
    The editor of The Brentford Mercury, ale in hand at the beer stall, sought his notebook and his biro. There was definitely a headline in this for tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Jim Pooley bumbled along the High Street. The cheers of joy did not bring joy to his ears. Jim’s head was down as he bumbled and plodded and the flicker of movement in the near distance that suddenly caught his eye, brought even greater sorrows unto Jim. 
 
    For surely there was the Goodwill Giant. But the Goodwill Giant was with Omally. And who? Jim rubbed his eyes — oh say it cannot be — John Omally had the Prince of Wales upon his crossbar. 
 
    ‘I probably have enough cash to check myself into the Priory,’ said Jim. 
 
      
 
    In his office in the town hall, Stephen Pocklington was hastily packing a suitcase. Although the room was rich with trappings of grandeur, the Louis furniture, the Renaissance paintings in their gilded frames, a floor covering that had once by its look graced a sultan’s palace, the town clerk was only packing the contents of desk drawers. And these appeared to consist of coloured stones. 
 
    Upon the Louis desk a telephone began to ring. A quaint old-fashioned brass affair with bells upon the top. 
 
    Stephen Pocklington regarded the ringing phone with a look of fear. He flung himself into his gilded chair and picked up the receiver. 
 
    ‘Dundledots,’ he said in a quavering voice. 
 
    Words poured forth into his ear. Words of a violent nature. 
 
    ‘I did as I was ordered,’ said the assassin formerly known as Stephen Pocklington. ‘No, my Lord, the prince still lives.’ 
 
    There was a silence that the town clerk hoped might last forever. Then a verbal torrent broke upon him. 
 
    ‘A titan, my Lord. The man they call the Goodwill Giant. I had no way of knowing he was in the borough.’ 
 
    Further words of hardness came loudly to his ear. 
 
    ‘Not alone, no my lord. A magician well versed in gramary. He destroyed those of the heath that were summoned to sacrifice the Boy King.’ 
 
    More words. 
 
    ‘Myself, Lord? I am packing to return at once. I can be of no further use to you here.’ 
 
    And more words too. 
 
    ‘But my lord, my position here is compromised. Better to escape now. Royal blood has been spilled upon the land, the plan still holds.’ 
 
    The being known to some as Dundledots held the telephone receiver at arm’s length. The voice from the other end of the line rattled the window panes. 
 
    ‘Hide yourself for now then,’ roared the voice. ‘A coach will come for you at the witching hour.’ 
 
      
 
    John Omally waved foolishly as Leo Felix drove away in his truck with Prince Charles in the back wrapped up in a blanket. 
 
    ‘Are you sure that man can be trusted?’ asked the giant Julian Adams. 
 
    ‘What, Leo?’ said John. ‘For the cash I just paid him, he’ll deliver the prince to Buckingham Palace without any fuss, I promise you.’ 
 
    ‘Then our work here is done,’ the giant sagged slightly at the knees. ‘I must return to the professor’s,’ he said, ‘while I still have the strength left in me to walk.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come too,’ said John. ‘But should you fall, I regret that my crossbar will not carry you.’ 
 
      
 
    Professor Slocombe welcomed in the heroes of the day. 
 
    ‘Fine work gentlemen,’ he said. ‘The prince is away safely?’ he asked of John. 
 
    John Omally nodded. ‘Being driven to the palace,’ he said, ‘but professor—?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ said the scholar. 
 
    ‘Professor, I still have relatives in Dublin. Promise me that they will never hear of my part in this.’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe laughed. ‘Not from me,’ he said. ‘Now lie yourself down upon the lawn, Julian, and Gammon will draw the elf shot from you. 
 
    The giant did as he was bid. 
 
    ‘Elf shot is it?’ said Omally. 
 
    ‘From a species of creature not unknown to those of your part of the world: banshee.’ 
 
    ‘But why, professor? Why here and why try to kill the prince?’ 
 
    ‘Good questions all,’ said the ancient scholar. ‘And I have some of my own. How they entered the Triangle, for one. There is protection in place to ward off this kind of thing. 
 
    Omally’s face was blank of expression. 
 
    ‘Let us see what we shall see,’ said Professor Slocombe, and as Gammon drew elf shot from the giant’s back, to the accompaniment of rumbling grumbles, he took himself over to the birdbath. 
 
    Professor Slocombe passed his hands across the water and whispered words of magic as he did so. 
 
    The water seemed to freeze, turn black then tremble into an image of the borough viewed from high above. 
 
    ‘Spirits of the Heath,’ said the professor, ‘which means that they most likely entered from the South. Across the Thames from Kew Gardens. But how?’ He wiggled his fingers and jiggled his thumbs. The image zoomed in to display the High Street from on high. 
 
    ‘Oh look,’ said John. ‘There’s Jim.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! For the love of God!’ cried the professor. 
 
    ‘It’s only Jim,’ said Omally. 
 
    ‘Not that. Look. Look.’ 
 
    Omally looked and Omally shrugged. 
 
    ‘The Monument,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘The one that commemorates the noble battles of Brentford. It has been torn from its plinth.’ 
 
    ‘Is that bad?’ John dared to ask. 
 
    ‘Bad? It is beyond bad. The monument is a totem. It is a magical column of protection, placed there at the central southern base line of The Brentford Triangle. But how…how?’ 
 
    ‘How?’ asked John. 
 
    ‘How did they destroy it? It would be death to them to even approach it. They must have enlisted the help of someone here. Some human in the borough. Someone who would betray his own kind to aid these spawn of evil.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said John Omally. ‘Or perhaps some unwary fellow, who did not know the importance of the monument.’ 
 
    ‘Such a fool might possibly exist,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘But—’ the professor stared at John. ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ said Omally. 
 
    ‘You!’ said Professor Slocombe. 
 
    ‘Ouch,’ boomed the Goodwill Giant. 
 
    ‘Me? Of course not,’ said Omally. 
 
    ‘Confess,’ said the professor. ‘Or surely I will wreak upon you—’ 
 
    ‘I confess,’ said John. ‘I left a message at my landlady’s that I was away in London last night. Then I drove Leo’s tow truck to the monument, dragged it from its plinth, towed it to the Thames and shunted it in.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ begged the professor. ‘Why would you do such a terrible thing?’ 
 
    ‘Money,’ said John. ‘Nothing more. The town clerk gave Jim and I money and—’ 
 
    ‘Pooley? He was in on this?’ 
 
    ‘Not Jim,’ said John. ‘He was against it from the start. I didn’t know it was so important. But then I do not know anything that is going on here anyway. Creatures in trees? Royal sacrifices? I am so sorry, professor.’ 
 
    ‘You will put it back,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘You will atone for your sin. You will drag the monument from the Thames and re-erect it.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t think—’ 
 
    ‘I will help you,’ the giant rose to his knees and flexed his punctured shoulders. ‘We will do it together.’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe smiled upon the giant. ‘Cometh the hour, cometh the man,’ said he. ‘And you thought yourself afraid, Julian. Yet today you risked your own life to save a fellow man. Unlike this—’ Professor Slocombe made a distasteful face towards Omally. ‘Specimen.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know,’ wailed John. ‘And I did help to save the prince.’ 
 
    ‘Gammon,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘Please bring out drinks of an alcoholic nature to be taken while I explain to Mr Omally just how terribly he has betrayed the borough of Brentford.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Guv’nor,’ said a bearded John to the dismal Jim who sat upon a bench. 
 
    ‘John,’ said Jim, aroused from gloomy thoughts. 
 
    ‘Actually it’s Dave,’ said this John. ‘But I had myself renamed as John to avoid confusion with paternity orders and suchlike—’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Jim. ‘I think you explained all that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we’re here,’ said this John and he indicated his brother, ‘the two of us to up the tarmac, like you said, for fifteen hundred quid of your cash money.’ 
 
    ‘One thousand quid,’ said Jim and he gazed from one John to the other. ‘But I am impressed. You have turned up on time. Do you have pneumatic drills? And please do not respond with trouser jokes.’ 
 
    ‘We have indeed,’ said the other John. ‘And we’re ready to go if you are.’ 
 
    ‘Splendid,’ said Jim. ‘So as I said, just drill down to the cobblestones. Do not damage the cobblestones and the tarmac is all yours to take away and do with as you please.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ said John, ‘both of us together, one each end and steady as you go.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ said Jim. ‘And I’d like you to take down the old street signs and put up the new ones.’ 
 
    ‘For an extra hundred quid?’ said one of the Johns. 
 
    ‘An extra hundred quid,’ Jim Pooley agreed. 
 
    ‘So where are the new street signs?’ asked another of the Johns. 
 
    ‘They’re here,’ said Jim and he rooted into his pocket. 
 
    Both Johns looked on, then both began to laugh. 
 
    ‘It’s not funny,’ said Jim. But to the Johns it was. 
 
    ‘Why are they so tiny?’ one of them asked. 
 
    ‘Because I did not read the description on Amazon closely enough,’ said Jim. ‘The words micro signs were printed in appropriately-sized letters.’ 
 
    ‘John once ordered two tons of hardcore from Amazon,’ said John. ‘Hardcore rubble was what he wanted, I’ll bet you’ll never guess what he got instead.’ 
 
    ‘I bet I will,’ said Jim. ‘You were flogging those porny mags in the Swan for months afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘You bought quite a few, if I recall.’ 
 
    ‘And moving right along,’ said Jim. ‘Get stuck into the High Street with your pneumatic drills and I’ll be back later to see how you’re getting on.’ 
 
    ‘Going back to your office?’ asked a John. 
 
    ‘Business, always business,’ said Jim as he steered his shoes towards the Flying Swan. 
 
      
 
    Drinks were being taken in Professor Slocombe’s garden. 
 
    ‘Allow me to explain,’ said the professor. ‘The pink granite monument, which up until last night adorned our High Street commemorates four historic battles that took place within the borough. In BC 54, when British tribesmen opposed Julius Caesar; 1016, when Edmund Ironside defeated King Canute, right here in the area now known as The Butts Estate. In 1642 when the town was sacked by the forces of King Charles 1. And finally, 1796. When, and I quote, “townsmen loyal and courageous did in the service of Christendom engage in battle and drive forth diverse forces diabolic unto a place from which they were forbidden ever to return”. It is to this final battle that I would draw your close attention.’ 
 
    Omally shifted uneasily. He had already consumed the beer he had been offered but felt it was certainly not his place to ask for more. 
 
    ‘Diverse forces diabolic,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘What might you suppose is meant by that?’ 
 
    John Omally shrugged in further unease. 
 
    ‘Those words were chosen with care, because even though they express something outré and possibly supernatural they avoid the use of a word which nowadays is considered to be one associated with myth and indeed foolishness. The word would be faerie, or fairy as it is popularly written.’ 
 
    Had John Omally been guzzling beer he might perhaps have choked upon it now. 
 
    ‘Fairy?’ said he. ‘Those creatures today were fairies?’ 
 
    ‘They were “of the fairy kingdom” yes. Banshee, wraith, siren, sprite. They go by many names. What did you think they were, John? Little men in monster costumes?’ 
 
    ‘Something evil,’ said John. ‘But fairy?’ 
 
    ‘A most emotive word, almost as emotive as God.’ 
 
    ‘I am a Catholic,’ said John Omally. ‘God, I accept, but fairies—’ 
 
    ‘Yet you come from the land of the leprechaun.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’ll find that leprechauns are the stuff of tall stories that Irishmen spin to gullible tourists,’ said John. 
 
    Professor Slocombe shook his head. ‘Before the year 1796 when the last battle was fought, you would have found it hard to find a man hereabouts who doubted the existence of the fairy folk. Because most men encountered upon them almost daily. They dealt with them in the market place. Drank with them in the ale houses. And fought against them on a regular basis.’ 
 
    ‘But fairies?’ said John, ‘little fluttery things.’ 
 
    ‘As presented in the Victorian cannon of art and literature. And indeed in the famous Cottingley fairy photographs. Which, by the way are quite genuine. Shape-changing is a singularly fairy ability. But there is nothing little and fluttery about them. As you saw today.’ 
 
    ‘The master blasted them with magic,’ said Gammon. ‘Which is really the most efficient way to dispose of them.’ 
 
    ‘It was a battle won too easily,’ said the professor. ‘They were not expecting Julian or myself. Future attacks will not be so easily dealt with.’ 
 
    ‘Future attacks?’ Omally shook his head. 
 
    ‘In 1796 a great battle took place here between the forces of Christendom and the forces of evil. These forces of evil were driven forth to a place from which they were forbidden to return and certain measures of magical protection were put into place to assure that they could not.’ 
 
    ‘So fairies are evil?’ said John. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Professor Slocombe shook his head. ‘Here we have difficulties. Many believe that the fairy is of an order half way between man and the angels. Others, however adhere to the reverse. Half way between man and demon they believe.’ 
 
    ‘So what is the truth?’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe raised his palms. ‘One might quote the great cliché “there are good and bad in all races”,’ said he. ‘It is a very complex matter. Fairies claim that they are the first folk of Earth. That Man came into the world later and drove them from their lands. That the world is predominantly under the control of Man today might tend to reinforce this conviction. Those men who know of such matters and I hold myself to be one of these men, contend that God created Man in his own image and gave him dominion over the Earth. It is all a very vexed question and one that I had hoped I would never be called upon to answer. The battle was fought, the fairy folk were defeated and driven forth. History is the property of the victor. The fairy folk were written from it. But now it would seem they are intent upon making their return. To wage new wars and take back the lands that they feel to be rightfully theirs. The first new war will be fought in Brentford methinks.’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ said Omally to the professor. ‘I can tell by what you say that you would have preferred to remain neutral in this.’ 
 
    ‘I had hoped that I would never be called upon to take sides.’ 
 
    ‘Because, if you will pardon the word, you are a sorcerer?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. Although I consider that the magic I practise is white and never for my own aggrandisement, in earlier times I would have been burned as a witch.’ 
 
    Omally shook his head and said, ‘I am most confused by all this.’ 
 
    ‘But look on the bright side,’ sad the professor. ‘At present you are only a tad confused.’ 
 
    ‘And that is the bright side?’ asked John. 
 
    ‘In the light of what will surely come, it is,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘History, I fear, might well be in for a rewrite.’ 
 
    ‘Shall I return to the house for more drinks?’ asked Gammon, ‘and then, in my infirmity, struggle manfully beneath their weight?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said the professor, ‘you sit down, Gammon, and we will let the fellow who has got us all in this dreadful mess fetch the drinks. Up and at it John and the same again.’ 
 
    John Omally saluted the ancient scholar. ‘Same again with pleasure, sir,’ he said. 
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    Having binned the gruesome elf shot, mowed the lawn, cleaned the downstairs windows and fed the koi carp, John Omally was sent on his way with orders to restore the fallen monument. 
 
    ‘This very night,’ the professor told him. ‘Or else.’ 
 
    Feeling disinclined to rejoin the celebrations, even though The Sumerian Kyngs were now on stage spreading good vibrations with their special brand of suburban psychedelia, John Omally sloped off in search of some peace at the Flying Swan. 
 
    And here found Pooley. Slouched upon a bar stool, elbows on the counter and head bowed low above a pint. 
 
    Omally hoisted himself onto the next stool along, ordered a pint of Quasimodo and assumed a similar steace. 
 
    Neville counted John’s pennies and halfpennies into the till and rang up “no sale”. 
 
    ‘Watchamate Jim,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Watchamate John,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Everything good?’ asked John. 
 
    ‘Never better,’ said Jim. ‘And yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Tickety-boo,’ said John Omally. ‘Everything coming up roses so to speak.’ 
 
    Neville viewed the both of them. Rarely had he seen a more dejected duo ill-favouring his establishment. Being the professional he was, however, he did not ask any questions, but rather took himself to the end of the bar. There to polish glasses and feign nonchalance. 
 
    John Omally sighed and sipped Quasimodo. ‘Do you want to go first?’ he asked of his companion. 
 
    [image: ]Jim Pooley shook his head with vigour. ‘No, please help yourself,’ was his reply. 
 
    ‘There’s been a bit of a situation,’ whispered John. ‘It would appear that an action of mine, carried out as you might imagine, in the spirit of altruism, has slightly backfired.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ said Jim. 
 
    And Neville’s ears pricked up. 
 
    ‘I might have started World War Three,’ said John. 
 
    Pooley spluttered into his beer. 
 
    Neville’s mouth became a perfect O. 
 
    ‘What did you do?’ asked Jim, when he became able. 
 
    ‘I knocked down the monument in the High Street.’ 
 
    ‘You did what?’ roared Neville. ‘You did what, I say?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know it was magic,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Magic?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘You didn’t know?’ Neville had a fair old rave on now. ‘You went to school here, didn’t you?’ 
 
    Both men nodded. 
 
    ‘Every child in the borough is taught the story of the two kings of Brentford and the importance of the monument.’ 
 
    Both men shook their heads. 
 
    ‘Oh right,’ said Neville. ‘Everyone in Brentford except you two idiots.’ 
 
