

[image: Cover Image]




LUCKY DOG

Mark Barrowcliffe

[image: image]



Copyright © 2004 Mark Barrowcliffe

The right of Mark Barrowcliffe to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2013

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 0561 2

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Book

About the Author

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Author’s Note

Epigraph

1 Hot Dog

2 Barking

3 Fetch

4 Sliding

5 Cat Calls

6 Howl To Make Friends and Influence People

7 Putting the Cat Out

8 Woof Is a Four-Letter Word

9 Lucky Dog

10 In Arcadia

11 Cat Scratch Fever

12 Canine Rhymes

13 An Inspector Calls

14 Running Dog

15 Yesterday’s Man

16 Window Pain

17 A Way Back In

18 Property and Values

19 Welcome to the Fold

20 Double Your Money

21 Bye Bye Baby

22 Dog House

23 Love Me, Don’t Love Your Dog

24 Pills and Bellyaches

25 The Hard Goodbye

26 Dog Gone

27 Home Sour Home

28 Who’s Sorry Now?

29 Funeral Wrongs

30 Party’s Over

31 Down Boy

32 A Family Christmas

33 The Best Present a Boy Ever Had

34 Strays

35 Long Shot

36 Come Play My Game

37 Pack Animal

38 End Game

39 Waking Dogs Lie

40 The Emotional Retriever


‘You’d think that when you see someone hit the floor right in front of you that you’d remember some telling, cinematic detail. The arc of the cigarette through the air, for instance, or the expression on the man’s face. All I remember, though, is the curly-tailed dog looking up at me with the sort of expression that says, “Well, that just about puts the tin lid on it.”’

After his mother’s funeral, Dave Barker’s life takes an unexpected turn. A total stranger drops dead in his office, for starters. A good deed leads him into the company of powerful men who want to be Dave’s friend. His girlfriend can’t get enough of him. So what exactly is Dave’s problem?


Mark Barrowcliffe grew up in Coventry. He worked as a journalist and also as a stand-up comedian before giving it all up to write his first novel, GIRLFRIEND 44.


For Jake Barrowcliffe


Thanks to: Wendy Bell, as always, Emily Turner for her advice, Julia Jordan for her poker knowledge, Paul Heathorn for listening to my jokes, Dave Adams, Vikki Pihl and Suzi Skinner likewise. Thanks to Danny Plunkett for the pun.

I meant to thank Dr Jeffrey Handel for his medical advice in my last book but I forgot. Better late than never, Jeff. Well, not in your game, I guess.


Any similarity between the characters in this book and real people is a hellish fluke.

The Folding Society mentioned here are nothing to do with the real Folding Society, lovers of the collapsible bicycle.


Oh love will make a dog howl in rhyme.

Francis Beaumont, The Queen of Corinth

The more I see of men the more I like dogs.

Mark Twain

Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps; for he is the only animal that is struck with the difference between what things are and what they ought to be.

William Hazlitt


1

Hot Dog

I wished at the time that Mr Gilbert had picked someone else’s office in which to have his heart attack.

Had I known then what I know now, of course, I would have shaken him warmly by the hand. This may have interfered with the attempts of the lovely Lucy to revive him, so perhaps it’s better that I did not.

As a card player, I can tell you things come in runs. Just as a poker man may not be able to get arrested at certain points in his career – and if you play cards like I play cards then a career is what it is – and at other times everything he touches will turn to gold, life has its rhythms and themes.

The theme for that particular month of June appeared, without wishing to stray into the disagreeable realm of melodrama, to be death.

And, for that matter, dogs.

That noon, under a heavy sun, I had watched my mother buried.

‘Today is the beginning of the dog days of June,’ said the moist vicar as we laboured back from her grave, ‘traditionally a period of inactivity.’

‘Quite a considerable period for my mum,’ I said, watching the heat shimmer over the headstones. I gave him a weak smile. My mum would have been pleased to see me bearing up.

I could have done with a break that afternoon, from difficulties, from stress, from other people’s problems and from my own. God, however, occasionally plays Jenga with our souls, seeing how much He can challenge the foundations of our beings before they collapse. So He sent me the crooked Mr Gilbert and his heart condition.

And his dog.

You’d think when you see someone hit the floor right in front of you that you’d remember some telling, cinematic detail. The arc of the cigarette through the air, for instance, or the expression on the man’s face.

All I remember, though, is the curly-tailed dog looking up at me with what appeared to be a shrug and the sort of expression that says, ‘Well, that just about puts the tin lid on it.’ This was noteworthy because that was the exact same remark I was making to myself.

I don’t want it to appear that this terrible event did not affect me. In fact I think that, short of Mr Gilbert himself, it had a greater impact on me than on anyone else on earth.

I’d decided to return to the office after Mum’s funeral as I didn’t want to spend the day moping. I needed something to take my mind off it and, because poker games are rare at two o’clock on a Thursday afternoon, my credit card didn’t work for the internet tournaments any more, drink wasn’t my thing, drugs I wouldn’t know where to begin and Lyndsey my girlfriend couldn’t get the time off work, I thought I’d return and at least sit at my desk, if do no work.

If you should be moved to sympathy for me at this point, let me offer you something to temper your tender feelings. My job, what I do for a living, my daily crust is . . . Before I go any further, let me say that I am, as was my father from whom I inherited the business, pathologically honest. It’s nothing I’ve been taught and it’s certainly not a religious calling. It’s just in the bones, something at a genetic level.

