
The Fifty Quid Float 

 

Detective Sergeant Bridges pulled the collar of his raincoat tightly around his neck, trying to 

keep out the cold.  With his other hand, he pressed his mobile hard against his ear, fighting 

against the noise of the fierce wind that battered at his face. 

‘Yes, Sir,’ he said.  ‘Looks like simple enough.  We’ve got a bloke killed in the street, 

broad daylight.  CCTV cameras everywhere.  Oh, and there was a witness about twenty feet 

away.  I reckon we’ll have this wrapped up by the end of the day.’ 

Standing beside him, Detective Constable Sharp rolled her eyes.  A barely audible tutting 

sound emerged from her mouth. 

A voice chuckled from the phone.  ‘I’ve heard that one before.’  It was Inspector Mason, 

his supervising officer for the past ten years.  Bridges liked the Inspector.  He had a good 

sense of humour and usually backed up his team, when it counted.  As bosses went, Bridges 

knew he could do a lot worse. 

‘Trust me,’ said Bridges.  ‘This one’s as open and shut as they come.’ 

‘Want to put your money on it?’ asked the Inspector. 

‘Okay,’ said Bridges.  ‘I’m game.  Make it the usual, a fifty quid float?’ 

‘Deal,’ said the Inspector.  ‘But, I want a suspect in custody by five.  Otherwise, you 

pay up.’ 

‘No problem, Sir.  Better get your money ready.’  He pressed a button and ended the 

call. 

Detective Constable Sharp shook her head.  A smirk tugged at the corners of her 

mouth. 

‘Something you wanted to say?’ asked Bridges. 

‘I think you’ve just made a huge mistake,’ said the Constable.   

This wasn’t the first time he’d made a bet like this with the Inspector, far from it.  In 

fact, it was a regular occurrence, something of a legend amongst the coppers back at the 



station.  Sometimes he won, sometimes he lost.  If anyone was keeping score he’d say they 

were about even.  But, the bet was always the same; a fifty quid float. 

The rule was, come Friday night, when the shift ended and everyone piled into the 

Rose and Crown, the loser would put a float behind the bar, pay for the first few rounds of 

drinks.  They had agreed to cap the bet at fifty quid, not to pay for the whole evening.  Some 

of the lads back at the station, if they knew there was a free bar, they’d sink enough booze to 

bankrupt Richard Branson. 

But, this time, he suspected he’d jumped in too quickly.  He really didn’t like the way 

Constable Sharp kept shaking her head. 

The Constable was a young woman with auburn hair.  She had a slight overbite and a 

habit of blinking rapidly whenever she was thinking hard.  She had joined the force straight 

from University and was being fast-tracked for senior management.  Bridges, who came up 

the hard way, would have resented her, except that she was remarkably intelligent and wasn’t 

scared of hard work. 

‘Do you want to explain?’ asked Bridges. 

‘Come on, see for yourself.’ 

Sharp turned and walked across the street.  Bridges followed her, passing a trio of 

SOCO boys, Scene of Crime Officers, who were huddled along the gutter.  Between them, a 

corpse lay sprawled at the edge of the road, a pool of crimson liquid spread out across the 

tarmac.  The SOCO team, dressed from top to toe in white overalls, were fastidiously 

examining the body. 

‘Maybe they’re looking for an organ donor card,’ Sharp suggested. 

Bridges smiled.  She may be fresh, he thought, but she’s picked up on the gallows 

humour quick enough. 

The centre of Sutton Street was unusually quiet.  In the distance, rolls of yellow tape 

had been pulled across the road, blocking out the inevitable crowd of curious onlookers.  The 

shops, normally full at this time of the day, were desolate. 