    ‘Harsh,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘But true,’ said John. ‘We did bunk off school a lot.’ 
 
    ‘But why would you do such a thing?’ asked Neville. 
 
    ‘It was the town clerk’s idea,’ said John. ‘When he put us in charge of pedestrianising the town centre.’ 
 
    ‘You?’ puffed Neville. ‘You two?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t know what he was up to,’ said John. ‘He must have been behind the assassination attempt on Prince Charles.’ 
 
    Neville clutched at his heart and managed, ‘What?’ in a cracked little voice. 
 
    ‘But it was all right,’ said John. ‘The giant saved him and the professor dispatched the monsters with magic. And Leo Felix drove the prince to Buckingham Palace and—’ 
 
    ‘Out!’ cried Neville. ‘You bloody lunatics. Out of my pub, you are barred forever more.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do anything,’ pleaded Jim. 
 
    ‘Guilty by association,’ said Neville. 
 
    ‘It will be all right,’ John said. ‘The monument will be re-erected tonight. Jim will help me.’ 
 
    ‘No, I won’t,’ said Jim. ‘This is not my fault.’ 
 
    ‘Drink up and get out the two of you,’ said Neville and he folded his arms and turned his back on the sorry pair. 
 
    ‘Please, Neville,’ Jim wrung his hands. ‘You cannot bar us from the Swan, you can’t.’ 
 
    ‘I can and I have,’ said Neville. ‘You two will be the death of us all.’ 
 
    ‘But Neville—’ 
 
    ‘Drink with haste,’ said the part-time barman. ‘The knobkerrie aches to split your skulls.’ 
 
    The two men drank with haste. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well that might have gone better,’ said Jim, as he and John stood outside in the street. 
 
    ‘He’ll come around,’ said John. ‘He always does.’ 
 
    ‘This time might be different,’ said Jim. ‘What with you bringing on World War Three and everything.’ 
 
    Omally hmmphed and sought his cigarettes. 
 
    ‘And you can get my suit dry-cleaned before you return it,’ said Jim. ‘Is that blood on the sleeve?’ 
 
    ‘Royal blood,’ said John Omally. 
 
    Jim sighed deeply and shook his head. ‘What a dreadful day,’ he said. ‘What a dreadful day.’ 
 
    ‘Cheer up Jim,’ Omally patted his bestest friend on the back. ‘All will be sorted, don’t you worry.’ 
 
    Pooley’s hands were beginning to flap once more. 
 
    ‘And you can just stop that as soon as you like.’ John gave the flapping hands a smack. ‘Because do I have a surprise for you, Jim Pooley.’ 
 
    ‘No more thank you,’ said Jim. ‘I have had quite enough.’ 
 
    ‘Guess who is coming to Brentford tonight,’ said John. 
 
    Jim shrugged and sighed once again. 
 
    ‘The Cheeky Girls,’ said John. ‘To pull the winning ticket.’ 
 
    ‘The bloody who?’ came Neville’s voice through the letterbox. ‘You promised me, Lucy Worsley, just wait there until I fetch the knobkerrie.’ 
 
    ‘Time we were off,’ said John to Jim. ‘I’ll race you to the corner.’ 
 
      
 
    By the time Neville emerged from the Swan, knobkerrie in hand, the two had all but reached the corner. 
 
    And all Neville heard was Pooley’s voice, puffing, ‘John… about… the… lottery.’ 
 
      
 
    Inspectre Sherringford Hovis, once of Scotland Yard, but now, to his vast disgust, upon a seemingly endless secondment to the Brentford Constabulary, peered over his mirrored pince-nez towards the brace of junior plods. 
 
    ‘Stand up straight,’ he ordered his troops. ‘When in a superior officer’s office you must stand up straight.’ 
 
    Constable Meek stood as straight as he could. Constable Gwynplaine just grinned. 
 
    ‘Unbelievable,’ said the Inspectre. ‘We have the reincarnation of Woodstock going crazy ape-shit on The Butts Estate and how many members of the local force are policing this event?’ 
 
    Constable Meek said nothing. Constable Gwynplaine grinned. 
 
    ‘None,’ said Inspectre Hovis. ‘Because you two are it. Do you know who I have just had on the telephone?’ 
 
    The constables slowly shook their heads. Neither had a clue. 
 
    ‘Prince Philip,’ said Inspectre Hovis. ‘Prince f*cking Philip.’ 
 
    Constable Meek blanched somewhat at this. 
 
    Constable Gwynplaine grinned on. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Inspectre Hovis, in reply to an unasked question. ‘The Prince Philip. And he’s a very angry Prince Philip. Because someone in Brentford tried to murder his son.’ 
 
    Inspectre Hovis let these words sink in. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said, gently nodding his head. ‘An assassination attempt upon a prominent member of the royal household. Right here in Brentford. Right beneath our bloody noses and where were you, my bonny lads, when this was going on?’ 
 
    ‘You sent me to the shops to buy biscuits,’ said Constable Meek. 
 
    ‘And you said I was to man the desk and under no circumstances let any more gypsies talk me into giving them free toilet paper,’ said Constable Gwynplaine. 
 
    ‘Priceless,’ said Inspectre Hovis. ‘Oh, and Prince Philip’s missus, who you might recall is the frigging Queen, wants her corgi back.’ 
 
    ‘Her what, sir?’ asked Constable Meek, still standing up straight. 
 
    ‘Apparently,’ Inspectre Hovis now rolled his eyes. ‘Leo Felix, used-car dealer of ill-repute, drove Prince Charles to Buck House in the back of his pick-up truck. He was kindly invited in for a cup of tea, but when he took his leave he apparently did so in the company of one of her Maj’s favourite corgis.’ 
 
    ‘Shit!’ said Constable Meek. 
 
    ‘Language!’ said his superior officer. ‘So, my fine fellows, I want bodies. What do I want?’ 
 
    ‘Bodies,’ the constables agreed. 
 
    ‘Which bodies?’ asked Constable Gwynplaine. 
 
    Inspectre Hovis rolled his eyes once more. ‘We shall start,’ said he, ‘with the mastermind behind the assassination attempt.’ 
 
    The constables made excited faces. 
 
    ‘Who’s that then, sir?’ asked young constable Meek. 
 
    ‘Seemingly Mr Stephen Pocklington, our own town clerk.’ 
 
    ‘Crikey,’ said Constable Meek. ‘Crikey’s all right, isn’t it sir?’ 
 
    ‘Crikey will do,’ said Hovis. ‘According to some garbled account given by Prince Charles, the town clerk set him up as some kind of human sacrifice.’ 
 
    ‘Gosh,’ went Constable Meek. 
 
    ‘And people wonder why I hate Brentford,’ sighed Inspectre Hovis. 
 
      
 
    Behind the reception desk at the town hall sat Ms Samantha Sterne. Displaying an abundance of bosom, but nothing in the way of literary merit. 
 
    She tapped away at her iPad and when caused to look up, due to the sudden police presence before her, offered but a glassy stare and a widely open mouth. 
 
    The two constables wore what body armour they had been able to find. Although the shoulder pads sported by Constable Gwynplaine were clearly of the American football persuasion. Both had riot shields and electric truncheons. 
 
    Inspectre Hovis was in his tweeds, overlaid by a bullet-proof vest he had purchased from eBay. Unlike his junior officers, he did not carry a truncheon. 
 
    Inspectre Hovis carried a sawn-off shotgun. 
 
    ‘Oh my,’ Ms Sterne finally managed. ‘You are big boys, aren’t you? Do you want to put me in handcuffs? Who told you it was my birthday?’ 
 
    ‘Madam,’ said Sherringford Hovis. ‘Allow me to clarify the situation for you right here and now. We are not, I repeat not strip-o-grams.’ 
 
    ‘Aw,’ went Samantha Sterne, putting on a pout. 
 
    ‘A popular mistake,’ said Hovis. ‘With many a comedic opportunity. But not. Do I make myself quite clear?’ 
 
    The budding author nodded sulkily. 
 
    ‘We have a warrant,’ said the Inspectre, ‘for the arrest of Mr Stephen Pocklington.’ 
 
    ‘Oh how exciting,’ said Samantha Sterne. ‘Has he done something terribly naughty? Something racy, perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘I am not at liberty to divulge that information, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Might I have a look at the warrant then?’ Ms Samantha Sterne stretched out her delicate hand. The fingernails were oh-so-long. 
 
    ‘No madam. Now who else is in the building except for Mr Pocklington and yourself?’ 
 
    ‘How did you know Mr Pocklington is here?’ asked Ms Sterne. 
 
    Stuck for an answer Hovis said, ‘We have our sources, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said the lovely lady. ‘Well there is just him and me, as it happens. I think he hopes to take me out to lunch soon.’ 
 
    ‘I regret that he will be denied that pleasure.’ Hovis cocked his sawn-off shotgun. ‘Direct us to his office then quietly leave the building.’ 
 
    ‘I know first aid,’ said Samantha. ‘If anyone gets shot I would be happy to apply pressure.’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully nobody will get shot.’ 
 
    Samantha smiled a carrion smile. ‘First floor, the front office with the great big door. Beautifully decorated it is. Mr Pocklington has exquisite taste. Period furniture, antique French china. He has an original Galle triple-overlay cameo glass desk lamp with gilt bronze swags and inlaid Art Nouveau fruitwood entablatures.’ 
 
    ‘Very nice,’ said Hovis, a man who really knew his table lamps. ‘So madam, if you would kindly take your leave, the professionals will go about their business.’ 
 
    Samantha Sterne arose in a buxom flurry and departed on heels that should only be worn in the bedroom. 
 
    ‘Right then, bonny lads,’ said Hovis. ‘You know the drill. We creep up the stairs, stand to each side of the door—’ 
 
    ‘—in case of gunshots,’ said Constable Meek. 
 
    ‘In case of gunshots, constable, yes. Then I knock and—’ 
 
    ‘—say “open up in the name of the law”,’ said Constable Gwynplaine. 
 
    ‘Bravo, constables,’ said the Inspectre. ‘Then if he does not open up in the name of the law, we kick the door in and Bob’s your uncle—’ 
 
    ‘—Bob’s my uncle?’ queried constable Meek. 
 
    ‘I will fire if necessary. You have my permission to set about him something wicked with your electric truncheons should he choose to put up a fight.’ 
 
    Constable Gwynplaine grinned a little more broadly. The setting about something wicked side of policing was one of his very favourite things. 
 
    ‘Right,’ said Hovis, ‘follow me.’ 
 
    The thickly carpeted stairs allowed for a silent approach and when Inspectre Hovis got to shout, ‘open up in the name of the law,’ it would have come as quite a surprise to anyone sitting in that office. 
 
    The lack of response to the Inspectre’s command, brought joy to Constable Gwynplaine. But the kicking in of the door might have gone better. It was a very sturdy door and put up a silent display of defiance which caused poor Hovis grief. 
 
    As he hopped about on one foot, rueing the day and cursing the name of, Constable Meek stepped forward, turned the handle and pushed the great door open. 
 
    With hearty cries and waving truncheons the constables bounded into the room, followed by their limping superior. 
 
    They were not prepared for the sight that met their eyes. 
 
    Nor indeed the pungent odour that assailed their naked noses. 
 
    Of grandiose furniture and high art hung in gilded frames, the office was, as Mother Hubbard’s famous cupboard, bare. 
 
    Ragged, filthy sacking served as carpet. The desk was a pasteboard table upon twisted rusty legs. The chair a grubby plastic garden jobbie. Where might have been fine paintings, newspaper pages were glued, it seemed, to the walls. 
 
    Around and about lay rotting vegetation and what was very likely human waste. 
 
    Constable Meek threw up on the floor. 
 
    Hovis edged away a fanning his nose. 
 
    Proving to be of remarkably stern stuff, Constable Gwynplaine surveyed the ghastliness of the office. ‘Most odd,’ said he, ‘most odd.’ 
 
    ‘Odd?’ called Hovis. ‘He left us a two-fingered calling card, I’d say.’ 
 
    Constable Gwynplaine shook his head. ‘This was not done today,’ he said. ‘The way the stains have spread, the way the newspaper pages curl at the edges. None of this is new at all.’ 
 
    Inspectre Hovis returned to the room, an oversized red gingham handkerchief worn cowboy-style about his chops. ‘Good work, constable,’ he said. ‘Fine observation. And yes,’ he poked about with the toe of his immaculately polished brogue, repelled by the stickiness it encountered, ‘you would appear to be right, this filth and fetor has been this way for months, by the looks.’ 
 
    ‘But the lady with the big charlies said—’ put in Constable Meek. 
 
    ‘Yes she did and in some detail.’ Hovis nodded thoughtfully. ‘This is a job for the boys of Forensic. They’ll get to the roots of it.’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ said Constable Gwynplaine, putting up his truncheon. ‘Sir, as you know the force in Brentford has been reduced due to government cut backs.’ 
 
    Inspectre Hovis made the grimmest of faces. 
 
    ‘Which is why there’s just the three of us, sir. Which I think makes you the head of forensics.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly a job I’d relish.’ Hovis coughed uneasily into his bandit-style nose-guard. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ said Constable Gwynplaine once more. ‘Any closer examination of this unsavouriness would prove unnecessary, if one were to accept an explanation, which although on the face of it might appear ludicrous, from a detached viewpoint, is the only possible explanation that could fit the bill. As it were. Sir.’ 
 
    ‘Eloquently put, constable. But what are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Well sir, we must assume that the blousey lady downstairs was not knowingly trying to mislead us.’ 
 
    Hovis nodded. 
 
    ‘She must have entered this office time and again over previous months.’ 
 
    Hovis nodded once more. 
 
    ‘And she saw only works of art and antique furniture.’ 
 
    Hovis cocked his head upon one side. ‘Are you suggesting what I think you are suggesting?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I feel so, sir,’ said Gwynplaine. ‘The dictionary definition is, I believe, “an enchantment placed upon a person or persons to create an illusory attractiveness and beauty. A magical deception”.’ 
 
    ‘You speak of The Glamour,’ said Hovis. 
 
    ‘I do, sir, it’s the only explanation.’ 
 
    Inspectre Hovis ground his teeth. ‘I really hate Brentford,’ he said. 
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    John and Jim sat dejectedly in the saloon bar of the Rusty Trombone. Around and about them morris dancers jigged, as the Lady Gardeners played. 
 
    John Omally’s head was fairly buried in his hands. ‘Raffle tickets,’ he said for the umpteenth time. ‘Norman sold them raffle tickets. Thousands and thousands and—’ 
 
    ‘—thousands,’ said Jim. ‘And each book with the same numbers.’ 
 
    ‘To use the modern vernacular,’ said John. ‘We’re toast.’ 
 
    ‘It’s that we again,’ said Jim. ‘You forgot to have the lottery tickets printed, John. You and no-one else.’ 
 
    John shook his head. ‘But we still have money left.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have much,’ said Jim. ‘I’ll have to pay the bearded Johns later.’ 
 
    ‘The bearded Johns?’ asked John Omally. ‘Is this another morris dancing band?’ 
 
    ‘Hairy Dave and Jungle John,’ Jim explained. ‘Dave has changed his name to John to avoid any further confusion.’ 
 
    ‘You have employed those two dead-heads to up the tarmac?’ 
 
    ‘Who else is there in Brentford?’ 
 
    ‘We’re toast,’ said John. 
 
    ‘You really booked The Cheekies?’ asked Jim. ‘Really?’ 
 
    John nodded and sipped at substandard beer. ‘One of them really fancies you,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I have never met a Cheeky Girl,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Your passport is in your jacket pocket here. I showed them your photo.’ 
 
    ‘Passport?’ said Jim. ‘I wonder where I might have been going.’ 
 
    ‘It is out of date,’ said John. 
 
    ‘But one of the talented twins fancies me, which one?’ 
 
    ‘Does it matter?’ asked John. ‘They both look the same.’ And John sighed, which was something he rarely did. ‘Oh, the Cheekies,’ he sighed. 
 
    ‘And one each,’ said Jim. ‘Wouldn’t that be a dream come true?’ 
 
    ‘There must be something we can do,’ John said. 
 
    ‘We could take what money we have and run away with the Cheekies,’ Jim suggested. 
 
    ‘You are wise beyond your years, Jim Pooley. But the monument must be replaced upon its plinth or surely will Professor Slocombe wreak evil havoc upon me. And I must repair the damage I have done. I have put the borough in terrible, terrible danger.’ 
 
    ‘You have a good heart my friend,’ said Jim. ‘You are a greedy, unscrupulous womanizer, but you do have a good heart.’ 
 
    ‘And a conscience,’ said John. ‘And a loyalty to the borough.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll help you with the monument,’ said Jim. ‘But then I am sure you knew that I would.’ 
 
    ‘I hoped,’ said John. ‘And you have a very big heart, my friend.’ 
 
    ‘We could ask Mr Pocklington for another advance,’ said Jim. 
 