I wish I could ditch it, I really do. Like when they underbilled me for my council tax. Do you realise they do not have any facility at all at the council for people to complain about being undercharged? A week of phoning and sleepless nights it took me to be able to pay the correct amount.

I can’t cheat, I can’t lie, I don’t even like disappointing people. I’ll admit these are unusual qualities for an estate agent but that’s our trade here at Son and Barker – so named because my dad had given my grandad a job briefly before he died. Yes, estate agents and honest too. We’re the ones, the exceptions that prove the rule.

You’ll find no imaginary competitors for the home of your dreams here, no invitation to submit ‘a sealed bid’, no wildly over-optimistic assessment of the value of your property.

Son and Barker don’t want to get involved in any such shenanigans. And so we lose out. As my father said, though, ‘Better an honest poor man than a rich liar.’ Or, as my mum said, ‘Not really,’ as she read the Littlewoods catalogue with longing in her eyes – but it wasn’t her running the business, was it?

Honesty may seem an unusual quality for a poker player too, though it isn’t if you know the game. You’re following the rules, after all, and a bluff isn’t the same as a lie, though it’s similar enough, I suppose, to provide a little titillation and relief for the honest man. Whatever, we all need a break from ourselves now and again, a safe little zone in which we can be someone else.

We don’t get much passing trade in my shop, most of our business responds to our adverts. Anyone will tell you, even if you struggle like Samson at the wheel to prevent them, that the three rules of property are location, location, location. Well, the location of our shop is lousy, lousy, lousy. It used to be OK, OK, OK in the seventies when my dad bought it but it’s in that large concrete development outside Worthing station, part of the gleaming sixties brave new world, before people decided they quite liked the dull, cowardly old one and moved all their shops away down the high street.

We try to make it comfortable, decking it out in plants and books so it’s more like a living room than an estate agency. I think it’s a tribute to our good taste that so many of the decorations have been stolen over the years.

Now it’s just me, the ironmongers and the model shop that remain. We’re the only ones who bought rather than rented our premises. My dad knew he was on to a loser but bought it anyway, reasoning that we should show faith in property.

‘No one will know it’s rented,’ my mum said.

‘I will,’ he said.

At this point my mother rolled her eyes and snapped shut the Littlewoods catalogue in what I can only describe as a meaningful way.

We had to move and plans were in train for the business to go to the centre to try to cut it up against the big chains. I don’t know why I’d been so reluctant to up sticks. I suppose it was because my dad thought he could make a success of it here and I wanted to prove him right, even if he was very demonstrably wrong.

So when the fat man I was to come to know as Paul Gilbert came in, pulling the dog behind him, it was into an empty shop. Empty apart from me and lovely Lucy. I’d given the other staff the afternoon off because I didn’t want them to have to look at my long face. The staff were the three Andrews – Andrew, Andy and Drew – young and ambitious and gone in two years if they were half as good as they thought they were. An ideal combination of cheap wages and hard work.

Lovely Lucy the secretary, however, said she had things to sort out and would stay for a while. I think she was just seeing that I was OK, as is the wont of the lovely. This was great in one way but not in another.

I like Lucy very much indeed but she makes me rather uncomfortable sometimes. I don’t know what it is but there’s something that emanates from her, a kind of frightening warmth, that gives me that feeling you get when you stand at the bottom of a skyscraper and look up – a sort of vertigo.

I think it’s because I never feel quite at ease being looked after. Looking after, I’m fine, but I don’t seem to be very good when the care’s coming the other way. It’s not her fault, she’s my secretary, that’s sort of her job, but still I feel I don’t know where to put myself when she buys me one of my favourite Walnut Whips without me asking her to or organises a cake for me on my birthday. She’d just put a Walnut Whip on my desk when Gilbert came in.

‘Ah, someone’s here,’ he said, fedora hat slanting one way, the cigarette-bearing smile the other. The dog turned to go. Even then I noticed something about the animal; he reminded me of a child who’d been dragged into a shop by his mum to get something waterproof and unfashionable and who, on hearing they didn’t have it in exactly his size, was making tracks for the toy shop.

The heat was insufferable and the fan inadequate to its task. My shirt was tight and overbuttoned at the neck. This was actually nothing to do with the temperature. It was because the night before I’d managed to put a rust stain up my two best shirts with the iron and so was encased in an Auntie Gillian special. Auntie Gillian always buys me three shirts for Christmas but refuses to accept that I’m a sixteen-inch neck. ‘You’re more fifteen and a half,’ she says, brooking no argument. So I say, ‘Thank you, they’re lovely,’ and I put them in the drawer but before I know it I’m down to the last of the wash and fishing one out to iron in the morning.

Why the woman can’t buy me one that’s straightforwardly too small I don’t know. ‘Right on the edge of being OK but actually not,’ I’d said to Lyndsey as I put it on, tight as a poultice, one morning.

‘Sums up your life,’ she said, taking the washing out of her machine where it had been running on Economy 7 during the night. Lyndsey is full of these jokes.

‘Black humour!’ I say. ‘It’s not humour,’ she says, deadpan, which we both know is even more black humour. We do have a hoot.

Gilbert approached my desk as if under steam, billowing clouds of B&H descending.