Up ahead, a couple of uniformed officers were taking a statement from a middle-aged 

man with greasy shoulder-length hair.  He wore jeans and a thick woollen jumper with holes 

in at the elbows.  He also had a pair of dark Ray-Ban sunglasses perched on his nose, despite 

the complete lack of sunshine.  Probably trying to look cool, thought Bridges.  By the man’s 

side sat a golden retriever, obediently crouched on all fours, its tongue lolling from the side of 

its mouth.  In front of the dog was a rectangular black case, the mouthpiece of a saxophone 

sticking out from under the lid. 

‘Tell me about this guy,’ said Bridges, catching up with the Constable. 

‘He’s a busker.  Plays sax.  Comes here every Saturday and tries to cadge money off 

the shoppers.  Not strictly legal, but nobody seems to mind.  Oh, and he’s also… well, you’ll 

find out.’ 

Constable Sharp told the two uniformed officer they were relieved for the moment, they 

could go grab a coffee if they liked, as long as they were back in ten minutes.  They didn’t 

need to be told twice, disappearing immediately into a nearby Starbucks. 

Bridges introduced himself to the witness.  ‘Detective Sergeant Bridges.  This is 

Constable Sharp.  And you are?’ 

‘Johnny Langley.  Everyone round here calls me Johnny Long.  Because I’m so tall, 

like.’ 

‘And you were playing here when the victim was attacked, right?’ 

‘That’s right.  This is my spot.  I’m here most days.’ 

‘And can you describe the attacker?’ 

‘Describe him?’ Johnny laughed.  .No.  No, I can’t.’ 

‘What do you mean, “No”?  Didn’t you see him?’ 

‘Of course I didn’t bloody see him.’ 

Bridges looked at the man, with his dark sunglasses, the dog sitting obediently by his 

side.  Then he noticed the white cane, leaning against the man’s hip. 

The penny dropped.  ‘Oh, Christ.  You’re blind.’ 



Johnny held up his white cane, waggled it in the air.  In a voice dripping with sarcasm, 

he said, ‘Really?  I always wondered why I carried this thing. ‘ 

Bridges winced.  Talk about blind justice, he thought. 

‘Okay,’ he said.  ‘So, you didn’t actually see anything, I get that.  But, you must have 

heard something.  Like, maybe a voice you could recognise, if you heard it again.’ 

‘No, man.  When I’m playing, I can only hear the music.  Everything else gets zoned 

out.  First thing I knew someone had been hurt was when I heard people screaming across 

the way there.  Just when I was in the middle of Take Five.  Dave Brubeck.  You know it?’ 

Bridges shook his head.  He always thought jazz was only good for lift music, nothing 

else.  ‘You don’t know anything about what happened?  Nothing at all?’ 

‘Not a thing.’ 

‘Bloody hell,’ Bridges muttered, turning away.  ‘Justice isn’t just blind.  Turns out the 

bugger’s bloody deaf as well.’ 

 

*  *  * 

 

‘That boy was a nuisance.  Always coming in here, nicking stuff.  Got no respect for anyone.  

Typical of kids these days, he was.  I mean, I’m sorry he’s dead but you’ve got to say a little 

bugger like that had it coming.’ 

Henry Randall was a big man, with a balding head and thick black spectacles.  He had 

a large belly that hung over the front of his jeans.  His voice boomed, filling the air as he stood 

behind the counter of the ‘Low Cost Mini-Market’, at the corner of Sutton Street.  He jabbed a 

finger into the air, emphasising his point.  ‘And what do the police do about kids like him?  

Nothing, that’s what.’ 

The victim had been identified as Wayne Delmar, a seventeen year old tearaway with 

a track record of petty crime.  Nothing serious; a couple of shoplifting charges, plus one drunk 

and disorderly when he was fifteen, out of his face on cheap lager, caught vandalising a 

scooter from Pizza Hut. 



‘Okay,’ said Bridges.  ‘So, he was in here shortly before he was killed, is that right?’ 

‘Damn right he was in here.  The little scrote tried to nick a pack of biscuits.  I saw him, 

stuffing them into his jacket pocket.  No shame.’ 