    John now did coughings into his beer. ‘I don’t think we’ll be seeing Mr Pocklington again,’ said he. ‘From what I saw and what the professor said and putting two and two together, as it were, Mr Pocklington would seem to be the evil mastermind behind all of this.’ 
 
    ‘And the ring road is all his idea. So what is the point of the ring road, do you know?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t the faintest idea, my friend, but no doubt it will all be explained in good time.’ 
 
    ‘That is often the way of things,’ said Jim. ‘And so,’ Jim rubbed his hands together, ‘we must apply our considerable intellects to the problem of the lottery.’ 
 
    ‘There is one obvious way of dealing with it,’ said John. 
 
    ‘I thought we’d agreed,’ said Jim, ‘that running is out of the question.’ 
 
    ‘Not running,’ said John. ‘I mean the other obvious way.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ Jim enquired. 
 
    ‘Dishonesty,’ said John Omally. ‘We fix the lottery.’ 
 
      
 
    SIX LITTLE KNOWN FACTS ABOUT 
 
    THE CHEEKY GIRLS 
 
      
 
    Fact 1. 
 
    The Cheeky Girls can trace their ancestry back 
 
    to Vlad the Impaler. 
 
      
 
    Fact 2. 
 
    Both the Cheeky girls hold degrees in Social 
 
    Anthropology. Gabriella’s is quoted in Jennifer 
 
    Naylor’s forthcoming PhD thesis. 
 
      
 
    Fact 3. 
 
    If you multiply the height of a Cheeky Girl (168cm) 
 
    by 82.74, it equals the height of the 
 
    great pyramid of Giza (139m) 
 
      
 
    Fact 4. 
 
    If you lay the Cheeky Girls end 
 
    to end upon a feather bed, 
 
    you are very lucky indeed! 
 
      
 
    Fact 5. 
 
    If you thought Fact 4 was 
 
    funny, then SHAME ON YOU! 
 
      
 
    Fact 6. 
 
    When touring, the Cheekies travel 
 
    in a custom-built Dormobile 
 
    camper (The Cheekymobile). It has 
 
    its own inbuilt Jacuzzi and a 
 
    full-sized snooker table. 
 
      
 
    By the most tenuous of links Norman had once owned a snooker table. The improvements he had made to it in order to “up the game” had failed to impress the World Snooker Association, who had that year burned Norman in effigy at the Lewes Bonfire Night celebrations. 
 
    Ding, went the bell on Norman’s door and in walked Jim and John. 
 
    ‘Gentlemen,’ said Norman, ‘you only just caught me. I am about to go off and join the celebrations.’ 
 
    ‘Splendid,’ said John. ‘We just popped in to pick up all the money you’ve taken from selling lottery tickets.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Norman. It was a meaningful ‘Ah’. 
 
    ‘I will gladly purchase a carrier bag to put it in,’ said John. 
 
    Norman scratched his chin and shook his head. 
 
    ‘You are scratching your chin,’ observed John. 
 
    ‘And shaking your head,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Norman. ‘Here indeed I feel we are faced with what I would call a conundrum. You see I haven’t actually sold any lottery tickets. I sold raffle tickets. My raffle tickets. So you can hardly expect me to contribute money I earned from selling my raffle tickets to any lottery fund.’ 
 
    ‘Bravo Norman,’ said Omally. ‘I could not have put it better myself.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t?’ asked Norman. 
 
    ‘No sir,’ said John. ‘I have to say that you have taken a great weight from my mind.’ 
 
    ‘I have?’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘Yes indeed,’ said John. ‘Frankly this entire lottery ticket business was a terrible burden. Poor Jim here has been nearly tearing his hair out with the worry of it all.’ 
 
    ‘I have?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘You have,’ said John. 
 
    ‘But,’ said John. ‘You, Norman, have put it all to rights. When I take to the stage at The Butts Estate this evening at eight o’clock sharp, it will be a great relief for me to say that due to a technical oversight no official lottery tickets at all have been sold. Only raffle tickets, your raffle tickets. From your shop.’ 
 
    Norman shifted uneasily in his work coat. 
 
    ‘Naturally there will be some sorrow amongst those who purchased raffle tickets hoping to nab that five-thousand-pound prize, but I am sure that you will find words of comfort to offer them when they appear upon your shop doorstep.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think they will carry flaming torches?’ Jim asked John. 
 
    ‘Bound to,’ said John. ‘And tar and feathers too. But Norman will sort it all out for them, because they are Norman’s raffle tickets. Thank goodness we are no longer involved. Farewell Norman.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear me,’ said the shopkeeper. 
 
    ‘Of course these horrors, the burnings, the tar and feathering, the possible loss of life might be averted.’ 
 
    ‘They might?’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘They might,’ said John. ‘Allow me to explain.’ 
 
      
 
    Old Pete was quietly watering his monkeys when three shadows fell upon his plot. 
 
    The old one viewed his visitors with a red-rimmed quizzical eye. There stood Norman, out of his shop but still in his shop coat, looking somewhat twitchy. Beside him Omally in Pooley’s best suit, a bulging carrier bag clutched to his chest. And there was Jim, who was simply Jim, the way Jim always was. 
 
    ‘Well blow me down,’ said Old Pete. ‘It’s the Three Stooges. Are you planning a comeback tour? I thought you were dead.’ 
 
    ‘Most amusing,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ said Old Pete. 
 
    ‘WHERE IS YOUR NEW HEARING AID?’ shouted Norman. 
 
    Old Pete dragged it from his coat. ‘It doesn’t work,’ he told the shouting shop man. 
 
    ‘It does,’ Norman checked the device, adjusted the earpieces and thrust the whole onto the elder’s head. 
 
    A moment passed, then Old Pete’s face lost all of its grumpy aspect, became a thing of zen beatitude. 
 
    ‘Oh my,’ said the ancient. ‘Oh wonder indeed,’ then, ‘what’s all that bloody racket?’ 
 
    ‘Celebrations for the opening of the ring road,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Not so bloody loud,’ said Old Pete. 
 
    ‘A big party in The Butts Estate,’ whispered John. 
 
    ‘Well, tell them to turn it down.’ 
 
    ‘How would you like to earn five hundred pounds?’ whispered John. 
 
    ‘Who do you want me to kill?’ asked Old Pete, for the joke was old when he was very young. 
 
    ‘Humour,’ said Norman, ‘more difficult than—’ 
 
    ‘We dropped that,’ said Jim. ‘It wasn’t funny.’ 
 
    ‘Five hundred pounds?’ said Old Pete. ‘In cash?’ 
 
    John patted his carrier bag. ‘Allow me to explain,’ said he. 
 
      
 
    The Cheeky Girls need no explanation. Their style, their charm, their talent all speak for themselves. Seven of the evening clock found them in the Cheekymobile heading round the new ring road in search of the Brentford turnoff. 
 
    By seven it might have been supposed that the all day party in The Butts Estate would be dying down and petering out. But oh, not a bit of it. 
 
    If anything the celebrating had become amplified with the arrival of numerous out-borough types to whom word of the on-going festivities had reached. There was good rocking out on The Butts. And as the word which had reached out all around and about included mention that The Cheeky Girls were due to make an appearance, the electrifying buzz of expectation heightened the excitement. That and the enormous quantity of illicit substances that were being smoked upon this special day. 
 
    In the all but empty bar of the Amphibian’s Arms four men and a dog sat and whispered in a conspiratorial manner. Although the dog was mostly keeping watch and was not involved in the actual conversation. 
 
    ‘Let us just run through this one more time,’ whispered John Omally. ‘When the Cheeky Girls arrive I will lead them onto the stage and introduce them. You, Norman, will then bring on the bucket of ticket stubs. The Cheekies will dig in, pass the stub to me and I will read the number out. The number will be one hundred and one.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ asked Old Pete. 
 
    ‘Because all my raffle ticket books only go up to one hundred,’ said Norman. ‘So any number between one and one hundred would mean about three hundred people claiming the win.’ 
 
    ‘You buffoons really cocked this up didn’t you!’ said Old Pete. 
 
    ‘And you will benefit from this cock up,’ said John. ‘Because when I call out number one hundred and one, you will step up onto the stage and be declared the winner.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t have ticket one hundred and one,’ said Old Pete. 
 
    ‘No-one does,’ Omally’s voice became raised. ‘That’s the point of this deception.’ 
 
    ‘Only winding you up,’ said the old one. ‘And you want to calm down, Jim Pooley, I can hear your heart pounding away in your chest.’ 
 
    ‘Something is bound to go wrong,’ said Jim. ‘I just know it.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing will go wrong,’ said John. ‘I will be the one holding the microphone and I will be the one announcing the winning number. What could possibly go wrong?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be fine, Jim,’ said Old Pete. ‘With five hundred quid at stake, believe me, I can assure you that nothing will be allowed to go wrong. Eh, Chips?’ 
 
    Young Chips bared his teeth at Jim. 
 
    Jim just shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes things go so wonderfully well that you feel as if some power far greater than yourself must be smiling down from a blessed abode to touch you with its kindness. 
 
    Sometimes things go otherwise, but let us not dwell upon that. 
 
    The driver of the Cheekymobile, being a thoroughly modern fellow, well-versed in present day technology, had simply typed the name Brentford into his satnav. The fact that the new ring road was not programmed into this satnav began to make itself known during the second circumnavigation of the borough. 
 
    ‘I’ll take the turn off for Kew,’ he said, ‘and we’ll work it out from there.’ 
 
    The Cheekies, playing snooker, did not hear him. 
 
    They first became aware that things might not be going entirely to plan when the driver drew up at the roadworks sign and found he could drive no more. Two great bearded sweating men were worrying the way ahead with road drills. 
 
    ‘I think we’ll have to walk from here,’ said the driver. 
 
    The twin songstresses, in their sequined pink bikinis and their four inch heels weren’t keen. 
 
    The driver, who also served as roadie, minder, manager and Mr Fixit and who knew the ways of life on the road (having once served as Lemmy’s mole-wrangler) said, ‘leave it to me’ and climbed from the cab. 
 
    The adorable twosome peeped through a lace-curtained window and watched their employee engage in conversation with the two bearded men. Presently he returned to the cab in the company of these fellows. 
 
    ‘This is John and John,’ said he. ‘And very great fans of your work.’ 
 
    ‘We are indeed,’ said one of the Johns, the one who had lately been Dave. 
 
    ‘They have agreed that they will carry you over the newly-exposed cobblestones on their shoulders to the venue in The Butts Estate.’ 
 
    ‘With the greatest of pleasure,’ said John number two. ‘And at no charge at all.’ 
 
    The Cheekies, each a sophisticated chanteuse and holder of a doctorate, viewed the two bearded workmen, each dust-covered yet profusely sweating and each stripped down to the waist. 
 
    ‘Yes, please,’ they agreed, without further delay. 
 
      
 
    John Omally studied his nice new wristwatch. ‘They should have been here by now,’ he said. 
 
    John stood with Jim and with Norman to the side of the makeshift stage. Norman had the bucket of raffle ticket stubs and all the three men lacked for was a pair of Cheeky Girls. 
 
    ‘They are superstars,’ said Jim. ‘You can’t expect them to be on time.’ 
 
    John glanced once more at his brand new wristlet watch. 
 
    ‘And where did that watch come from?’ Pooley asked. 
 
    ‘Never mind about that,’ said John. 
 
    ‘We want the Cheekies,’ cried someone. 
 
    And, as the music had stopped, this cry was soon taken up. ‘We want the Cheekies’, it went, growing louder. 
 
      
 
    The Cheeky Girls sat in the small beer garden to the rear of the Flying Swan. Neville enforced a strict NO SHIRTS, NO SERVE policy, but as trade was slack, being no trade at all, he had allowed the Johns to purchase drinks as long as they stayed out of sight in the back, where Neville stacked the beer crates. 
 
    Of course Neville should have been furious, because he had after all wanted Lucy Worsley to grace the Flying Swan with her cultivated presence. But when you meet Their Cheekinesses in the flesh as it were — Neville’s good eye had glazed and words of solicitation issued from his mouth. 
 
    ‘It’s called Quasimodo,’ said the John who was Dave. ‘I think it will appeal to your palate.’ 
 
    The delectable duo quaffed Quasimodo. 
 
    Monica fished into her bikini top and brought out a silver cigarette case. ‘Anyone care for a fag?’ she enquired. 
 
      
 
    ‘WE WANT THE CHEEKIES.’ 
 
    ‘WE WANT THE CHEEKIES.’ 
 
    The crowd had quite agreed on what it wanted. 
 
    With his hands clamped over his earholes, Jim Pooley shouted to John that now might be the time to take to the stage. 
 
    Omally, never a man to dither, did that very thing. 
 
    The chanting turned to cheers, because, perhaps, he had actually come on stage to introduce the lovely ones. Omally raised his hands and waved and reached the microphone. 
 
    ‘Hello Brentford,’ he shouted into it. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I should simply run away now,’ said Pooley to himself. 
 
    ‘I have just heard from the event’s organiser that the Cheeky Girls are on their way,’ said John, in a manner most convincing. ‘Let’s give them another five minutes and if they don’t turn up by then, I’ll pull the winning lottery ticket myself and get the ladies to sing you an extra song when they do arrive.’ 
 
    The crowd seemed satisfied with his. 
 
    Omally left the stage. 
 
      
 
    ‘Does anyone know the time?’ asked Monica Cheeky. 
 
    ‘It’s early yet,’ said a bearded John. ‘I’ll get us in another round before we hit the road.’ 
 
      
 
    Old Pete stood before the stage with Norman’s brass contraption on his head. ‘Get a bloody move on,’ he mouthed towards Omally. 
 
    The chanting of WE WANT THE CHEEKIES had now altered to WE WANT THE LOTTERY, which to John Omally’s ears seemed most encouraging. 
 
    Back onto the stage and back to the mike went John. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ he said to the crowd. ‘Let’s wait around no more. We’ll pull the winning ticket now and when the Cheeky Girls do get here we’ll have them perform a full concert, what do you say?’ 
 
    The crowd cheered in a manner that left no room for doubt. Lottery now and then a Cheeky-fest. 
 
    ‘Bring on that bucket of ticket stubs,’ cried John Omally. 
 
    Norman tottered on to the stage in his shop coat, holding the bucket of ticket stubs in outstretched hands before him. A slight evening breeze ruffled the shopkeeper’s eyebrows. A breeze sufficient to waft the stubs from his bucket and into the crowd, perhaps?’ 
 
    But no. 
 
    ‘Mr Norman Hartnell, everyone.’ John Omally shook Norman’s hand. Norman might have dropped the bucket. 
 
    But no. 
 
    ‘Right then,’ said John. ‘I shall dig my hand in upon the count of three and draw the winning number. Count along with me if you will.’ 
 
    The crowd obliged and John dipped in his hand. 
 
    He might certainly have upended the bucket into the crowd. 
 
    But no. 
 
    ‘The winning number is—’ 
 
    The crowd, as one, had their tickets out. The crowd was oh so silent. 
 
    ‘Lottery ticket number…wait for it …one hundred’ (a great many members of the crowd gasped) ‘yes, one-hundred-and-one!’ 
 
    ‘Aw,’ went oh so many folk. 
 
    ‘I have the winning ticket,’ cried Old Pete. 
 
    ‘Gentleman down at the front,’ said Omally. ‘Give him a round of applause.’ 
 
    In the spirit of the wondrous day the crowd did clap a little. There was a bit of cheering too from those who felt inclined. 
 
    ‘Well done old chap,’ called someone to the rear of Pete and clapped him on the back. 
 
    The old one stumbled forward and his hearing aid fell off. 
 
    ‘Bloody idiot!’ cried the winner of the lottery, dragging his hearing aid up from the ground and ramming it back on his head. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ said Omally. ‘Give it up for the old gentleman. Brentonians are noted for their sportsmanship.’ 
 
    The crowd gave it up with a quantum of vigour. 
 
    Old Pete dragged himself onto the stage. ‘Bloody hearing aid has broken again,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ said Omally, waving the carrier bag. ‘Come up to the microphone and collect your winnings.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ said Old Pete. 
 
    Omally beckoned. ‘Come on if you please,’ said he. 
 
    Old Pete shuffled forward, his stick click-clacking on the floor of the stage. As he reached the mike Omally took his free hand and gave it a shake. 
 
    ‘Congratulations,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Can’t hear a bloody word,’ said Old Pete. ‘Just pass me the cash as we planned it you sod and I’ll be off on my way.’ 
 
    The crowd, as one, heard all of these words as they poured out of the speakers. There came some mumblings from the crowd at this. 
 
    ‘So what do you intend to spend it on?’ John asked. 
 
    ‘Give me my money now before anyone twigs that they’ve been cheated,’ went Old Pete. 
 
    Norman, standing so close as he was, was the first to notice that Old Pete’s lips were not moving. 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ said Norman. ‘He’s got the headphones on the wrong way round again. They are broadcasting his thoughts to the crowd.’ 
 