‘There’s no dogs in the office,’ I said. I don’t know why we didn’t allow dogs. We had a ‘No Dogs’ sign and since every shop has one I suppose we thought we’d be less of a shop without one. ‘And no smoking,’ I said.

‘Right you are, chief,’ said Gilbert, not removing the dog, in fact telling it to sit, while lighting a cigarette off the butt of his last. ‘But I’m on the horns of a dilemma and I was wondering if you could help me out. You see, my mother has just died and I need to sort things out with the authorities. This is her dog, I’m stuck with him and I need someone to mind him just for an hour. Do you think you could do that? I can’t leave him outside, he’s quite valuable.’

The questions I might have had, the suggestions I might have proffered were as sandcastles before the tide of his words. ‘My mother just died.’

Had I stopped to think, things might have been different. I mean, do we have authorities in England? No, we have incapabilities – the police complaints incapability, the rail incapability. I won’t go on as I haven’t got all day.

Suddenly I didn’t see a strange man in a rather dodgy blazer and grey slacks that had given up trying to contain his girth and had decided to settle for a position of reasonable dignity somewhere around the low hips. I saw myself.

‘Of course,’ I said, ‘yes, of course, yes, he can go in the staff room, give him here.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ he said, looking at his wrist where a watch would have been if he’d had one. ‘I really must get going, I’ll be back in under an hour.’

And then he was off in a puff of smoke, with strange speed for a porker.

I looked at Lucy, she looked at me, we both shrugged and looked at the dog, who seemed to turn down his lower lip in a ‘well, don’t ask me’ expression.

‘Do you want a biscuit?’ said Lucy, crouching in front of him and talking in that slightly over-loud way older people reserve for foreigners. Lucy’s quite informally dressed in trendy shirt and three-quarter length skirt and when she bends, her legs and her back make a shape that I wish an employee’s legs and back would not.

‘Biscuit?’ said Lucy.

The dog let out a noise rather like someone finally giving up in a breath-holding competition and wagged his tail.

‘I think that’s a yes,’ I said.

Lucy stood and straightened her skirt, the bent S of her crouch seeming to unite with another backwards S to make an hourglass.

I scribbled a note on my desk. ‘Get out more often. Out out. Not poker out.’

It was a good tactic of mine, though, to try to think of Lucy as an arrangement of shapes and colours – a curve and some red for the lips, the dark swoop of the hair, a sheen on the skirt, the white of her skin. I didn’t want these things connecting into a woman because that way a deal of misery might ensue and so I took her in in parts, which made many of our exchanges similar to those of the spotty schoolboy talking to the sexy teacher.

I was, after all, spoken for and she was my employee and so any suggestion of that sort of thing was out of the question. I was thinking this as she moved to the back of the shop and I took my eyes away from a shape at the back of her that it’s pretty difficult not to associate with a woman.

I’ve never got over the suspicion that I employed her because she was so attractive. At the time, though, I thought it was her natural cheekiness that appealed to me.

‘How would your friends describe you?’ I asked at her interview.

‘Oh, go on, rub it in,’ she said.

This made me laugh. It takes a kind of courage to be like that and I liked it because her irreverence contrasted with my reverence. I mean, I called a parking warden ‘sir’ the other day.

The interview was two years ago. She’d be off to another job soon, doubtless. Hey ho.

Lucy went into the staff room at the back of the office, 8′ × 6′ and with an irrelevant facing aspect as it has no windows, some scope for development though no one will bother.

The dog looked at me and then trotted after her. He was an average-looking dog, really, of medium size – probably tall enough to come just over the knee if he was sitting down.

To me he looked rather like a large piece of lightly burnt toast, a golden brown on the legs and head but with a saddle of black across his back. The tail was curled over towards the back in a bushy question mark and the ears were like those of an Alsatian but more floppy. The eyes were strange too, deep brown but ringed in black, as if he was wearing a light kohl but unselfconsciously and with a strange dignity, like a teenager waking from a drunken sleep to wonder why his friends are laughing and his mum’s make-up box is open.

Lucy led him back in behind a biscuit and I noticed the white at his front, like a smart bib. He was certainly a handsome dog, a bit like a small German shepherd but softer looking, with a way of panting that made him look as though he was laughing.

She fed him a biscuit, which he swallowed with a loud slap like a dolphin with a mackerel.

This clearly wasn’t the end of proceedings as far as the animal was concerned. I’ve seen people project expectation before, in light coughs, in meaningful inclinations of the eye, in ‘over to you’ gestures. The dog, on not seeing another biscuit appear, took on a look of horror like a mother on the Titanic hearing there was no space on the lifeboat for her children.

‘All gone?’ he seemed to be saying. ‘Can fate be so cruel?’ For some reason I imagined him saying the word ‘cruel’ with two syllables, like Cruella but with the ‘a’ knocked off.

‘All gone,’ said Lucy, showing empty hands. I could see this wasn’t true. There were three digestives and a custard cream on the desk.

The dog put his nose into the air and gave a knowing nod. Then he raised both paws in a kind of half begging gesture, dropped one shoulder as if he might roll over and finished by lowering his back legs slightly in a half sit – as if to say that, for the gift of further sweetmeats, he might be persuaded to perform all manner of tricks.

‘I think he wants another,’ said Lucy, laughing at his capers.

‘I think he does,’ I said.