‘Okay, and what happened next?’ 

‘I chucked him out.  Got the biscuits off of him, then shoved him into the street.  Little 

toe-rag was threatening me, calling me all sorts of names.  Disgusting stuff.  My wife was 

horrified.’ 

‘That must have made you angry,’ Bridges suggested.  ‘So, what happened next, did 

you go after him?’ 

‘Oh, good grief, you’re thinking I had something to do with him getting killed, eh?’  

Randall tipped back his head and roared with laughter.  ‘You think I’m going to murder 

someone over a pack of biscuits?’  He shook his head, his jowls wobbling.  ‘For pity’s sake, 

times are hard, but they’re not bleeding desperate.’ 

‘You didn’t go after him, then?’ 

‘Of course not.  Soon as leaves my shop, he’s someone else’s problem.  I just wanted 

him out of here.’ 

‘And where did he go, once you kicked him out?’ 

‘How should I know?  Turned left, towards the high street, least I think he did.  I’m not 

really sure.’ 

Bridges scribbled a few notes into his pad.  He could feel the nib of his pen digging 

deep into the paper as he bit down on his frustration.  This was the fourth shop he had been 

into and, every time, the story was the same.  They all knew Delmar.  He was a habitual thief, 

a frequent shoplifter and a notorious nuisance.  But, as much as they hated him, all the 

shopkeepers had the same identical story; once he stepped out into the street, they had no 

idea what happened next.  It was like he had disappeared into another world.  Nobody had 

seen a thing. 

A bell clanged.  The door swung open and Constable Sharp came in.  She didn’t look 

happy. 



‘Give me some good news,’ said Bridges.  ‘Please.’ 

Sharp shook her head, her eyes blinking rapidly.  ‘Sorry, but it’s not good.  There’s a 

load of CCTV cameras out there, sure enough.  But, none of them were pointing in the right 

direction.’ 

Bridges rubbed at his eyes.  All of a sudden, he felt tired.  ‘Explain.’ 

‘I’ve got a camera pointing at the traffic lights on the North side.  Another one looking 

at the roundabout heading south.  There’s one watching the garage across from Richmond 

Avenue, and a couple outside the Dog and Duck.  But, in the middle of the street, the place 

where Delmar was killed, there’s nothing.’ 

‘Nothing at all?’ 

‘Afraid not.’ 

‘Unbelievable,’ he sighed.  ‘All right, whatever footage you do have, start going through 

it.’ 

‘And what am I looking for, exactly?’ 

‘I don’t know.  Maybe we’ll get lucky, see a clip of someone carrying a baseball bat, 

wearing a T-shirt that says “I want to kill Wayne Delmar.”’ 

She laughed.  ‘Okay, I’m right on it.’ 

Constable Sharp disappeared from the shop.  Bridges slumped wearily against the 

counter, his shoulders sinking low inside his coat.  In his mind he held an image; a fifty quid 

float quietly disappearing from his wallet. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Bridges sat on a wooden bench outside the police station, a cup of tea in one hand, his mobile 

phone in the other.  A few feet away was a white burger van, with a gaggle of uniformed 

officers queued up in front of the service hatch.  Six months earlier they had close the station 

canteen in an effort to cut costs.  Ever since, the owner of the van had taken to parking outside 

the station, serving up a selection of tea, coffee, chips and burgers to hungry police officers.  



He was parked illegally, right across a double yellow line, but nobody cared.  He was feeding 

half of the town’s constabulary, so who was going to arrest him? 

‘Go on,’ said the Inspector’s voice from the phone.  ‘What exactly have you got?’ 

‘Nothing,’ Bridges admitted.  ‘Nothing at all.’ 

‘How can that be?’  The Inspector could barely conceal the smugness in his voice. 

Bridges explained.  ‘Well, for a start, we haven’t got a single eyewitness.  The guy we thought 

was going to be our star witness turned out to be legally blind…’ 

‘You’re kidding,’ the Inspector laughed. 