    ‘How did the old geezer say that without moving his lips?’ shouted someone. 
 
    ‘And what’s all this about being cheated?’ cried someone else. 
 
    ‘And I was only one number away from winning,’ cried someone else. 
 
    ‘Me too,’ cried numerous other someones overhearing this. 
 
    ‘Hurry up, John, and give me the cash before this bunch of morons catch on,’ came Old Pete’s voice so very loud and clear. 
 
      
 
    It takes but a moment to move a crowd from merriment to madness. 
 
    And this was one of those moments. 
 
    Oh indeed. 
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    The editor of The Brentford Mercury found himself spoiled for choice. This morning it had all seemed oh so simple. 
 
      
 
    X MAN GIANT SAVES 
 
    PRINCE CHARLES FROM 
 
    SPACE GREMLINS 
 
      
 
    And with only two major inaccuracies there it did not qualify as fake news. 
 
    But now, with all this going on… 
 
      
 
    The editor had lived in Brentford for almost all of his life and could remember many notable occasions. Brentstock, for instance, that three-day celebration of love, peace and music, held upon the St Mary’s Allotments, with such stars as Bob Dylan (not to be confused with the other Bob Dylan) in attendance. 
 
    And who could forget Cowboy Night at the Flying Swan? Or that darts match, during which the Great Pyramid of Giza (82.74 times the height of a Cheeky Girl) materialised upon the sacred soil of Griffin Park football ground? 
 
    Memorable moments. 
 
    But now, tonight. 
 
    The editor had so very many options, what with all the burnings and the lootings. 
 
    From the safety of a high oak branch, he viewed the mischief-making and as the crowd-turned-mob stormed the stage, marvelled that a single pensioner in the company of his dog could so successfully hold them at bay. 
 
    Recalling a comic book hero, The Wolf of Kabul, the editor penned these words, “swinging his cane in the manner of Chung’s clicky-ba, the ancient warrior split many skulls in defence of his carrier bag”. 
 
    The martial pensioner had made his escape by the time the stage took fire. 
 
    Now, although much mob action is often precipitated by a single “Lord of Misrule”, stirring trouble, inciting violence and giving purpose to the venting of a collective spleen, there will many times be found within, factions with personal axes to grind. 
 
    And, in a world where sexual discrimination and the infamous glass ceiling still predominate, the editor was heartened to view quite so many women laying into so many men. 
 
    “—these Amazons, these present-day daughters of Athena the Huntress threw themselves with vigour into the fray”. 
 
    In the editor’s humble opinion, this was award-winning stuff. For too long had The Brentford Mercury been denied the plaudit Newspaper of the Year. 
 
    His account of tonight’s events would surely change all that. And he could see it now, tomorrow’s headline. So simple, so pithy and succinct. 
 
    THE RAFFLE RIOTS 
 
    And below, the words— 
 
    I WAS THERE 
 
      
 
    A beer bottle struck the editor’s head and he fell out of his tree. 
 
      
 
    Alleyways are popular when it comes to taking shelter from a riot. But then alleyways are always popular. 
 
    Popular with young lovers who cannot contain their passion. Popular with doggies when they choose to do their business. Popular with burglars when they seek illegal entry. Popular with 1950s genre detectives who strictly adhere to the four location rule. 
 
    P.P. Penrose (a man who has not been forgotten in our narrative, and whose moment will come) had his private eye Lazlo Woodbine (the genre detective) get into many a sticky situation in an alleyway. Laz tended to employ his trusty Smith and Westlife at such times. 
 
    And although today, when the casual gunning-down of suspects by trench-coated detectives has become little other than a fond recollection of a happier and more innocent age, there are still some who would seek to re-establish the practice. 
 
    Such as those upon this night that carried the flaming torches. 
 
    Jim and John cowered in an alleyway and neither held much hope for their survival. 
 
    ‘I hate to say, I told you so,’ said Jim, with a shiver and a shake. ‘But then again, as you assured me that nothing could go wrong, I can only assume that I’m in my bed and simply dreaming this.’ 
 
    ‘Things did not go precisely as I planned them,’ mumbled John. ‘But it can hardly be considered my fault.’ 
 
    The sound of a muffled explosion reached them, followed by that of rapid machine gun fire. 
 
    ‘That will be the lads from Special Forces,’ said John. ‘I thought I spied one of their stealth helicopters earlier. Everything will soon be under control.’ 
 
    ‘The mob carried off Norman,’ said John. ‘I overheard talk of them building a wicker man.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get your genres jumbled, Jim, as your daddy used to sing!’ 
 
    ‘My daddy sung no such thing,’ said Jim. ‘Although I do recall him saying something else to me when I was a lad. “Stay away from that ne’er-do-well Omally”, I believe were his words. “For he will end his days at the end of a rope” were his words also.’ 
 
    ‘Such wit!’ said John. ‘Even in the face of dire adversity, you are a little ray of sunshine, Jim.’ 
 
    Pooley shook his head in sadness. ‘You might want to reconsider making a speedy departure from the borough,’ said he. ‘While breath remains within you.’ 
 
    ‘There is still the matter of the monument,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Cast such a matter from your mind, my friend. This night is over for us.’ 
 
    Searchlights now flashed down from a silently circling stealth helicopter, adding just that little bit more to the tension. 
 
    Omally gazed again at his nice new wristlet watch. ‘It’s getting on for ten,’ said he. ‘And since that chap in the armoured troop carrier broadcast the reading of the riot act through his public address system, the mayhem has certainly lessened.’ 
 
    ‘And so?’ asked Jim. 
 
    ‘We lie low for now, I have arranged to pick up Leo’s truck at midnight and meet the giant at the place where the monument once stood.’ 
 
    ‘And the monument is now in the river, where?’ 
 
    ‘At the bottom of Ferry Lane. But it’s not in deep, the giant will soon have it out.’ 
 
    ‘And we will all live happily ever after,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘It has to be done, Jim. The giant and I will do it with you, or without you. There really is no reason for you to get involved, none of this is actually your fault.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder what happened to the Cheeky Girls,’ said Jim. 
 
      
 
    Having left the Flying Swan some two hours earlier, light-headed from several pints of Quasimodo, the gorgeous girlies had returned to the Cheekymobile in the company of the bearded and bare-chested Johns. 
 
    The driver, being the professional he was, expressed no surprise at this, he lived only to serve his esteemed employers and was eager to indulge their every whim. 
 
    The Johns viewed the girls, the Jacuzzi and the snooker table. And agreed that this was shaping up as a night to be remembered. 
 
      
 
    ‘I remember…’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Don’t start,’ said John. ‘We should find somewhere else to hole up for a couple of hours.’ 
 
    ‘A pub?’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think so. But I could certainly do with a drink to be sure.’ 
 
    ‘The allotments,’ said Jim. ‘There’ll be no-one there at this time in the evening and you always have a bottle or two in your shed.’ 
 
    ‘Jim Pooley, you are the man,’ said John. ‘And I know a short-cut too.’ 
 
      
 
    Perhaps Lady Luck had changed her mind about John and Jim and decided to spread a little joy in their direction. For although the two crept through many back gardens, some the haunt of bad-tempered dogs with a love for human flesh, they went unmolested. No retired major in nightshirt and cap aimed a blunderbuss towards them. No man-traps closed sprung metal jaws about them (although perhaps the likelihood of this was not great). Neither did they fall through a fissure in the Earth’s crust to be roasted in magma. Nor unwarily step through a shed door and enter Banarnia. All went rather well for John and Jim. 
 
      
 
    The St Mary’s Allotments by moonlight. There’s a thing. The work of John Betjeman once more springs to mind. 
 
      
 
    Silver tinted by the moon, 
 
    Night-questioned by an owl, 
 
    Be-jewel-éd  as a princely spoon, 
 
    Behold my father’s trowel. 
 
      
 
    His shed a castle in my youth, 
 
    His hose an anaconda, 
 
    My brother Paul once broke a tooth, 
 
    While singing “Help me Rhonda”. 
 
      
 
    Well, they can’t all be winners. 
 
      
 
    The two friends sat before Omally’s shed. 
 
    Sharing a bottle of home-made spud gin and a tailor-made Passing Cloud. 
 
    ‘I didn’t think they made these fags any more,’ said John. 
 
    ‘They are making a comeback apparently, Norman s getting new stock in, as well as traditional sweeties.’ 
 
    ‘Assuming, Jim, that Norman’s establishment is not even now in smoking ruination.’ 
 
    ‘Norman never means anyone any harm,’ said Jim. ‘Norman is a kindly soul.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed. So let us hope he is well.’ 
 
      
 
    Norman was well and he had not been burned in a wicker man. He had followed Old Pete and taken shelter in his house. The two sat in the oldster’s kitchen. Norman trying to refix his contraption, Old Pete counting out money on the table. 
 
    ‘A profitable night’s work,’ said the ancient fellow. ‘And I quite enjoyed all that walloping folk with my stick.’ 
 
    Norman rolled his eyes and diddled with his old screwdriver. ‘I will get this working properly in time,’ he told Old Pete. ‘For a willing horse pulls harder on the plough and baby you’re a rich man too.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ came the not unexpected reply. 
 
      
 
    Jim lay on his back and viewed the heavens. 
 
    ‘What is that up there?’ he asked Omally. 
 
    Omally peered into the firmament. ‘What do you mean?’ he said. 
 
    ‘There was a flicker, yes look there it goes again.’ 
 
    Jim peered and John peered. Peer, peer, peer. 
 
    Above them on this Midsummer’s Eve strange colours roiled and twisted in the sky. 
 
    ‘It’s the Aurora Borealis,’ said John. ‘The Northern Lights and I’ve never seen them this far south before. Must be this hot weather.’ 
 
    ‘Oh how wonderful,’ said Jim. ‘And it is surely a sign in the heavens that everything will be all right with the world.’ 
 
    ‘I might need to consume another bottle of this before I endorse that conclusion,’ said John. ‘But it is indeed staggeringly beautiful.’ 
 
    The two men lay and smoked and drank and gazed in awe at the spectacle above. Luminous wisps of green twirled in upon themselves. Yellow ribands dangled in the cosmos. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ went Jim, ‘it prickles.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ went John, for he had felt it too. 
 
    ‘The hairs are standing up all over me,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘It’s static electricity,’ a sparkling corona encircled Omally’s head. 
 
    ‘I like it, but I don’t like it,’ said Jim. ‘Make it stop now please.’ 
 
    ‘St Elmo’s Fire,’ said John, as light made sparkler cracklings across shed roof peaks and fizzed at the tips of bean poles. ‘We’re getting the full monty tonight to be sure.’ 
 
    ‘My hair is standing on end,’ wailed Jim. 
 
    ‘Mine too,’ said John. 
 
    ‘And what’s that?’ Jim pointed with a neon fingertip. Something round and ghostly was drifting across the allotments. Something that glowed very brightly and didn’t look too much fun. 
 
    ‘That,’ said John. ‘Is ball lightning.’ 
 
    ‘You certainly know your meteorological phenomena,’ said the fiercely lit-up Jim. 
 
    ‘And I know when to make myself scarce,’ said John. ‘For if ball lightning hits you, I hear you go up in smoke.’ 
 
    ‘Inside the hut,’ cried Jim. 
 
    And inside the hut they went. Stepping nimbly over the ubiquitous half a bag of solid cement. 
 
    Door slammed shut and faces to the window. 
 
    The glowing ball of light veered past the door, swerved hither and thus, encountered wire netting, struck Old Pete’s allotment patch bounced onto the cold frame then exploded with a mighty bang. 
 
    ‘And good riddance to that,’ said John, tipping his bottle and tasting spud gin. 
 
    ‘Anything else I should be expecting?’ Jim asked. ‘Sun dogs, diamond dust, the Novaya Zembla effect?’ 
 
    ‘Not to mention Foehn wind,’ said John. 
 
    And Jim did not. He did, however, do a bit more pointing. ‘John,’ he whispered. ‘What are those?’ 
 
    The electrical explosion had blown the lid from Old Pete’s cold frame and now, in the light of the full moon and the Aurora Borealis and St Elmo’s Fire, things were to be seen all moving about. Climbing from the cold frame, bobbing their heads and waving tiny hands. 
 
    ‘Monkeys,’ said Omally, which was all he needed to say. 
 
      
 
    A short while later, when a second bottle of spud gin had gone the way of the first, Jim Pooley said, ‘twelve monkeys, and red, like in the movie.’ 
 
    John Omally nodded gently. ‘Yes, I count twelve,’ said he, ‘twelve red monkeys.’ 
 
    ‘Just a thought,’ said Jim, ‘and shoot me down in flames if you think I am wrong,’ Jim’s words now had a certain edge as Jim was growing drunk. ‘But do you suppose that the monkeys came down from the sky in the ball lightning? That they might perhaps be red monkeys from Mars?’ 
 
    ‘Good point, well made,’ said John, for he was now a little piddled, also. 
 
    ‘If it is an alien invasion we should probably report it,’ said Jim. ‘Just to be on the safe side. Before the monkey business starts,’ and Jim began to giggle. 
 
    ‘I do believe you have been drinking, Mr Pooley,’ said John, mimicking the voice of Inspectre Hovis. ‘I shall ‘ave to ask you to accompany me to the station.’ 
 
    ‘Space station?’ said Jim and the two fell about in mirth. 
 
    John peered once more at his wristlet watch. 
 
    ‘I’m really beginning to hate that watch,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘It’s getting on for twelve,’ John told him. ‘We should be away to Leo Felix’s. Space monkeys or not, there is work to be done.’ 
 
    ‘Are you still sober enough to drive?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘It’s of no consequence,’ said John. ‘I don’t have a driving licence.’ 
 
    ‘To Leo’s then,’ said Jim. ‘And then to replace the monument and save the town of Brentford.’ 
 
    Omally popped the top from another bottle of spud. 
 
    ‘To Brentford,’ he said. ‘Cheers.’ And he passed the bottle to Jim. 
 
    ‘To the borough,’ said Pooley. ‘And the honour of the restaurant.’ 
 
    Omally chuckled foolishly. ‘The regiment, you oaf.’ 
 
    ‘What regiment?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘Who cares,’ said John. ‘We will get this done and go home to our beds, agreed?’ 
 
    ‘Agreed,’ said Jim. ‘For considering what we’ve been through today, what else could possibly go wrong?’ 
 
      
 
    The full moon went behind a cloud. 
 
    Twelve red monkeys chattered in the distance. 
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    As Inspectre Hovis, in the company of his two-man task force, led Leo Felix away in handcuffs, with Constable Gwynplaine cradling the royal corgi in his arms, John and Jim looked on from their place of hiding. 
 
    ‘Well, I wasn’t expecting that,’ whispered Jim. ‘Does this mean that we cannot get the tow truck?’ 
 
    John Omally shook his head in the shadows. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘As I still have the spare key, it simply means that I won’t have to pay for the tow truck.’ 
 
    ‘So luck is as ever with us,’ Pooley offered up a sigh which might have been one of hope. 
 
    Above, the Aurora Borealis rippled, tinting the night-time streets and houses with its wistful hues. 
 
    Asleep in his bed at 23 Agamemnon Terrace, Harry Wistful-Hughes slept through it all. Offering final proof, if any was still needed, that humour is not as easy as it might at first appear. 
 
    The final bottle of spud gin now almost depleted, the two men approached Leo’s tow truck in the manner of amateur funambulists. 
 
    ‘We will get this done,’ said John, fumbling the spare key into the door lock. ‘I am quietly confident in this.’ 
 
    ‘The quieter the better for me,’ said Jim. 
 
    John dragged the door open and climbed into the cab. 
 
    ‘The steering wheel’s gone,’ said he. 
 
    ‘Other side,’ said Jim. ‘Shift over and let me in.’ 
 
    John straightened himself behind the steering wheel. Jim looked warily towards his friend. Omally’s eyes were wide and his hands were shaking. John and Jim had enjoyed many a drunken evening together and many a staggering home. But Jim could see that this was more than drink. His friend was afraid. Genuinely afraid. 
 
    ‘We’ll get through this,’ said Jim. ‘We’re Jim and John, we get through stuff like this.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said John, but his voice lacked conviction. 
 
    ‘Together,’ said Jim. ‘Switch on the engine, I’ll help you with the steering.’ 
 
    It is really no distance at all from Leo’s garage down by the old canal bridge to the site of the monument just along Pooley Plaza. One hundred and fifty yards perhaps and all lit brightly by moonlight. Not a soul to be seen, be it layman or lad of the law. Just road — or — 
 
    ‘Ow-ow-ow-ow-ow-ow-ow!’ went John, and— 
 
    ‘Uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-ugh!’ went Jim, for— 
 
    Bumpity-bump-bump-bump-bump-bump went Leo’s truck on the newly-exposed uneven cobblestones. 
 