The dog made a noise like the person in the breath-holding competition taking in air for a second go.

Another biscuit disappeared as if down a coal chute and he resumed his look of expectancy. For him, it appeared, satisfaction came and went in a tick, a flickering interruption in a life of permanent desire.

I put my head into my hands. Sweet as the dog was, I have to say that I wasn’t in the mood.

What I was in the mood for I didn’t know. Not for bank statements, though I took one from my desk drawer. When it comes to communications with financial organisations I have the attitude that what you don’t know can’t hurt you. This isn’t true, as the last time the bailiffs came to repossess the office I didn’t know I was £70,000 in debt on the business account and it would have hurt me considerably to see my only source of income removed. Luckily I’d had a big win the night before and was able to waft a few wads of cash in their direction as garlic towards the vampire.

Of course this proved a shock to the system and I was no longer £70,000 in debt. No, after weeks of careful play, I was £72,456.98p in debt, which represented a substantial cut in my spending, at least since my mum had been in decline.

I think at this point it would be helpful if I explained my approach to poker.

I am not a risk-taker, it has to be said. True, I have occasionally inserted a cotton bud into the ear canal of life and have used the toilets in McDonald’s without having bought anything, but poker is not about increasing your risks, it’s about minimising them.

The fascinating thing is that if you play the odds and act sensibly, it’s an easy game. Really, it is. So I didn’t accrue my £70,000 in gambling debts by taking risks. No, like most people, I got them backing certainties.

It made it rather difficult finding the money to bury Mum.

‘Just put me out with the rubbish when I go,’ she’d said.

‘I’ve looked into that,’ I’d said, ‘and technically it’s illegal.’ Still, I’d managed to pay for a decent funeral with the cheque her nursing company gave me after they’d taken their money out of the value of her flat. Also, brightly, I was OK for the coming month and could afford to pay the staff. As long as I was prepared not to eat anything for a while. Or drive my car. And to sit in the dark in the evenings. If I did that I reckoned I could summon enough money for about three games in the coming four weeks. Nothing, I know, but better than nothing.

I sat looking at the statement: £72,456.98p od. Od being overdrawn. I put my finger over the letters. Now that looked better.

The bell on the door went again and we looked up to see the second odd-looking figure of the day. He was the first Texas oil baron sort of chap I think I’d ever seen in the shop.

He wore a cowboy shirt, a Stetson and cowboy boots, and I mean wore them. It’s possible to have clothes like this on your body, for a fancy dress evening for instance, and not really be wearing them. With your slightly stiff demeanour, your mildly embarrassed smile, you’re poking out from underneath them saying, ‘Look, it’s me really!’ This chap fitted his Wild West gear like a mustang fits its skin – which is well, for those of you who have never clapped eyes on a mustang.

‘Hello,’ I said, ‘can I help?’

‘You just sit right where you are and I’ll click my fingers if I want you to come running,’ he said in very much the manner of J.R. Ewing. Despite his clothes I was surprised he had an American accent. Cowboys in Worthing are more common than you might think since the line dancing craze swept the WIs and Rotary clubs.

He went to the window and browsed up at it in the normal way.

Anyone who meets the public on a regular basis will tell you that it contains a heavy slice of scum. I’m reasonably used to being abused, as anyone who can’t perform miracles or sell houses for a quarter of their proper value is in this game so his manner didn’t really bother me too much.

He wiped sweat from his brow with what appeared to be a piece of toilet paper.

I looked out onto the sun-bleached concrete.

‘Hot enough to fry an egg on your tongue out there, isn’t it?’ I said.

The dog looked sideways at me, as if this was something he was very much willing to try.

The man ignored me and just kept scanning the windows.

‘Thought so, thought so,’ he said. He turned to me as if he expected me to ask him exactly what it was that he thought but, since he’d been so rude, I didn’t see fit to give him the satisfaction.

He looked at me with something approaching displeasure, though that may have been due to his cowboy boots, inappropriate footwear for – well, wearing on the feet really.

‘I could buy every property in this window just on my credit card,’ he said.

I was tempted to ask him why, if he was so rich, he didn’t ditch the comedy clothes. Instead I just sat back in my chair and smiled, as if I was taking him seriously.

‘That’s got you to sit up and take notice, hasn’t it, fellah?’ he said. I was trying to place his accent. It wasn’t exactly Texan, it seemed cut with something else. Vaguely Romford, actually.

The dog took his eye momentarily off a custard cream Lucy was dangling above his nose to size up the Texan. The Texan in turn sized up the dog.

‘That’s a good piece of dogflesh you got there for such a pesky little outfit,’ he said, slightly intrigued. ‘Tell me, where did you get one helluva mutt like that?’

‘Are you interested in any of the properties?’ asked Lucy pleasantly, the invisible, balancing side of her sentence saying, ‘If not, why don’t you just fuck off?’

‘No I ain’t!’ said the Texan, ‘If I wanted damp I’d go and lie in the Mississippi.’

‘Is that in Texas?’ I said, not ever being too good on the geography of North America.

‘It and Dolly Parton!’ he said. ‘Now let me hunker down and take a look at this hound.’

He knelt before the dog, and as he did so I noticed that his bootlace tie was secured with a silver dog’s head. He lifted an ear and looked within, as if he expected to see light coming out of it. Then he pulled up the flap of the lip and rubbed a finger over a tooth like I’d once seen my dad run his finger over the badge on an E-type. He measured the span of the back with his hand, he brushed the fur one way and then the other, he lifted the tail and ran his hand along its looping curl.