    ‘I-I-I-I d-d-don’t l-l-like P-P-P-Pooley P-P-Plaza,’ Jim’s teeth rattled about in his head. ‘I-I-It h-h-hurts m-m-my b-b-bum.’ 
 
    John clung to the steering wheel, he had nothing to add. 
 
    Ahead, in the otherwise deserted plaza, a titanic figure loomed. Julian Adams looked even more impressive lit by the moon and the swirling Northern Lights. He waved in a jolly fashion and John drew the truck to a halt. 
 
    ‘I had great hopes about meeting this fellow,’ whispered Jim. 
 
    The giant’s voice boomed into the night. ‘What a very beautiful evening it is,’ said Julian and he rested a mighty hand upon the tow truck’s roof. Denting it alarmingly and causing the already knackered suspension grief. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ said Julian Adams. 
 
    ‘No matter,’ said John, doing his best to affect a cheery smile. ‘Thanks for being here. This is my best friend Jim. He volunteered to lend a helping hand.’ 
 
    The giant grinned towards Jim Pooley. 
 
    ‘An honour to meet you, sir,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘You are too kind.’ The giant sniffed and the giant then perused. ‘I observe that you are both far gone with the drink,’ said he. 
 
    ‘Dutch courage,’ said Jim. And unconsciously quoting the Floyd. ‘We are but ordinary men.’ 
 
    ‘I will see that no harm comes to you.’ The giant pointed across the cobbles towards the top of Ferry Lane. ‘I assume the monument is down there,’ he said. 
 
    ‘It’s not in deep,’ replied John. ‘I just nudged it into the water with the rear of this truck.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll soon have it out.’ The giant set off across the cobbled way. 
 
    ‘In for a penny, then,’ said John and swung the steering wheel. 
 
    The waters of the River Thames look beautiful by moonlight. And now, brought to queer fluorescence by the aurora’s scintillations, they rolled like mercury, creating an effect both dramatic and unsettling. 
 
    The giant stood at the water’s edge, he took off his seven league sandals and rolled up his trouser legs. 
 
    ‘Turn the truck around,’ he called to John. ‘So I can hook the monument to the towing cable, then we’ll haul it out.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ said Omally and with the confidence of the inebriate, he attempted to make a u-turn in the very narrow lane. 
 
    The Goodwill Giant watched this with no small amusement. But presently the novelty of the performance became subject to the law of diminishing returns and Julian the giant lost much of his good will. 
 
    ‘Turn off the engine,’ he said. Omally hurriedly did so. ‘And hold on to yourselves.’ The giant stooped, grasped the rear of the tow truck, lifted it clear of the lane and swung it around. 
 
    ‘He’s very, very strong,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Very,’ said John. ‘And I’m glad he’s on our side.’ 
 
    ‘Now get down from the cab and pay out the cable,’ said the giant. 
 
    John and Jim, though wobbly, hastened to oblige. 
 
    The giant took the towing hook and waded out into the water. He splashed about then suddenly went, ‘Aaaaagh!’ 
 
    The two friends stiffened in alarm. 
 
    ‘Oh and ow,’ went the giant. 
 
    ‘I don’t like to ask,’ Jim whispered to John. ‘I am afeared.’ 
 
    ‘I stubbed my damn toe on the monument,’ boomed the voice of Julian Adams. ‘I’ll fix the cable around it, then I will push and the truck will pull and we’ll soon have it out.’ 
 
    ‘See,’ said John to Jim. ‘Simplicity itself. I knew it would be a doddle doing this.’ 
 
    Pooley cast a bitter gaze at John. ‘Get back in the cab,’ he said. ‘I’ll say when.’ 
 
    John climbed into the cab. 
 
    The giant did industrious things in the water. Then he straightened up and raised a thumb to Jim. 
 
    ‘When,’ said Jim to John. 
 
    John put the truck into gear and eased it forward. The cable grew taut. The truck ceased to move. Its wheels began to spin and rubbery black smoke began to rise. 
 
    ‘I’ll give it a shove,’ called the giant. 
 
    The truck’s engine roared, the tyres screamed, the giant shouted encouragement. 
 
    Jim thrust his fingers into his ears. If there had ever been any thoughts of this being a secret operation, these thoughts were now unconditionally dismissed. 
 
    There was a mighty rush, the tow truck tore forwards, dragging the monument column from the river. John steered the tow truck up the lane, the monument dragging behind it. 
 
    ‘Well done, sir,’ called Jim to the giant. 
 
    ‘Aaaaaagh!’ went Julian Adams. 
 
    ‘Another stubbed toe?’ asked Jim. But this was not the case. 
 
    The mighty Mr Adams suddenly lurched to one side in the water and Jim saw that there was something dark a-circled round his waist. 
 
    ‘What on earth?’ Jim’s mouth fell open. Great black tendrils swirled about the giant. Jim glimpsed a monstrous head resembling that of a squid. A freshwater squid? No such thing as that existed, surely? 
 
    The giant punched the creature on its monstrous snout, the creature wrapped a tentacle about the giant’s throat. 
 
    ‘Go,’ the giant shouted to Jim. ‘I will deal with this.’ 
 
    Jim dithered as well Jim might. 
 
    ‘Go. I will follow.’ 
 
    Jim’s hands began to flap. He turned and fled after the truck. 
 
      
 
    They tried, they really did. With much fearful over- the-shoulder-lookings and much strugglings-with-the-weight and much really-incompetent-drunken-winch-work also. But could they get that monument column back upon its plinth? 
 
    No, they could not. 
 
    ‘What do we do? What do we do?’ Pooley’s hands were on the flap one more. 
 
    ‘You stand aside,’ said Julian Adams, making a dramatic appearance out of what shadows there were. 
 
    ‘Thank goodness you’re okay,’ said Jim. ‘Whatever was that in the water?’ 
 
    ‘Something that I must deal with. But firstly this. Disconnect the towing cable.’ John did this and then stood smartly aside. 
 
    The giant stooped, wrapped his hands about the granite column, hefted it skywards and smacked it down onto its plinth. 
 
    John and Jim gave the giant a round of applause. 
 
    ‘You should enter World’s Strongest Man,’ said Jim. ‘You’d wipe the floor with Eddie Hall and Hafthor Bjornsson.’ 
 
    Julian Adams managed a breathless chuckle. ‘Go now,’ he said. ‘Return the truck and I will meet you at the professor’s house.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley made a desperate face. He’d really hoped to be going home to bed. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ John asked Julian Adams. 
 
    ‘I have work that must be done.’ The giant’s clothes were ringing wet and without any further ado he tore off his shirt and dropped his spacious trousers. 
 
    ‘Oh my God,’ said John and also Jim. 
 
    Because the giant was not naked. No, no, no. He wore against his skin a costume of black leather, sewn with countless shards of broken mirror. 
 
    ‘It is him,’ whispered Pooley. ‘He is him. This man is that—’ 
 
    ‘He is the Man of Courage,’ said John. ‘Out of your favourite tale. The one who destroys the mythical creatures.’ 
 
    ‘I prefer doing nice things,’ said Julian Adams, the Man of Courage. ‘But, as the Duke so often said, “a man’s gotta do, what a man’s gotta do”. Go on now and I will see you later.’ 
 
    And with that he turned upon his heel, crossed the cobbles and strode down Ferry Lane. 
 
    ‘Do you think he’ll be all right?’ Jim asked of John. 
 
    ‘Let’s just do as he says,’ said John. ‘I am really done for the night.’ 
 
    They climbed back into the cab of Leo’s tow truck, slightly less drunken, but certainly none the wiser. John keyed the engine. ‘Let’s go,’ said he. 
 
    Jim put his hand upon his best friend’s arm. ‘John,’ he said. ‘John, what is that coming towards us?’ 
 
    John looked on and Jim looked on. Look look look. 
 
    From the direction of the town hall and John Omally Square came the queerest of contrivances. It had some of the looks of an old-fashioned stage coach. Some, but very few, when all considered. It was as a giant brown shell upon wheels. Open-topped with a single occupant. And it was drawn by creatures of nightmare. Four gigantic insects all in harness. Not a sound was heard as this dreadful thing swept by. 
 
    But the two men noted well the being that sat in the carriage. For the being was the town clerk Stephen Pocklington. And although he was only glimpsed but for a moment John and Jim knew that this man was not human at all. He seemed more like some dryad. A thing composed of leaves and vines, more part of the weird conveyance than a separate entity. 
 
    With no further words said, John released the handbrake and with a shaking and a shuddering, Leo’s truck took off along the moonlit cobbled way. 
 
      
 
    ‘Is it done?’ asked Professor Slocombe? 
 
    Two dishevelled swaying men stood before the scholar in his study. 
 
    ‘The monument has been returned to its plinth,’ said John. 
 
    ‘And the two of you then took many drinks in celebration?’ 
 
    ‘We took the drinks before,’ said John. 
 
    The old man tut-tut-tutted. ‘But it is done?’ said he. 
 
    Silence gnawed upon the air. 
 
    ‘Tell me all that happened. Tell me now.’ 
 
    ‘The giant,’ said Jim 
 
    ‘Gone to his bed, I assume,’ said the professor. 
 
    Pooley shook his head slowly. ‘There was something in the river,’ he said. ‘Something that attacked the giant. He still managed to drag the monument from the river and it was mostly he that restored it to its plinth.’ 
 
    ‘Very good,’ said the professor. 
 
    ‘But he went back,’ said John. ‘To destroy the creature in the river and—’ 
 
    ‘He is the Man of Courage,’ blurted Jim. ‘He wears the leather suit of broken mirrors.’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe nodded gently. ‘This secret you will guard with your lives,’ said he. 
 
    ‘Indeed we will, sir,’ heads bobbed up and down. Most foolishly. 
 
    ‘And so he did not return with you?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir,’ said Jim. ‘But how?’ 
 
    ‘How came he to become the Man of Courage?’ 
 
    The heads bobbed foolishly once more. 
 
    ‘It is his calling. A duty passed from father to son down through the generations. But it is not a role he relishes. Julian is a man of peace, he seeks only to spread good will. It is not his wish to kill. Although, when provoked—’ 
 
    John had seen the look upon the giant’s face when he turned to confront the archers who sought to kill the royal prince. It was a look to be feared. 
 
    ‘A man of many parts,’ said the professor. ‘He will deal with whatever there is to be dealt with.’ 
 
    ‘There was something more,’ said Jim. ‘Something that John and I saw.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Professor Slocombe poured himself a sherry. 
 
    ‘It was the town clerk,’ said Jim. ‘But it wasn’t.’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe toasted Jim, ‘go on,’ he said once more. 
 
    ‘He was inside a sort of coach thing that looked like a giant nut, but he seemed to be part of it and there were other things pulling it and I—’ Jim paused. 
 
    ‘You had seen these things before?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Jim. ‘When I was a child.’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe finished his sherry and to the further sorrow of his guests, replenished his glass, without offering any around. ‘Please continue,’ he said to Jim. 
 
    ‘The daddy took me to the Tate Gallery,’ said Pooley. ‘Not to show me the modern stuff, he never had time for that. But to show me the work of Richard Dadd.’ 
 
    ‘The Fairy Feller’s Master-Stroke,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘Painted by Dadd in Bethlem Hospital, where he was committed as hopelessly insane after murdering his father.’ 
 
    ‘It was the daddy’s favourite painting,’ said Jim, ‘and he had done much research into it. He explained to me about all the characters. At the time I felt very special to know such things. Nowadays you can just google it all up, but back then—’ 
 
    ‘In a happier and more innocent age?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. As you will know the fairy feller is awaiting the signal to split a large chestnut which will be used to construct Queen Mab’s new fairy carriage.’ 
 
    ‘Queen Mab,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘Otherwise known as Our Lady Gloriana.’ 
 
    ‘It was the coach,’ said Jim. ‘Tonight. The town clerk rode in Queen Mab’s coach and somehow he had become part of it.’ 
 
    ‘And what manner of creatures drew this coach?’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Jim. ‘In the painting is a dragonfly blowing a long brass horn.’ 
 
    ‘And the carriage was drawn by dragonflies?’ 
 
    The two men nodded. They really had both seen that. 
 
    ‘All becomes frighteningly clear,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘Man faces an ancient enemy that can only be destroyed by ancient means. It seeks to draw Brentford back into the past, that history be re-written.’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ said John. ‘Might I dare ask how you have arrived at this conclusion?’ 
 
    ‘The invocation that Prince Charles read aloud, do you recall the words?’ 
 
    ‘Bits and pieces only,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Then allow me to refresh your memory. And as you did not hear this, Jim, it will come as an education.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley made a sorry face. 
 
    Professor Slocombe opened an ancient tome that rested on his desk and read from it in a dark and sombre voice. 
 
    ‘Good People of the marsh and heath 
 
    Ye folk above and folk beneath.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘This is a calling to the fairy folk, often referred to as the “Good People”, and as for the “folk beneath”, “The People of the Hollow Hill”.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Rejoice with me in magick old 
 
    Raise ancient gods with sacred gold 
 
      
 
    Oh spirit of the earth and trees 
 
    Come quench the fire and still the seas 
 
      
 
    Oh native spirits heed my call 
 
    The circle now encloses all.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The circle,’ said Professor Slocombe, ‘being the ring road, magically brought into existence within a single night. And now surrounding Brentford. And its purpose—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I offer up my life to thee 
 
    The future now the past must be.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That is their aim,’ said the scholar. ‘That the future become the past and that history be rewritten.’ 
 
    ‘And Man be written out of history,’ said the suddenly enlightened Jim. ‘But how might this be done?’ 
 
    ‘It is already being done and you have played your parts in this.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t know,’ said Jim. ‘We really didn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Cobblestones that have not seen the light of day for two centuries will see it tomorrow. And in the Swan you two sup Quasimodo an ale that has not been tasted since 1796, the year of the final battle when the losers were driven into the Hollow Hill and the monument set up to see that they did not escape from it.’ 
 
    ‘It is all a nightmare,’ said John, ‘and it is all our fault.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I think you should take most of the credit,’ said Jim. ‘But what can be done, professor?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know. The war was fought and won by men who sought to drive magic and those who practise it and indeed all memory of them from these lands. In part they succeeded. Fairies are now considered to be mythical beings. Few men believe in magic and fewer still believe in the concept of God.’ 
 
    ‘There will always be people of faith,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Indeed. But they grow fewer by the year. And are mocked for their faith. One might argue that it is all about power. Once the hierarchy of the church held dominion. They enforced what should or should not be believed. Now, we have the enlightened men of science, who ridicule belief in a divine creator and promote scientific explanations for each and every thing. God does not exist, because they say that God does not exist. If God existed, they say, why would he do this? Why would he allow that? Why would he condone the other? They hold the answers. And they propound concepts, such as the Big Bang Theory to explain the birth of the universe.’ 
 
    ‘What do you believe, professor?’ Pooley asked. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said the old man. ‘I have lived for a very long time and I have seen and experienced many wonderful and inexplicable things. What I believe is this. I believe that the universe is, by nature, divine. I believe that “God” is something beyond all human understanding. Through religion we seek a glimpse of the divine. Perhaps some achieve this. The idea that something is not understandable to Man, does not sit easily with the “enlightened” of today. It is a concept deserving of ridicule. I am not a man of this age. I am an anachronism.’ 
 
    ‘But you practise magic,’ said John. ‘And your magic works.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps here,’ said the professor. ‘Within the Brentford Triangle. But outside, in the world of the enlightened men of science. I think not.’ 
 
    ‘But—’ went Jim. 
 
    ‘But me no buts,’ the old man finally filled two more sherry glasses. ‘I have spoken enough. It is arguable that all is about power. That power itself is always the ultimate goal. You played your part tonight, the monument has been returned to its plinth and Brentford is afforded a degree of protection once more. How much and for how long I cannot say. We are encircled and we are under attack. We must remain vigilant. And—’ 
 
    Professor Slocombe sniffed the air. ‘Now there’s a smell that takes me back,’ said he. 
 
    John sniffed and Jim sniffed. Sniff, sniff, sniff. 
 
    ‘Rotten fish,’ cried Jim taking a hold of his nose. 
 
    ‘Rank as a corpse,’ said John Omally, fanning at his face. 
 
    Deep laughter filled the study and the voice of Julian Adams was to be heard. 
 
    ‘Professor,’ said the Man of Courage. ‘I have brought you the head of a kraken to add to your collection. I thought it might look rather well mounted next to the pickled basilisk my great-great-granddad gave you.’ 
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    The dreariest of dawns 
 
    Brought the motliest of morns 
 
    To behold a Brentford gloomily downcast. 
 
    The joyous skies of yesterday 
 
    Enshrouded now in ghostly grey 
 
    With sombre clouds of ill portent 
 
    That offered grim repast. 
 
      
 
    There would be no dancing in the borough this morning. For there would be no throwing aside of curtains to behold a beautiful day. No drawing in great draughts of healthsome air. No rejoicing at the wonder of it all. 
 
    Because there would be no wonder. 
 