‘Well, of all the places to find you!’ he said.

The dog rolled his shoulders in what I took for a clear, ‘Aw, shucks!’

‘Let me introduce myself,’ he said, looking at me properly for the first time. ‘I’m James T. Wilkinson, you’re at my service. Dogs are my life and my business. What is this Monopoly money you use? Pounds, ain’t it?’ He reached into his jacket and pulled out a bulging wallet. ‘I’ll give you five thousand for him here and now, what do you say?’

‘Hang on a minute,’ I said, ‘what are you on about?’

‘You know what I’m “on about”! Jesus, what language do you folks speak over here? Five thousand pounds for your dog here and now. Let me count it out.’ He began thumbing £50 notes onto the desk in front of him.

‘What are you doing?’ I said.

‘Five hundred, six hundred, seven hundred . . . oh, here, you count it, I’m done with this crazy cash.’ He tossed me the wallet and I caught it, almost dislocating my wrist. It was absolutely stuffed with cash, overflowing with £50 notes. I was tempted to ask him if he played poker, but I didn’t.

‘Look,’ I said, putting the wallet down on the desk, ‘what is this about?’

‘Yeah, very funny,’ he said. ‘I may not know a lot, mister, but I know dogflesh. And there is no way James T. Wilkinson passes up the opportunity to purchase a Sliding Wisehound of that quality. He’d be stud king of Tennessee!’

The dog looked as though this was a reasonably appetising prospect.

‘Is Tennessee in Texas?’ said Lucy.

‘It and Disneyland,’ he said. ‘Just keep counting, and remember, you owe us one. If it wasn’t for us, you’d be speaking German.’

‘And if it wasn’t for the French you’d be speaking English,’ said Lucy.

‘What?’

‘Lafayette,’ she said, rather sheepishly. ‘Wasn’t it the French that won the American War of Independence?’ I recalled she’d ticked off a history A level the year before.

‘Bollocks to Lafayette,’ he said, which struck me as an un-American phrase and sentiment. ‘Just get on with counting. Do you know how rare that dog is? Have you never heard of the Sliding Wisehound?’

‘Sort of,’ I said, as if I was au fait with the Wisehound, if not what you might call an expert.

He stared at me. ‘You don’t know, do you? Jeez! Still, I can’t blame you. I thought at first he might have been a Creeping Foglemutt, or a Vaunting Storkstalker or even a Rough-furred Poisewoofer, which are quite similar though not as valuable. Some might mistake him for a Wheeling Warg but this is a Wisehound, for sure. There are only about thirty-two pairs of these dogs in the world and this one’s about the best specimen I’ve ever seen. Look at that profile!’

The dog extended his chin proudly.

‘Celebrity dog,’ I said, which is one of those lame things people tend to say in such situations.

‘Celebrity?’ said James T. Wilkinson. ‘This isn’t a celebrity, my boy, this is a star! Do you realise how valuable that dog is? Well, OK, if you do, call it ten thousand. Just count the money straight out of the wallet there.’

I was going to reply but Lucy got there first. ‘I’m afraid he’s not ours,’ she said with a laugh.

‘Not yours? Well, whose is he? I want to talk to the herdsman not the steer. Get him out here. C’mon, where is he?’ He looked around the office like a meerkat with an eye out for hawks.

‘I’ve no idea where he is,’ I said, ‘but if you wait here he’ll be back in an hour.’

Wilkinson looked at his wrist, although I noticed he didn’t have a watch either. ‘Nothing in this country works on time. I’ve gotta get a car in five minutes for business in town.’ He reached into his jacket and produced a very impressive-looking card holder in leather. ‘Take this and make sure he gets it,’ he said, skimming a card towards me.

I picked it up off the desk and looked at it. ‘James T. Wilkinson,’ it said. ‘Cows, dogs and oil – to the stars.’

I passed it to Lucy.

‘Which stars do you supply oil, dogs and cows to?’ she asked.

‘Oh, I couldn’t say,’ he said, ‘it’s highly confidential.’ Again he looked left and right, as if suspecting ambush. ‘But let’s just say that if the gentleman here had asked me that question I would have said, “Oh Papa, don’t preach!”’

‘Why’s that?’ I said. Lucy gave me a little dig with her foot.

‘Must rush!’ said Wilkinson, and he was gone in a blink, like a prairie dust devil.

‘He knows Madonna!’ said Lucy.

‘Well, she’s getting on but I think calling her a dog’s a bit strong,’ I said.

‘That’s who did “Papa Don’t Preach”!’ she said.

‘So it is,’ I said, remembering to exclude myself from any invitation to pop quizzes. Why would Madonna need to go to someone for oil? I wondered. Couldn’t she get it from the garage like the rest of us?

‘I bet he’s going to sell this dog on to her for a fortune!’ Lucy said.

The dog had a look about him that said he wouldn’t be very much surprised if such a thing were to happen; in fact, that he would be mildly surprised if it didn’t.

The phone rang. It was Lyndsey, my girlfriend of four years.

‘Just checking you’re OK,’ she said.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Bit spaced but fine.’

‘I know,’ she said.

There was a silence and I felt her sympathy coming down the phone towards me.