    All wonder had gone from the borough. 
 
    The brightness control had been turned down to one. The beauty setting switched off. 
 
    Those who were not in police custody awaiting a court appearance peered mournfully from their windows and felt — what did they feel — guilt perhaps, and shame. 
 
    Something had happened yesterday, something that had drawn them in and swept them along in its madness. And now the people of Brentford felt empty. Felt as if their vitality had been bled from them, stolen from them. 
 
    With faces grey to match the sky they faced this coming day without a twinkle or a sparkle of the soul. 
 
      
 
    The arrival of the borough’s organ upon the doormats of the downcast only added to the sorrow and the gloom. 
 
    For, unprecedented in the history of journalism, the entire front page of The Brentford Mercury was blank. 
 
    The editor, a man who just twenty-four hours before, knew with an assurance worthy of some Old Testament prophet, that a Pulitzer prize would shortly adorn his mantelpiece, had failed to compose the Headline of the Century. 
 
    Failed to compose one at all. 
 
    There had simply been too much. Everything yesterday had been too much. The celebrations of the ring road opening. The assassination attempt upon the Prince of Wales. The Raffle Riots. The lootings, the burnings, the stealth helicopters and Special Forces snatch squads. All that and then still more. 
 
    The editor of a local newspaper relies greatly upon trusted contacts to call in the news while it is being made. And though it might be said that the editor’s trusted contacts had done him proud the previous night, the intelligence they had provided had, when amassed, brought the editor to take solace in whisky and so miss the front-page deadline. 
 
    Trusted contact Eric Blaine, barlord of the Shrunken Head at the bottom of Ferry Lane, had phoned in just after 1am to report a commotion in the Thames. From his bedroom window he claimed to have witnessed a giant battling a monstrous squid. 
 
    Trusted contact and children’s entertainer Asmodeus the Clown, had telephoned the editor shortly after that to inform him that he had just witnessed the town clerk Stephen Pocklington being conveyed from the borough in a fairy coach drawn by magnified dragonflies. 
 
    And then there had been trusted contact Jennifer Naylor, senior librarian, town councillor and resident of the prestigious Brentford Docks Estate, who had apparently awoken in the early hours to sounds of mayhem in her garden. According to her report, twelve red monkeys had stripped down her garden shed, used the timber to construct a rudimentary canoe and then rowed this across the Thames to the gardens of Kew. 
 
    Having righteously declined the opportunity to purchase explicit pictures (gained through the medium of a telephoto lens) of the Cheeky Girls making “the beast with two backs”, or in this case four backs, with a brace of local builders in the Memorial Park, the editor drained the whisky bottle dry, knocked the phone off the hook and retreated to his drunken bed. 
 
    Leaving only blankness on the Mercury’s front page. 
 
      
 
    Jim Pooley slept in and awoke rather late to the grimness. Having performed his morning ablutions, he took himself first to the Plume, where he did not enjoy the rather lacklustre breakfast he was served, and then to the library, where he hoped he might just continue with his life as if yesterday had not happened. 
 
    Jim would sadly be denied this hope. 
 
    Jennifer Naylor, now shedless and not in the best of moods, greeted Jim with cold indifference. 
 
    ‘Just give me an excuse,’ she hissed, ‘and I will bar you ever more from this establishment.’ 
 
    Jim grinned painfully and took himself over to the single working computer. Perhaps there would be an email from Prince Goodwill Jeremy. Perhaps today he could pull off the Six Horse Super Yankee. But in all truth, Jim’s heart was not in the latter. Jim was one of those fellows who had always considered that you had to feel lucky in order to be lucky. And today Jim did not feel lucky at all. 
 
    He felt that all luck had deserted him. 
 
    And the feeling was profound. 
 
    ‘You can’t use that,’ called Jennifer Naylor to Jim. 
 
    ‘I promise I will be very, very careful,’ said Jim to Jennifer Naylor. 
 
    ‘No, you cannot use it, because it is broken.’ 
 
    ‘Broken?’ Pooley gawped at the dark screen before him. ‘But I didn’t touch it,’ he said in his defence. 
 
    ‘They’re all down,’ said Ms Naylor. ‘My terminal here, my laptop at home. The network has gone down all over Brentford.’ 
 
    Pooley turned his gaze to the ceiling. ‘Noooooooooooo,’ went he. 
 
    ‘You’re barred.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Jim, ‘please, I have business to conduct.’ 
 
    ‘Business indeed? And yet you told me you only used the computer for research purposes, as in compliance with the rules of the library.’ 
 
    Jim hung his head, it was true he had led this deception. 
 
    ‘But…well…but…’ went Jim. 
 
    ‘It is neither here, nor there,’ Ms Jennifer told him. ‘And, as it happens I have business of my own to take care of. I intend to apply for the position of town clerk. Now that the previous incumbent has become a wanted man.’ 
 
    ‘He will not be easily caught,’ mumbled Jim. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ 
 
    ‘I think it unlikely that the police will apprehend him,’ Jim said. ‘There is a great deal more to that blighter than meets the eye and none of it good, that’s for sure.’ 
 
    The senior librarian’s face lost all its expression. ‘We believed in him,’ she whispered. ‘We trusted him. Everyone did.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ said Jim. ‘He had, how shall I put this, a certain magic.’ 
 
    ‘And it turns out that he is some kind of murderous anarchist. It makes me wonder—’ Ms Naylor’s voice trailed off into silence. 
 
    ‘What do you wonder?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘About Councillor McCready. He stood up to Mr Pocklington. Disagreed with him. And straight after that he vanished without trace.’ 
 
    ‘Uncle Ted McCready?’ said Jim. And he recalled the chilling episode of the vanishing wee-wee, the banshee calls and the very bright light indeed. 
 
    Jim Pooley shivered. ‘I must be off,’ said he. 
 
    Jennifer Naylor offered him a smile. ‘I know that you are not a bad man, Mr Pooley,’ she said. ‘You can consider yourself unbarred.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ said Jim and he departed the library. 
 
      
 
    To his surprise he discovered two bearded men outside awaiting him. They were two particularly dishevelled looking bearded men. Some might have said that they both looked a trifle shagged out. 
 
    ‘Good morning guv’nor,’ said the bearded John who had once been known as Dave. ‘We thought we might find you here. You being so regular in your habits and everything.’ 
 
    Jim Pooley nodded his head. 
 
    ‘We’re all done,’ said the other John. ‘Tarmac up and cobbles exposed and we want our twelve hundred quid.’ 
 
    ‘One thousand quid,’ said Jim. ‘But I am very impressed. You did the job quickly and well.’ 
 
    ‘And we took down the old street signs and put up the silly little new ones,’ said John the ex-Dave. ‘So it’s eleven hundred quid all told.’ 
 
    ‘And that,’ said Jim, ‘is exactly what I have left in my pocket and frankly I am glad to see the back of it.’ 
 
    He brought out the wad of folding stuff and handed it to a John. 
 
    ‘You might want to invest some of it in shirts and perhaps, jackets,’ said Jim. ‘It’s coming on to rain.’ 
 
      
 
    And it was. 
 
    That thin depressing drizzle that seems to get inside your very bones. It seeped from the grey unpleasing clouds, dampening spirits and washing all colour from the streets. 
 
    The penniless Pooley turned up his collar and dreamed of a pub that gave credit. 
 
      
 
    Neville gave credit where credit was due. But that was all the credit you’d get at the Flying Swan. The part-time barman kept a firm hold on his pennies. And to spare the shoulders of his immaculately laundered white shirt, with its celluloid collar and clip-on dicky-bow, he now had an equally firm hold upon the handle of his umbrella. 
 
    Neville stood before the saloon bar entrance, staring in a manner expressive of a grim resolution towards the lorry that was parked at the kerb beyond. 
 
    A big, bright, shiny, modern lorry it was. With the brewery’s name and logo on the side. 
 
    The lorry driver climbed down from his cab stepped around the front of his vehicle and opened the passenger door. As Neville looked on a diminutive person was helped down from the cab. Neville’s good eye widened. The little figure dusted down a sharp designer suit. Neville’s good eye started to twitch. 
 
    ‘Hello, barman,’ said Young Master Robert. 
 
      
 
    Not fifty yards along the road another lorry stood. Parked before the corner-shop of Mr Norman Hartnell. 
 
    Norman had been up since very early that morning. Not only to number up papers, for that was a daily task, but to sponge off the egg stains and the very rude slogans that had been daubed across his window. Happily the looting and the torching of his premises had been forestalled by the timely arrival of the Special Air Services task force. But there was always the chance that the mob might return this morning, each member of same demanding raffle ticket recompense. But so far none had come to badger Norman. But if they did? Well Norman knew, he’d give their money back. Life, in the shopkeeper’s opinion, was far too short to be spent stitching people up and making them unhappy. That wasn’t Norman’s way. For was it not true that an honest man’s tie is a finer thing than a profiteer’s cravat?  Goo goo g’joob? Norman considered it was. Everything had been a little out of kilter yesterday. Things would sort themselves out. They always did. 
 
    The lorry driver smiled at Norman, then consulted his clipboard. Norman greatly favoured a clipboard, especially one that had a pencil attached to it by a length of string. 
 
    As did this driver’s. 
 
    ‘Three boxes of sugared flying saucers,’ said the driver. ‘Three boxes of black jacks, three of fruit salad, three of sherbert lemons, three of rhubarb and custard, three of Pontefract cakes. One box of liquorice pipes, three sweet smoker’s outfits. Five pharaoh jars. One tub of Spanish wood. One hundred Bazooka Joe bubble gums. Twenty—’ 
 
    Norman sighed.  The list read like a litany, invocative of childhood joy. It was dull and grey without perhaps, but then, hadn’t it pretty much always been dull and grey back in the nineteen fifties? 
 
    ‘Now, regarding the fags,’ said the driver. ‘You just wait until you hear what we’ve got for you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You are going to really love what I’ve got for you,’ said Young Master Robert. 
 
    Though Neville was a man of peace and rarely brought to violence, he truly hated Young Master Robert, the brewery owner’s precious son and heir. If Holmes had his Moriarty and Hugo Rune his Count Otto Black, Neville had the young master. Arch enemy. Malevolent foe. Animus-made-flesh. 
 
    The two men shared but a single thing and that was mutual contempt. 
 
    Neville glared the young man daggers, the brewery owner’s progeny returned a big smug smile. 
 
    ‘Let’s have it down then,’ he called out to his driver. The driver took himself to the vehicle’s rear. 
 
    ‘I’ll bet you can’t guess what it is,’ grinned the brewer’s boy. 
 
    Neville shook his head. The driver was out of sight and there was no-one else to be seen. Perhaps he could make it look like an accident. A fatal accident. 
 
    The rumbling of a descending tailgate lift-loader thingamajig brought Neville back to cold reality. The part-time barman viewed the fork-lift truck and the bulky packing case. 
 
    The twitching of his good eye gained acceleration. 
 
      
 
    There had always been a certain twitchiness about John Omally. But the man of Eire kept it where possible out of public view. John was essentially honest, in the broadest sense of the word, but he was a natural ducker and diver, always hopeful of making the now legendary fast buck. 
 
    John stood in his garden in the miserable drizzle a trowel in his hand and a grim look on his face. There was still plenty of money left in the buried briefcase. Enough to invest in one likely scheme or another. Although nothing involving roadworks, the demolition of magical monuments, or lottery tickets. 
 
    John dug into the dampening earth. He’d move the money to a bank account, perhaps seek professional advice on investment possibilities. John uncovered the briefcase and hefted it away to his kitchen table. 
 
      
 
    ‘You won’t be able to heft that huge packing case through the Swan’s front door,’ said Neville, smiling benignly as he did so. ‘You’d best reload it and take it away before the rain gets in.’ 
 
    ‘Oh it will fit,’ said Young Master Robert, checking with a tape measure. ‘Have no fear of that.’ 
 
    Neville had every fear of that. ‘I’m sure whatever it is, is a very good idea,’ he said. ‘But there’s just no room in the Swan.’ 
 
    ‘There’s plenty of room. I know just where it will go.’ 
 
    The driver swung the fork-lift truck around, demolishing one of Old Pete’s topiarised towers of knowledge. 
 
    ‘Careful there,’ cried Neville, though he was actually pleased to see the back of it. 
 
    ‘Full steam ahead,’ cried Young Master Robert. The packing case went through the doorway, inches to spare and the driver steered the fork-lift into the bar. 
 
    Young Master Robert followed it in and Neville stood a moment making fists. 
 
    ‘To me, to you, to me, to you,’ came the young master’s voice, and shoulders hunched the part-time barman closed his umbrella. 
 
      
 
    Whistling that Abba song about money, John Omally sought to open the briefcase. But to his surprise and dismay the briefcase would not be opened. 
 
    ‘Locks got a bit rusted up I suppose,’ said John, seeking a hammer and chisel in his toolbox. 
 
      
 
    Using one of those special hammers that you can’t buy in Sainsbury’s Homebase, the driver set about the packing case with a vim and a vigour that Neville found disturbing. As indeed he did with the manner in which the young master was rubbing his nasty little hands together. 
 
    Thoughts of murder came once more to Neville. For after all, he was on home turf here. He could make it look like two accidents. Or say that the brewery men had argued over something which had ended in a fight to the death. 
 
    The driver lifted away the front of the packing case, exposing a great deal of bubble wrap. 
 
    ‘Time for the big reveal,’ said Young Master Robert. 
 
      
 
    ‘Time I think for a change in direction,’ said John Omally, aiming the hammer at the chisel, whilst holding the chisel to the lock. ‘Time to make a name for myself in the city.’ A couple of hearty clouts at the chisel and up and away flew the lock. 
 
      
 
    ‘Off and away!’ Young Master Robert tore aside the bubble wrap to reveal— 
 
    ‘Oh dear God no,’ cried Neville. 
 
    ‘Oh dear God yes,’ cried the brewer’s son. ‘It’s the very latest thing in retro design. It’s called—’ 
 
    ‘I know what it’s called,’ said Neville in a still small voice. ‘It’s called a Captain Laser Alien Attack Machine!’ 
 
      
 
    John viewed the contents of the briefcase. He viewed them once and viewed them once again. 
 
    ‘Oh dear God no!’ cried Omally. 
 
    For where there had so recently been so very, very much money, now there was nothing left to be seen but a heap of rotting leaves. 
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    The first man to make the grim discovery that the money given to him by Jim Pooley was not all it should be, was the chap with the beard and the man-bun, who ran the internet café in Ealing Broadway. 
 
    This was the man who had stung Jim for exorbitant computer fees and a Kindle that lacked for a charging cable, although containing the collected works of P.P. Penrose. Works, it must be remembered which involved Jim and John and other Brentonians getting into all manner of sticky situations in all manner of Far-Fetched Fiction. 
 
    This bunned and bearded bloke had thrust Jim’s money into a rearward pocket in his short-trousered jumpsuit. Thus avoiding the unnecessary annoyance of ringing it up in the till. Upon the realisation that Jim’s money was nothing more than rank and rotten leaves, this man experienced more than the merest fission of displeasure. 
 
    It was a displeasure more than equalled by Neville. 
 
    Still reeling from the installation of the Captain Laser Alien Attack Machine, which the versatile driver had actually welded into the wall, to “avoid any tampering that might inconvenience your good self, barman” as he so helpfully put it, Neville’s good eye was all but brought to tears by the disclosure that Jim Pooley’s twenty pound note (the only twenty pound note that Neville had put into his disabled cash register in the last six months) was no naught but mouldy foliage. 
 
    The financial losses experienced by the bearded bun wearer and the part-time barman, when added together, fell somewhat short of that experienced by the bearded Johns. Those valiant uppers of tarmac and alfresco-bedders of beautiful babes. 
 
    That their sudden wealth had been brought with equal suddenness to ruination, caused these volatile artisans to swear great oaths of vengeance. With plans to take and shrink Jim Pooley’s head. 
 
    John Omally’s landlady, who had travelled widely in her youth and actually lodged with the Jivaro head-hunters of Ecuador during her gap-year, was a woman well acquainted with the sacred art of head shrinking. And, as she stood in the checkout queue at Buyrite in Pooley Plaza, to discover that her purse no longer contained the money notes that Pooley had forked out to cover his best friend’s overdue rent, her thoughts mirrored those of the bearded Johns. 
 
    But all this, grave indeed though it be, was but the tip of the financial iceberg when set against the profligate spending of a certain John Vincent Omally. 
 
    Jim had viewed the expensive wristlet watch, but not the plans. Jim had at the time marvelled that when the street names were being given out, John had modestly chosen John Omally Square, the area before the Town Hall. But then Jim had not at that time seen the plans. The plans for the great gilded statues of himself which John had commissioned to adorn the square that would bear his name. 
 
    And there had been other extravagances. 
 
      
 
    Oblivious to the thoughts of those who would plot his demise, Jim Pooley plodded over cobblestones en route to the cash point. Jim had remembered that his bank account was still in the black and that he had a cash card. 
 
    The drizzle now had turned to rain and Jim with his collar up, trudged on with grim determination. His thoughts for a speedy withdrawal of funds were now somewhat shot to ribbons by the queue. And the raised voices. 
 
    A lady in a sodden straw hat was holding forth and as Jim approached words came to his earholes. 
 
    ‘It’s the work of the New World Order,’ she said. ‘A global banking conspiracy. It’ll be the Bilderbergs and the Rothschilds and the Medicis too I wouldn’t wonder.’ 
 
    ‘I blame it on the bossa nova,’ said the bicycle messenger, who wore his helmet extra low to protect his frontal lobes. ‘For it is after all the dance of love.’ 
 
    The lady in the straw hat was having none of that. 
 
    ‘Think about it,’ she said. ‘Yesterday they takes our money.’ Heads bobbed up and down to this. ‘We fork out our hard-earneds for a bogus lottery—’ Jim took the taking of the now legendary low profile, ‘—and today, having filched away our finances, they deny us access to what we have left.’ 
 
    ‘I blame Brexit,’ said the bicycle messenger, whose helmet-cam had sadly ceased to function. ‘We are all going to hell in a handbag.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mind!’ the lady in the straw hat made the sternest face she could. ‘My husband and I both voted for Brexit. We even had tea on the Brexit battle bus. That Mr Farage is a lovely man and he promised he’d stop the space aliens coming here and stealing our wheelbarrows.’ 
 
    ‘There aren’t any space aliens in Brentford,’ said the bicycle messenger, whose high-viz jacket afforded him a considerable degree of augmented discernibility in weather such as this. ‘And no-one here has had their wheelbarrows nicked.’ 
 
    ‘So he kept his promise then,’ said the lady. ‘But this won’t do at all.’ Adding a visual element to her argument through the employment of her handbag she smote the cash machine. 
 
    Jim whispered to a chap at the rear of the queue. ‘What is going on here?’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘The cash point won’t function,’ said the chap. ‘All the computers and mobile phones are down. The lady thinks it’s a worldwide phenomenon, but my brother Archie in Ealing says it’s just here.’ 
 
    ‘So you can’t get money out of the cashpoint?’ said Jim. 
 
    The chap shook his head. 
 
    ‘So why are you queueing here in the rain?’ 
 
    ‘Good point, well made,’ the chap turned away and paced off over the cobbles. 
 
    Jim Pooley pondered on his lot. There had to be someone somewhere who would stand him the price of a pint. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello Jim,’ said Norman, as shaking rain from his shoulders, Pooley entered his shop. 
 
    ‘Norman,’ said Jim. ‘I couldn’t ask you a favour?’ and then Jim said ‘Oh my goodness!’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Norman’s head went up and down. ‘It’s very much, oh my goodness.’ 
 
    ‘They are—’ 
 
    ‘Brand new packets of cigarettes, but all of a time gone by.’ 
 
    ‘But you have—’ 
 
    ‘Strand,’ said Norman, ‘which you are never alone with. Player’s Navy Cut “medium”, Player’s Weights, Player’s No. 6, Guards, Park Drive, Sweet Afton, Bristol, Batchelor, Embassy and, wait for it—’ 
 
    Jim waited for it. 
 
    ‘Kensitas,’ said Norman. ‘Remember, made through a secret process and with Jenkins the butler on the packet?’ 
 
    ‘How well I remember,’ said Jim. ‘But do you remember the rude song about it we used to sing at school?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ said Norman. ‘Shall we?’ 
 
    ‘We shall.’ 
 
    And they did. 
 
      
 
    ‘Kensitas my heart’s delight, 
 
    Made from straw and camel shite 
 
    Secret process all a farce 
 
    Stick your fags up Jenkins’ arse.’ 
 
      
 
    The two men shared a moment. 
 
    ‘Things really were better in the good old days,’ said Norman. 
 
    Jim agreed, but with some reservations. Because, after all, he had listened to Professor Slocombe’s theory that the clock was being turned back upon Brentford and that when a certain date in the past was reached dire consequences would result. And Jim had already experienced a degree of that direness. 
 
    But— 
 
    ‘Kensitas,’ said Jim. ‘Give us a packet, Norman.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to pay,’ said the shopkeeper. 
 
    ‘I’m broke,’ Jim dug into his pockets, produced a single ten-penny piece. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Norman. ‘Two bob, you have the right money and everything.’ 
 
    The two men shared another moment. 
 
    Perhaps things will work out all right, thought Jim. 
 
      
 
    Professor Slocombe viewed the rain that fell upon his garden. Closing and locking his French windows he took himself off to his desk. 
 
    Gammon appeared with a late morning snifter, borne on a silver tray. 
 
    ‘I have made enquiries as you suggested, sir,’ said he, passing his ancient master the glass of sherry. ‘And it is as you feared, the rain only falls within the confines of the ring road. Beyond, West London still enjoys the sunshine.’ 
 
    The professor sipped. ‘Power,’ said he. ‘All about power. And the power to control the weather. Even with all my knowledge, I do not possess such power.’ 
 
    ‘Are we all doomed then, sir?’ asked Gammon. 
 
    ‘Not while I live and breathe.’ 
 
    ‘Another sherry, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Another and one for yourself my old friend. I think that a time is approaching when a very large decision must be made.’ 
 
    Gammon shifted uneasily in his antique morning suit. ‘I fear sir intends to take the fight to them, rather than have them bring the fight to us,’ he said. 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking, yes. It is my fear that if something is not done and done soon, the weather will worsen to an extent that all vestiges of modern Brentford will be literally washed away.’ 
 
    ‘That would certainly suit the enemy’s intentions.’ 
 
    ‘But, if, while they are expending their power here and preoccupying themselves in this fashion, we were to enter their world and wreak havoc of our own there.’ 
 
    ‘We sir?’ asked Gammon, a worried look upon his ancient features. 
 
    ‘You would naturally remain here and attend to the house.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally, sir,’ Gammon managed a toothless grin. 
 
    ‘Naturally, Gammon. I would secretly enter their domain, armed with a head full of spells and a man of courage.’ 
 
    ‘You would take Julian, sir?’ 
 
    ‘If he would agree to come and perhaps two more. Brave fellows, loyal to the borough.’ 
 
    ‘Volunteers for such a perilous quest might be hard to come by, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘Yes indeed.’ 
 
      
 
    John Omally was still at his kitchen table, contemplating the open briefcase and its mouldy contents. If the entire business with the Brentford Lottery had not been sufficiently dreadful and given so many honest Brentford folk good cause to track down Omally and break precious parts of his person, the disclosure (and John was not slow in putting two and two together and making it equal fairy glamour) that all the money he had so indulgently disposed of on this, that, and indeed the other, would be coming back to haunt him in the shape of mouldering leaves. 
 
    John wondered whether he held a current passport, but concluded that of course he never had. 
 
    ‘Done up like the kipper of proverb,’ he said to his sad and sorrowful self. ‘And no-one at all to blame but sweet yours truly.’ 
 
    Omally stirred the leaves in the briefcase. Whichever way he looked at this it wasn’t looking good. The best solution that ever there was, was to have it away on his toes. 
 
      
 
    ‘I genuinely thought,’ said Norman to Jim, ‘that I might have to have it away on my toes, as it were. After this lottery business.’ 
 
    Norman raised a glass to Jim, who raised one in return. The two men sat in the saloon bar of the Rusty Trombone, for they were still both barred from the Swan and glamorous lady morris dancers frequented the Rusty Trombone. 
 
    ‘I have no hesitation,’ said Jim. ‘In telling you that it is all Omally’s fault.’ 
 
    ‘Well it makes a change,’ said Norman. ‘Because to my experience it is generally all your fault. If you recall that business of the Dragons’ Den and suchlike.’ 
 
    ‘My intentions were of the best,’ said Jim, draining ale from his glass and sighing plaintively. 
 
    Outside the rain descended in the manner of stair rods, cats and dogs, but not in the manner of men (hallelujah, amen). Water gushed in gutters, rushed along kerbsides, battered at the cobblestones and hissed on the window panes. 
 
    ‘And I don’t even have a raincoat,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘I could perhaps make you one,’ said Norman. ‘I have always felt that great improvements might be made to rainwear generally.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever happened to Old Pete’s hearing aid?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘I showed him how to work it properly and he kept it,’ said Norman, draining ale from his glass and sighing plaintively. ‘The old sod never even thanked me.’ 
 
    ‘People don’t,’ said Jim. ‘It’s the modern way of things and if you try to be polite people even take it as an insult. The other day I held the door open for a woman and she said I was an agent of the patriarchal hegemony.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?’ asked Norman. 
 
    ‘That’s what I asked her,’ said Jim. ‘It’s a bad thing apparently.’ 
 
    Norman sighed and Jim sighed. Sigh, sigh, sigh. 
 
    ‘Modern life, eh?’ said Norman. 
 
    ‘Modern life indeed,’ said Jim and he took out his packet of Kensitas. ‘Shall we give these a go?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Let’s do,’ said Norman. 
 
    Jim removed the cellophane and carefully opened the packet. ‘Oh oh oh oh oh,’ went Jim. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ asked Norman. 
 
    ‘Cigarette card,’ said Jim, with some excitement. ‘I’d forgotten all about fag cards, hadn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Cor,’ said Norman, ‘let’s have a look.’ 
 
    Jim pulled a colourful card from the cigarette packet. ‘Oh no,’ said Jim. ‘Oh no, no. no, no, no.’ 
 
    ‘I had no idea there was so much drama attached to cigarette cards,’ said Norman. ‘What’s the picture of then?’ 
 
    ‘It’s him,’ said Jim. ‘It’s Stephen Pocklington.’ 
 
    Norman viewed the picture. A curious figure was represented, clad in a leafy costume and wearing a wicked grin. Jim turned the card over and read from its rear. 
 
      
 
    FAIRY FOLK OF THE 
 
    BRITISH ISLES 
 
    No 7 
 
    Dundledots 
 
    Known as ‘the glamorous 
 
    stranger’, this little 
 
    rascal serves Our Lady 
 
    Gloriana, Queen of the 
 
    fairies. A noted trickster, 
 
    woe be unto they that 
 
    cross his path. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well there’s a thing,’ said Pooley. 
 
    ‘And here’s two others,’ came a rumbling voice. 
 
    The fag card enthusiasts looked up to see two large and dripping men a-looming over them. 
 
    ‘Hello Johns,’ said Pooley, with a smile. 
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    ‘I thought one of you Johns was a Dave,’ said Norman. ‘And why aren’t you wearing any shirts?’ 
 
    The John who had never been Dave glared down at the shopkeeper and spoke in a sarcastic tone. 
 
    ‘John and I,’ said he, ‘were hoping that you might want to run us up a couple of shirts on your sewing machine. You being the Queen’s dress designer, and everything.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a sudden silence 
 
    that seemed to spread all 
 
    over the world. For this 
 
    was surely the only time 
 
    in anyone’s recollection that 
 
    someone had actually confused 
 
    the shopkeeper with— 
 
      
 
    —the other Norman Hartnell. 
 
      
 
    The moment passed and life carried on in Brentford. 
 
    ‘I’d buy you chaps a drink,’ said Jim. ‘But I do not have a penny to my name.’ 
 
    Unaware that his words were so poorly chosen, Jim was surprised to see that the John who’d been Dave, although stripped to the waist, was trying to roll up his sleeves. 
 
    ‘We want our money,’ growled the other John. ‘And we want it now.’ 
 
    ‘But I paid you,’ said Jim. ‘We’re all straight.’ 
 
    Both Johns pulled manky leaves from their pockets and cast them all over Jim. 
 
    ‘Someone getting married?’ Norman asked. 
 
    ‘It’s the money he gave us!’ Both Johns pointed at Pooley. ‘It was all a dirty trick, the money wasn’t real.’ 
 
    The gravity of the situation was now made plain to Jim. But he had no understanding of the why. 
 
    ‘I just need to pop to the gents,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Oh no you bloody don’t.’ 
 
    ‘But fellas.’ 
 
    ‘Stand and deliver,’ said a John. 
 
    ‘Your money or your life,’ said his brother. 
 
    ‘Adam Ant came into my shop once,’ said Norman. ‘He bought a bag of—’ 
 
    But sadly whatever the dandy one bought would remain at present a mystery, for— 
 
    An angry John swung a mighty fist and Norman’s lights went out. 
 
    Jim viewed the unconscious shopkeeper with horror. That hadn’t really happened, surely not. 
 
    ‘Money,’ said the martial John, raising his fist now to Jim. ‘Or your life!’ Steam was rising now from naked shoulders. 
 
    ‘But I don’t understand,’ said Jim. 
 
    Now it does have to be said that the Rusty Trombone was not some spit and gob saloon where ladies of easy virtue disported themselves and big-bellied brawlers warred with one another. It was more one of your designer boutique drinkeries, with an exorbitantly-priced house red and a gluten-free vegan menu. But it was a pub frequented by female morris dancers, one of whom had recently referred to Jim as an agent of the patriarchal hegemony. 
 
    Female eyes turned on the men of violence. 
 
    ‘Take your testosterone-fuelled barbarity elsewhere, you hapless Neanderthals,’ cried the Lady Gardeners’ lead thereminist. 
 
    ‘Just keep out of this, darling,’ said a John. 
 
    There was a kind of a hush in the Rusty Trombone. A most significant kind of a hush. 
 
    ‘Did somebody just use the D-word?’ asked a morris woman who had recently clocked up a record time in the London marathon and held a black belt in Dimac. 
 
    ‘Pipe down, sweetheart.’ 
 
    ‘And the S-word too!’ 
 
    Jim Pooley fought to keep his hands from flapping, a John reached down and took him by the throat. 
 
    Outside the rain smote Brentford with violent intent and inside the Rusty Trombone— 
 
    The catalyst for the fight proper was probably the remark made by one of the Johns which suggested, in essence, that women should distance themselves from the affairs of their male superiors and restrict their activities to kitchen work and the rearing of children. 
 
    The woman who knocked down John number one was the woman skilled in Dimac. John number two struck out at all and sundry. But as he held Jim fast by the throat he could only strike with one hand. 
 
    A morris dancer kicked him in those oh-so tender parts. 
 
    With his throat set free Jim gasped for air and attempted to make his escape. But guilty it seemed once more by association, Pooley found himself on the receiving end of female fists and right in the midst of the fray. 
 
    Striking women was not Jim’s thing, nor indeed was striking anyone. A man of peace, Jim Pooley was, though now a man most sorely put upon. 
 
    The first John was back on his feet and although he did have some qualms about punching a woman in the head, he hadn’t started this fight and he was, in his own opinion, only defending himself. The picking up and hurling over the bar counter of the nearest morris woman would not be helping his case if this came to court though. 
 
    Warlike women fell upon this John. 
 
    As with many a good pub fight, this started small then spread like a social disease. Folk quite unconnected to the original contretemps now felt the need to air some personal grievance through the medium of combat. 
 
    Croughton, the pot-bellied pot man, long ago sacked from the Flying Swan and now serving his time in the Trombone’s kitchen as vegan chef, had never liked Wally the wistful waiter. For Wally once dated Croughton’s sister. 
 
    Jimmy Summerville the landlord (not to be confused with the other Jimmy Summerville) did like Wally, but didn’t like Malkuth McGregor, the new barman, whose conversation mostly centred upon the wonders of a vitamin supplement that he marketed on behalf of the Mormons. 
 
    And as for Louis Bewley, the cross-dressing cagefighter, who had been barred from every other pub in Brentford for inciting riotous assembly— 
 
    Well— 
 
    Whoever threw the first chair threw it well. It travelled over the bar counter and brought down half of the optics. These showered glass and a fearsome cocktail of spirits onto the morris dancer flung there by a John. She rose, now armed with the barlord’s stout stick and sought a man to punish. 
 
    It was the sofa that nearly did for John Omally. It took two strong women to throw it, but throw it they did, right through the Trombone’s front window. 
 
    John had been making his way towards the station, tightly-packed suitcase over his head to protect himself from the rain. He didn’t see the sofa coming, and its coming brought surprise to John as it crashed down right before him onto the cobbles. 
 
    John peered in through the sofa-shaped hole to view the mayhem within. And being the acknowledged admirer of the female form that he was, the sight of quite so many fit young women going at it with quite so much vigour brought a certain joy to John Omally. This joy was lessened somewhat however when John spied Jim in the thick of it. 
 
    And then John too had a moment. He had been about to flee the borough taking with him his few worldly possessions. And leaving behind him, what? The threat of violence to his person, certainly. Just desserts, without a doubt. 
 
    But leaving too, his closest friend to face the music as it were. John now felt very low indeed. Lower, one might say than a belly button boil on a bow-legged dachshund, or an ankle bracelet on a flat-footed fairy feller. Which, of course brought back memories of— 
 
    ‘Hold on Jim,’ cried John. ‘I’m coming to the rescue.’ 
 