‘Could I ask you,’ she said, ‘if you could drop in at Sainsbury’s for some anchovies tonight? I’m going to be working late and I can’t get them.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Do you want me to bring them over?’

‘Tomorrow will do,’ she said. ‘Get some red grapes too. I’m out.’

Lyndsey was a bugger for her antioxidants.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘You don’t mind that I want to be alone tonight?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘It’ll give me a chance to catch up with the girls anyway. Why don’t you go now, you can’t be sitting in that office all afternoon in your state.’

‘I’m looking after a dog,’ I said.

‘Whose dog?’

‘A bloke just came in and said his mum had just died and could I look after her dog for ten minutes. Then another bloke came in and said it was a Sliding Focusmutt.’

‘Wisehound,’ said Lucy in the background.

‘Wisehound,’ I said, ‘and offered ten thousand pounds for it. Weird, eh? He’s left me his number to put the other bloke in contact with him.’

‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ said Lyndsey.

‘Why not?’

‘Offer the other bloke one thousand for it and take nine thousand yourself for it. That’d buy me a new Clio.’

She’s been saving for a new Clio for about a year now, ever since the plastic wrapping on the seats of the old one had started to discolour. This has meant some very dull nights in.

‘Ha ha,’ I said.

‘Ha ha,’ she said back. She’s full of these joke suggestions and ‘ha ha’ is always my response to them. Like that time the car was in for repair for two weeks and the tax ran out while they were fixing it. She suggested waiting two weeks until the new month began to renew it. Madness. I’d have been going around like Harrison Ford in The Fugitive.

‘Love you like crazy!’ she said.

This is something she’s got off one of those films and she expected me to say it back, which I did. This is fine because I do love her but I don’t necessarily find it easy to say so. Not all women, I know, would put up with this lack of enthusiasm.

We gave kisses down the phone, which revolts me but is the sort of thing some women expect, and I looked up to see the dog’s owner coming through the door, like W.C. Fields through a turnstile.

‘Hello,’ I said. The dog didn’t look over-pleased to see him. I wondered if he was as forthcoming with the biscuits as Lucy had been. If the dog was the sort that was fed on leftovers he was going to be a pretty hungry hound from the look of Mr Gilbert, who did not appear to be the sort to leave much over at all.

‘Hi,’ he said. He looked absolutely exhausted as fat people do on hot days. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’

‘Go ahead,’ I said. In truth I’d enjoyed the company of the dog and wasn’t too keen to see him go. He was a friendly little chap. Plus, of course, I am the sympathetic sort and didn’t mind being a shoulder to cry on for Gilbert.

‘They found her this morning,’ he said, lighting a cigarette, despite Lucy adding a second No Smoking sign to my desk with something of a clunk.

I didn’t reply; there aren’t many replies to that.

‘She lived in the Caterham Flats. She’d been beaten to death,’ he said, making a slight beating action with his hand. ‘An intruder.’

‘What about the dog, didn’t he fend him off?’ I said.

‘Locked in the back room,’ said Gilbert. ‘He heard the whole thing. Poor little sod.’

The dog didn’t look in urgent need of trauma counselling; a biscuit maybe, but counselling, no.

Gilbert started to shake slightly and put his head into his hands.

‘I haven’t even got the money to bury her,’ he said, ‘and I’m stuck with her dog and . . .’ Big fat tears were coming down his big fat face. ‘Where am I going to get two thousand pounds from?’

Lucy brought him a cup of coffee which he took gratefully.

‘I lost my mum the other week,’ I said.

‘Burglars?’ said Gilbert, rather like someone surveying the wreckage of his neighbour’s cabbages and enquiring knowingly after slugs.

‘It’s a long story,’ I said.

It was a long story. Over ten years, before the death of my dad, before I took over the business, before Lyndsey, before before. ‘A terminal illness,’ the doctor had told her. ‘Interminable, more like,’ she said, eight years into the coughing and the shaking and the physio and the medicine. I didn’t mind looking after her, though. When my dad went she didn’t really have anyone but me and it’s rewarding to care for someone.

‘I can hear it if you like,’ said Gilbert.

‘I don’t think it would help,’ I said. ‘It was just a nervous system thing. She died last week.’

Now tears were coming up in me too. ‘You’ll be with dad again,’ I’d said to her, at the last. ‘I’d rather banked on going to heaven,’ she’d wheezed.

Then she was gone, leaving me alone in a flat whose value had been mortgaged against nursing care and wondering where best to get rid of her eighties flatpack furniture.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Gilbert, and I felt a bond between us.

‘I’m OK,’ I said, feeling spaced out. ‘I might be able to help you, though.’

‘Oh yes?’ said Gilbert, pricking up his ears like an old setter who’d seen too much of the game pie.

‘Funnily enough,’ I said, ‘if you want to get rid of that dog, I know someone who would take it.’

‘He’s a valuable dog,’ said Gilbert, through a scarf of smoke. ‘I’ve had an offer of fifty pounds for him. I need all the money I can get for the funeral.’ The word funeral seemed to be particularly painful to him and he snivelled into his cigarette.

‘We can do better than that, can’t we?’ said Lucy, clearly pleased to be able to help, although directing the fan at him.

‘We certainly can,’ I said. ‘We had a man in here just a second ago who said he’d pay . . .’

I don’t know why I had to do it in gameshow fashion, with a dramatic pause just before the number but I did.

‘More than fifty pounds?’ said Gilbert, looking like the boy who had only ever wanted a bicycle for his birthday receiving that very bicycle. ‘I hope it’s not too much because if I get too much I’ll be back to blowing it all on drink and my life will be a right mess.’

‘Ten thousand pounds!’ I said.

Gilbert looked at me in utter disbelief, as well he might. The fan blew the streaming smoke back from his face so he looked as if he was moving forward at speed.

‘It’s a Sliding Musclebarker,’ I said.

‘Wisehound,’ said Lucy.

‘Sorry, Wisehound,’ I said, ‘and it’s worth ten thousand pounds.’

The dog looked up at me in a manner that seemed to convey this was a conservative estimate.

Gilbert had stopped crying and was staring at me with the surprise of the man with the cabbage problem finding that a tiny spaceship had been responsible for all the damage.

‘I . . .’ He didn’t know what to say, I could tell.

‘I’ve got his number here,’ I said, handing over the card. ‘Just give him a bell and he’ll pay you cash. Between you and me I think you might get a bit more than ten thousand. He’s loaded and not very nice. I’d screw him for every penny he’s got if I was you.’

The dog seemed to nod. There was a bit of a ‘natch’ to him.

Gilbert looked at the card, and shook his head in total disbelief, like the cabbage gardener peering into the windows of the tiny spaceship to see them drawing up plans for a crack at his carrots.

‘I haven’t got time,’ he said, in a rather strange way. He took off his hat to reveal a bald head troubled by the sort of hair density you normally find at the bottom of a dirty bath.

‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘You can use our phone right here.’

‘No!’ he said. ‘Er, you call. Look, you’re an agent, why don’t you take some commission on this? I think it only right.’ He held his hat to his chest as if he might at any moment burst into song.

Lucy looked at me with concern.

‘I won’t hear of it,’ I said. ‘No, this is your money, it’s your dog. You need the money. No.’

Gilbert drummed his fingers on the table.

‘I need the money now,’ he said, whispering, but louder than he normally spoke.

‘You have to bury her right now?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Just pay. Look. Why don’t you broker the deal? You give me, say, two thousand up front now for the undertakers and I’ll pay it back plus a little extra when this money comes through. You can keep the dog as collateral.’ He banged the desk in a ‘Sold!’ manner.

‘I don’t want a little extra,’ I said.

Again he looked at me in that strange way, like someone trying to work out which way round a modern painting went.

He sat back in his chair, he lit another cigarette, he looked at the ceiling, he looked at the floor. He had the air of an expert on Gardeners’ Question Time trying to come up with a solution to an infestation of spaceships but finding himself at something of a loss.

‘Well, if you could just front me the . . . oh, cobblers to it,’ he said.

The dog’s ears went back as if it was he and not Gilbert who was in the fan draught.

Lucy, I noticed, had gone back to sit at her desk and was peering round her computer at Gilbert like Jerry looking for Tom.

‘Cobblers to what?’ I said. I don’t like rough talk in the office but I was prepared to make an exception because he seemed in such a difficult situation.

‘It,’ he said with a shrug. ‘You don’t get it, do you?’

I was going to say ‘Get what?’ but there seemed limited point.

‘Everyone in the world sees the angle,’ he said. ‘Ten thousand, the guy’s offering you ten thousand. I only want two thousand. Even if you’re feeling generous, which no one ever is, you tell me he’s offering two thousand five hundred at the most and pocket the rest.’

‘That would be dishonest,’ I said, ‘and immoral.’

The dog tilted his head at Gilbert in a ‘point proven, over to you’ sort of way.

‘Well, rink my dink, I’ve met the last boy scout,’ said Gilbert. ‘You’re an estate agent, how do you ever survive?’

‘I don’t understand what you’re on about,’ I said. I looked at the dog and then back round at Lucy. Both wore expressions that said, ‘Don’t ask me.’

‘No, you don’t, do you?’ He was shaking his head and looking at me in total disbelief. His voice had changed subtly, I’d noticed. Nothing much, just a harder edge, more streetwise.

He laughed. I looked around for the dog. It had gone.

‘It’s incredible,’ he said. ‘You’re too much of a patsy to be a patsy. It’s a con. There is no Sliding Wisehound.’

‘It’s gone into the staff room,’ said Lucy.

‘The mutt we just found outside the station is in the staff room,’ he said, ‘and the buyer, Mr Wilkinson, known to friends as Texas Tim from Epping, is currently waiting unseen with a very good view of this office so that when I emerge with two thousand pounds of your money he gets his cut before I have a chance to dip my paw into it. We saw you coming back in the funeral car, we saw you were an estate agent. Vulnerable and greedy, we couldn’t miss. And we missed!’

‘But you’d lose out on eight thousand pounds,’ I said.

‘Hahhaa!’ said Gilbert, with a hoot like a locomotive’s whistle. ‘There is no eight thousand pounds, the Texan’s in on it with me. And he’s not a Texan. We’d get you to pay us two thousand of your own money, you twonk. The number you’ve got belongs to a cheap pay-as-you-go mobile which will be thrown into the nearest canal as soon as the deception is complete.’

‘Oh!’ said Lucy, suddenly putting two and two together while I was still umming and ahing somewhere around the equals sign.

‘We saw the money!’ I said.