    As a viable weapon the suitcase has yet to prove its worth. The handbag has seen much employment in this field over the years, as has the slipper bag with a brick in it, much favoured in the young offender’s facilities. But the suitcase, especially filled, can be wieldy at best, clumsy at worst and then when the handle comes off— 
 
    Omally punched one bearded John in the stomach and managed to kick the other in the shin. He was just helping Jim to his feet when several members of the morris espied him. These were members who had known John in the biblical sense and now seemed as good a time as ever to direct some of their present vehemence towards him. 
 
    Rain lashed in through the broken window; folk lashed out at other folk within. 
 
    John came up, but John was brought down again as now there were three Johns in the melee confusion reigned supreme. 
 
      
 
    In Platonic philosophy, the supreme being and creator of the universe is named as the demiurge. As supreme commander of the Brentford constabulary, Inspectre Hovis considered himself to be something of a demiurge. His was the power to command. And those who ranked beneath him conceded to this power. He told them what to wear and how to stand. He told them what to do and how to do it. 
 
    And he constantly impressed upon them that they were what they ate and that a healthy diet brought them countless benefits. Inspectre Hovis was a vegan and the only place in Brentford that served a decent lunch was— 
 
    ‘Hello hello hello,’ said Inspectre Hovis to the constable that held the umbrella. ‘What do we have here then?’ 
 
    Constable Meek, for it was he, said, ‘trouble sir, by the looks of it.’ 
 
    ‘Trouble indeed my bonny lad. Blow your whistle, draw your truncheon, cry God for Harry and St George and—’ 
 
    ‘Get stuck in?’ asked Constable Gwynplaine, drawing out his truncheon. 
 
    In a bold attempt to both blow a whistle and draw out a truncheon Constable Meek lost control of the umbrella and Inspectre Hovis looked on sadly as it blew across the rain lashed cobbles and vanished into the distance. 
 
    ‘Right,’ cried Hovis. ‘Let’s do this.’ 
 
      
 
    Considering the intensity of the violence and the extent of the damage done to the Rusty Trombone, the arrests made that day were remarkably few. 
 
    As Hovis and his two-man team burst into the war-torn drinkery their entrance affected an almost magical transformation. Of a sudden it seemed that there was no ruckus at all. No fisticuffs, no Kung Fu fighting and no kicks to the groin. Folk stood frozen in martial poses, but only for a moment. Then they smiled and furtively laid aside their weapons. Engaged in merry converse, dusted down each other with politeness. 
 
    ‘Now, now, now,’ called Inspectre Hovis. 
 
    ‘What, what, what?’ went innocent folk all around and about. 
 
    Omally once more helped Jim to his feet. ‘Time we were off,’ said he. 
 
    Inspectre Hovis held high his hand. ‘Not so fast, chummy,’ said Hovis. 
 
    ‘We were just passing by,’ said John. ‘And came in to help.’ 
 
    Inspectre Hovis nodded his head and looked John up and down. ‘Nice suit,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Most distinctive,’ said the Inspectre. 
 
    ‘A bit damp now,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Inspectre Hovis. ‘It looked so much smarter last night when you were up on that stage pulling the bogus lottery ticket.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said John. 
 
    And ‘Ah,’ said Hovis. ‘Constable, arrest this man.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t his fault,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘And his accomplice too,’ said the Inspectre. 
 
      
 
    The Brentford nick has just the one cell, for crime is rare in Brentford. Those arrested the previous evening had been carted off in meat-wagons to the cop-shops of Hounslow and Ealing. 
 
    Only one prisoner sat in the one Brentford cell. He was lost in the shadows when John and Jim were thrust in through the doorway. 
 
    ‘Now you just be good boys,’ said Hovis. ‘Myself and my constables are going to lunch, so if you make any fuss no-one’s going to hear you.’ 
 
    John sighed and Jim sighed. Sigh, sigh, sigh. 
 
    ‘Bloody anarchists,’ said Hovis, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Jim. ‘That might have gone better.’ 
 
    ‘It might have gone a lot worse,’ said John, ‘be grateful.’ 
 
    ‘Well now,’ came a voice from the shadows. ‘Don’t I an’ I be knowing dese voices?’ 
 
    John peered into the darkness. ‘Hello, Leo,’ he said. 
 
    Councillor Felix removed himself from the shadows. ‘What you do den, eh?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘All a misunderstanding,’ said Jim. ‘You know the way it goes.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a black man,’ said Leo. ‘I know exactly the way it goes.’ 
 
    There was nothing John and Jim could add to this. 
 
    ‘But den, it is lucky,’ said Leo. ‘You bein’ here and me bein’ here. Dead lucky I would be callin’ it.’ 
 
    ‘I have known better luck,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Me too, Babylon. Liken it bein’ only yesterday when me truck all shiny wid not a dent in sight.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ queried John. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, Babylon. Den me girlfriend come in here dis morning to see me and she tell that after I get arrested she be lookin’ out de window and spy you creepin’ into me yard and stealin’ me truck.’ 
 
    ‘Hiring your truck.’ Said John. 
 
    ‘And bringing it back later all mash up with a handprint like Jah come down angry on de roof and the suspension all gone to buggery. Bloodclart!’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said John Omally. 
 
    ‘And if dis ain’t outrage and disrespect enough,’ said the follower of Jah Rastafari. ‘I check in me shoe dis morning to count me money you do pay me and what I find there, wicked man?’ 
 
    John knew all too well what Leo must have found. 
 
      
 
    When Inspectre Hovis returned from his meat-free plant-based repast he was quite surprised to see the extent of the injuries sustained by the two latest captives. 
 
    Inspectre Hovis dripped puddles onto the cold stone floor. ‘You,’ he said to Leo Felix. ‘You can go home. The downpour is bringing the canal into flood and you may have to evacuate your premises.’ 
 
    Leo rose. And so did John and Jim. 
 
    ‘Oh no, not you two lads,’ said the sodden policeman. ‘I’ve got a dozen drenched townsfolk upstairs lodging complaints. All about funny money, it seems. It is my duty to inform you that I am arresting you both under Section 15 of the 1981 Forgery and Counterfeiting Act. You are not obliged to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. Do you understand?’ 
 
    John Omally nodded gloomily. 
 
    ‘Actually I don’t,’ said Jim. ‘What’s happening?’ 
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    Upon a single narrow cot within a single cell, two men sat and nursed their wounds and grumbled to each other. 
 
    In accordance with the terms of the Geneva Convention they had been served lunch. In accordance with Inspectre Hovis’ dietary predilections this lunch had consisted of Chinese leaf upon wholemeal bread washed down with a cup of green tea. 
 
    Requests from the prisoners that this be augmented by ale had been politely denied. Requests that Amnesty International be immediately contacted as ale was a basic human right, had not been met with a kindly response. 
 
    ‘You should consider yourselves lucky men,’ the Inspectre told the luckless two. ‘In the good old days convicted counterfeiters could expect to be hanged. The drawing and quarterings were optional of course, but generally taken up to please the crowd. Nowadays, however, the penalty is a measly ten years’ imprisonment. Paltry porridge, as hardened criminals as yourselves would have it.’ 
 
    Inspectre Hovis then went on to inform the captives that he and his officers were now going home, as the weather was growing worse by the minute. But that he would leave the lights on and he would be in first thing tomorrow morning to take their statements and serve them bowls of muesli. 
 
      
 
    ‘Fairy money,’ said Jim unto John. 
 
    ‘Regrettably so,’ said John. 
 
    ‘A ten year prison sentence,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Such seems likely,’ said John. 
 
    ‘And who do you think I might personally blame for my misfortune?’ Jim asked. 
 
    ‘The town clerk?’ John suggested. 
 
    Jim Pooley shook his head. 
 
    They sat a while in silence. Silence but for the sounds above of severely worsening weather. 
 
      
 
    Great storm clouds blackened the heavens. Torrential rain heaved down from the sky. The force of the ever-growing storm was such that modern shop signs were torn away from their mountings exposing names from bygone times. Stone-cladding fell from house fronts to reveal the London stocks beneath. Diners fled the McDonald’s, as the garish roof tiles and composition wall cladding fell away and the rain rushed in to punish the vile interior. Drains overflowed and Pooley Plaza became a raging waterway. 
 
      
 
    ‘I need the toilet,’ said Pooley. ‘Where is the bathroom?’ 
 
    ‘The bathroom as you so charmingly put it, is there,’ John pointed towards the stainless steel toilet bowl which graced the western wall of their snug abode. 
 
    ‘It’s a good job I don’t need a poo,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘But you likely will tomorrow.’ 
 
    Jim rose, took himself two feet away and attended to his business. ‘We have to get out of here,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t last a week in prison. I can’t even pee if someone’s watching.’ 
 
    ‘I’m all for escaping,’ said John. ‘But how?’ 
 
    Jim zipped himself into respectability. ‘How, is not my concern,’ said he. ‘You got us into this mess, so you should get us out.’ 
 
    ‘I could pick the lock,’ said John. 
 
    ‘Well do so.’ 
 
    ‘I could, if there was a keyhole on this side of the door. But as you can see, there is not.’ 
 
    Pooley beheld the grim iron door and as he did the lights began to flicker. 
 
    ‘Do something,’ cried Jim, ‘and do it now, before the lights go out.’ 
 
      
 
    And the lights were going out all over Brentford. As water seeped into electrical circuits, bubbled into fuse boxes and waged war against its voltaic enemy. And now too came the lightning, bringing down the steeple of St Joan’s. Popping lightbulbs, wreaking further havoc. 
 
      
 
    John Omally arose from the cot, crossed to the door and gave it a mighty kick. 
 
    Jim looked on as his companion now took to hopping about on one leg. 
 
    ‘Under normal circumstances I would find that amusing,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Oh no no no no no,’ said John. 
 
    ‘I really would,’ said Jim. 
 
    ‘Not that, no, this,’ John pointed to the floor of the cell, a puddle was spreading under the door. 
 
    ‘Oh wonderful,’ said Jim. ‘And now we’ll get wet feet.’ 
 
    John Omally shook his head. ‘More than our feet,’ he said as he resumed his pointless kicking of the door. 
 
    ‘More?’ asked Pooley. 
 
    ‘We’re in the basement, Jim. A good ten feet below ground level. And it’s starting to flood and—’ 
 
    ‘Help!’ wailed Jim Pooley. ‘Men in distress, not waving but drowning. HELP!’ 
 
    ‘Help!’ agreed John and together they bashed at the door. 
 
      
 
    Whatever storm drains Brentford had now overflowed with monumental gusto. Chimney-pots tumbled, slates fluttered into the maelstrom. Hardly a street was passable now as torrents of rainwater gushed and foamed, swirling at a breakneck speed throughout the battered borough. 
 
      
 
    Upon that single narrow cot within that single cell, two men stood and called for help as loudly as they could. Their voices penetrated the steel door and echoed in the passageway beyond. But that passageway was now awash with rapidly rising water. 
 
    ‘What do we do? What do we do?’ Pooley’s hands began to flap, but due to the restricted standing room he was quite unable to turn around in small circles. 
 
    ‘Don’t do that,’ John told him. ‘You’re somehow making it worse.’ 
 
    ‘John we are going to die. We are going to drown.’ 
 
    Shamefaced, John Omally said, ‘I am so sorry, Jim.’ 
 
    ‘Do something! Anything!’ 
 
    Water lapped now at their feet. 
 
    And the light went out. 
 
      
 
    Darkness fell upon Brentford. A stygian darkness. A darkness of the tomb. Black, the skies and seeming black the rain. The bursts of lightning brought fragmentary illumination. Jagged glimpses of a borough in its death throes. The torment of the rain, the fury of the wind. The unforgiving storm ripped through the borough. 
 
      
 
    And in the darkness there beneath the ground. A still small voice said, ‘John, I am afraid.’ 
 
    ‘And I, my friend and I.’ 
 
    ‘I do not want to die. Not yet. Not here.’ 
 
    ‘I am so sorry Jim.’ 
 
    ‘I know, my friend. I know.’ 
 
    ‘John,’ said Jim. ‘We have lived as the bestest of friends have we not?’ 
 
    ‘We have,’ said John. ‘We have.’ 
 
    ‘And then it is perhaps fitting that we die in the same fashion.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Jim,’ said John. ‘My dear friend, Jim.’ 
 
    ‘Please hold my hand,’ said Pooley. 
 
    John took his best friend’s hand in his as in that dreadful darkness there, the water covered them. 
 
      
 
    From the darkness of death it is said, there grows a golden light. And a golden stairway that the soul ascends. For the good and faithful there awaits eternal joy. For the evil, dark eternal torment down in horrid depths. Had John and Jim been good and true? Would they find mercy in the eyes of their Divine Creator? Or would the Almighty view them both as wicked men? 
 
    Or then, perhaps, beyond death there is nothing. No ever-lasting happiness, no endless pain and sorrow. Simply nothingness. A black and timeless nothingness eternal. 
 
    Who can say? 
 
      
 
    An earthquake? 
 
    An eruption? 
 
    A tearing up, a smashing down of concrete. 
 
    And through the darkness and into those black icy waters of the grave, two hands. Two mighty hands reached down. Took hold of drowning men and lifted. 
 
    ‘Come with me if you want to live,’ said Mr Julian Adams. 
 
      
 
    Through that afternoon made night. Through the rushing torrents, beaten by the wind and mighty rain, the Man of Courage carried John and Jim, beneath his arms away from that icy well of death that would have swallowed them forever more. 
 
    Through thunder, lightning, storm and bitter flood. 
 
    Away. 
 
      
 
    Although barely conscious Jim viewed by lightning’s flash the terrible destruction of the borough. He saw the façade of the Memorial Library crumble. Mighty oaks on The Butts Estate keel over. A broken body carried by the flood. And when they reached Professor Slocombe’s house Jim thought that his wits had surely deserted him. 
 
    For though the giant stood knee deep in water, he lifted John and Jim up to the professor’s French windows. The house hung magically in the air above the water rushing by beneath. And then Jim Pooley closed his eyes as once more darkness coldly closed about him. 
 
      
 
    A night of untold horrors passed and dimly did the dawn come unto Brentford. The waters were subsiding, but the devastation was profound. 
 
      
 
    Neville crept down the stairs to view the ruination of the Swan. The saloon bar swam six inches deep in water. Chairs and bar stools overturned and piled against the rearward wall, the door torn off its hinges and bobbing in the waves. A tear came to the part-time barman’s eye, a lump came to his throat and then a silent scream to his lips. 
 
    For flashing away, unharmed and unscathed, the Captain Laser Alien Attack Machine now greeted him with a merry ‘bitow, bitow’. 
 
      
 
    Norman’s shop had escaped any serious damage. The giant ice cream cornet, which had stood unmentioned for more than thirty years before his door, had blown away in the night of terror, but as Norman had never cared for it much, he wasn’t really bothered. 
 
      
 
    Old Pete leaned upon his cane and peered at the allotments. Gone, all gone to ruination. Plants torn up and sheds demolished, trellises shredded, cold frames washed away. Years and years of love and care all gone in a single storm. 
 
    The ancient nodded his head in grief, stooped and patted his dog and then shuffled away. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer Naylor stood before all that was left of Brentford’s Memorial Library. Sodden books littered the surrounding area, the library’s roof sagged and it seemed doubtful that this historic building, a gift from the philanthropist Andrew Carnegie could ever be restored. 
 
    The sight of all those ruined books all but broke the senior librarian’s heart. And it was the heart, it seemed to Jennifer Naylor, that had been torn out of the borough of Brentford. 
 
      
 
    Upon a single sofa, within a book-bound study two men sat. Swathed in blankets and haunted of eye. White of face and bruised and bashed about. 
 
    Before them stood a sprightly elder fellow. His eyes fairly glittered as he viewed his quivering guests. 
 
    The ancient scholar wore this day most curious apparel. An antiquated safari suit and a Victorian pith helmet. His feet encased by rugged walking boots, a staff with a knobbly tip held in one hand. 
 
    ‘Gentlemen,’ said Professor Slocombe. ‘How would you feel about getting away from Brentford for a while?’ 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    24 
 
      
 
    And so it came to pass that upon the twenty-seventh day of July in this year of our Lord, 2017, four men did set out upon a great and sacred quest. 
 
    That they would enter a magical kingdom within the hollow hill and there battle forces diabolic which had laid the town of Brentford to ruin. 
 
    What terrible trials and torturous torments lie ahead of them must as yet remain unspoken of. For we have but reached the end of the beginning and now begin the middle of our tale. 
 
    That these heroes, for heroes they are, will endure dreadful hardships, can be assured. That what can go wrong, will do so, is a given. But they will struggle bravely as all heroes do and we must send good tidings and offer them our hopes. 
 
    For so it is written (here) that the fate not only of Brentford and her people, but of all humankind lies in the hands of these four. 
 
    In the hands of a magician and a giant and two blokes from down the pub. 
 
    TO BE CONTINUED… 
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