‘Forged notes,’ he said, laughing and actually slapping his knee, ‘and not very good ones at that! Normally people can’t believe they’ve been conned when they’ve been conned but you can’t believe you haven’t been conned when you haven’t been conned.’ The sentence seemed to puzzle him but then I seemed to puzzle him.

‘What if I’d taken the money and told the Texan the dog had run away?’

‘No one ever does. I don’t know why but they don’t. Sometimes people try to take the bent cash but then the Texan finds a sudden need to be somewhere else. It’s flawless. Apart from the fact that it relies on you being . . .’ he pondered, ‘not exactly dishonest but mishonest. Something like that.’

‘What made you think we had two thousand pounds on the premises?’ I said, suddenly wishing him out of my shop.

‘The safe,’ he said.

‘My dad had that put in,’ I said. ‘I don’t know why. It’s where we keep the Christmas party decorations.’

He put his head back into his hands.

‘For the love of man,’ he said. ‘I’m going back to old ladies, they’re a lot easier.’

‘You’re a crook!’ I said, somewhat behind the game, I’ll admit.

‘Yes,’ he said, nodding slowly as if to an idiot, or to an idiot if you want to be absolutely specific about it. ‘Just give me the mutt and I’ll stop polluting your air and go and find myself a proper sucker. They used to grow on trees but the country’s going to the dogs.’

He drew the last out of his cigarette and stubbed it out on one of the No Smoking signs. He then pulled another fag from his packet, stood, called, ‘Here, boy!’ and dropped dead.

He hit the floor like something wet. We later found his unlit cigarette, which had flown from his body very much like the soul-bearing eagle used to from the Roman emperors, wedged into the lovely Lucy’s Rolodex.

I’d seen someone die suddenly before. My father, who I loved and who – well, no need to go into that. He was killed in a cycling accident that could have killed me. I only say so because it has entered my mind that watching this man die was unusually painful for me, more so than it would have been for a normal person – for whom it would have been painful enough. It’s one of the things I use to help me explain what happened afterwards.

Gilbert had fallen forwards very heavily, narrowly missing banging his head on my desk.

I am ashamed, and I know Lucy is ashamed, that we both assumed this was part of some further con. It’s amazing how quickly you can go from complete trust in the extraordinary to doubting the obvious through the medium of a con man.

‘If you’re expecting me to pay for a taxi to get you to hospital then I’m afraid that’s out of the question,’ I said to what I now know was the corpse of Paul Gilbert.

The corpse said nothing.

Lucy and I maintained a dignified silence. After about a minute, the sort of long minute a teacher spends waiting for a class to be quiet, Lucy said, ‘He did fall rather heavily.’

I had to concede that he did.

‘He’s got blood coming out of the side of his mouth,’ said Lucy.

‘It could be a pellet,’ I said, to my lasting shame.

‘I’ll take his pulse,’ said Lucy, who has always struck me as the decisive sort.

‘Make sure you haven’t anything valuable on you first,’ I said. I’m not proud of any of this.

Lucy removed her earrings at some distance and then approached the body. She put her fingers to the side of his neck.

‘Well, if it’s a con it’s a bloody good one,’ she said. ‘I think we need to call an ambulance.’

‘Hold a mirror to his nose,’ I said.

‘What for?’ said Lucy.

‘Why do you think, woman, so he can check his eyeliner? To see if he’s breathing.’

Lucy let the sarcasm go; I think she was alive to the stress of the situation. ‘He’s not breathing,’ she said. ‘He isn’t moving at all. You call an ambulance and I’ll start heart massage.’

I did as I was bid as Lucy struggled to turn the great fat corpse over. He wouldn’t budge.

The rest is a blur. Us trying to move him, him not being moved, the blue lights, the medics’ questions, the police taking our numbers for a statement. The Texan was nowhere to be seen.

Then they were gone and Lucy and I were alone again in the shop.

‘Do you fancy a drink?’ she said, slightly ashen-looking.

I looked at my watch. Seven forty-five. There was a game at Snake Eyes’ place but it didn’t get going really until around ten, once all the bullshit had been bullshat and latecomers waited for. That’s what I meant when I told Lyndsey that I wanted to be alone – that I wanted to play poker. You’re never as alone as you are at a poker table, I think I once heard in some Memphis song. Seven forty-five.

I could manage a quick one.

We were both stunned, unable to discuss really what had gone on. My mind was buzzing like a wasp in a jam jar, my dad, my mum, Gilbert hitting the floor, the great raw squelch of his fall.

I went into the back of the shop to turn off the lights and then I realised what we’d forgotten.

Asleep on one of the low chairs was the dog, the curl of his tail wrapped round him like a cloak.

‘Oh no,’ I said, ‘I’d forgotten about you. Lucy, we’ve forgotten the dog!’

I don’t know what it is that makes men shout for women like that when faced with mild crises. I don’t think it’s far off from calling for your mum. This is particularly strange for someone like me. I regard asking anyone for help as a huge imposition and go out of my way to avoid getting any. Faced with a crisis, though, I call for a woman. Stick that on your couch and analyse it.

My shouting woke the dog and he blinked up at me.

I patted him on the head and looked into his eyes. ‘What in the name of God are we going to do with you?’ I said.

‘Well, if it’s not an awful strain,’ said the dog, with a pant, ‘I could murder a drink of water.’
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