‘Nope.  And it gets worse.  Nobody else saw a thing.  And, the CCTV cameras, 

plastered all over the street, not one of them was pointing at the place where the attack 

happened.’ 

‘What about forensics?  They come up with anything?’ 

‘Nothing.  Cause of death looks like brunt force trauma.  Blood and hair samples taken from 

the scene make it most likely his head was bashed against the kerb stones.  Which means we 

don’t have a murder weapon to look for, not unless you count the whole bloody street as a 

weapon.’ 

‘Let me get this straight,’ the Inspector said.  ‘You’ve got a bloke killed in the middle of 

a street, broad daylight.  But, you’ve got no witnesses, no CCTV footage.  No forensics worth 

chasing up.’ 

‘That’s about the size of it.’ 

‘Sounds like you’re stuffed, doesn’t it?’ 

‘Yes, Sir.’ 

‘Better get your fifty quid out, then,’ said the Inspector, and hung up. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Bridges was seated at his desk, surrounded by paperwork and empty coffee cups, typing up 

a report on the afternoon’s investigation.  Constable Sharp approached.  She was smiling. 



‘I’ve been going through the CCTV footage,’ she said.  ‘I’ve actually found something 

interesting.’ 

‘What, like a camera pointing at the crime scene?’ he asked. 

‘No.  Not that, exactly.  But, still, I think you’re going to want to see this.’ 

She led him into a small room, with a television screen perched on the edge of a desk.  

Several videotapes and computer discs were scattered across the desktop.  Sharp picked a 

remote control and pressed a button. 

An image appeared on the screen.  Bridges recognised it at once; the North end of 

Sutton Street, just outside Randall’s corner shop. 

‘What am I looking for?’ he asked. 

‘Wait and see,’ Sharp replied.  ‘Give it a second.  There.’ 

Bridges watched the screen.  Then, he said, ‘Good grief, did that really just happen?’  

He could feel his eyes widen.  ‘Rewind, I want to see it again.’ 

The Constable hit rewind, and they watched the screen once more.  ‘Amazing isn’t it?’ 

asked Sharp. 

‘Oh, yes,’ said Bridges, his face breaking into a fifty quid smile.  ‘Amazing.’ 

 

*  *  * 

 

They brought Johnny Long into Interview room number three.  He sat on a plastic orange 

chair, his elbows resting on a Formica table.  His dog lay in the corner of the room, lapping 

away at a bowl of water that the duty Sergeant had brought in for him.  Sharp and Bridges 

faced him across the table, seeing their own reflections in his dark sunglasses. 

‘I don’t understand what I’m doing here,’ said Johnny.  ‘I’ve told you everything I know.’ 

‘Maybe,’ said Bridges.  ‘But, we’ve had some new evidence come to light, and we’re 

really hoping that you can corroborate it.’ 

‘Okay, sure.  Whatever I can do to assist.’ 



Bridges pulled out his notebook, flipped over a few pages.  ‘It says here, you arrived 

at your usual spot, started playing a little after ten o’clock in the morning.   

‘I don’t know exactly.  Sounds about right.’ 

‘Okay, and then Mr Delmar came past you at about, let’s see…’ 

Without warning, Bridges flicked his wrist, tossing the notebook at Johnny’s head.  

Johnny ducked out of the way.  The notebook sailed past his ear, landed on the floor.  The 

dog sat up, started growling. 

‘What the hell, man?’ he complained.   

Bridges leaned forwards.  ‘You ducked.’ 

‘So?’ 

‘You saw it coming.’ 

‘No.  I heard you throw it.  Felt the air move.’ 

‘Rubbish.  You’re not blind, no more than I am.’ 

Johnny shook his head.  ‘Course I am.  Been blind since birth.  What’re you trying to 

pull?’ 

Bridges sighed.  ‘You want to pretend to be blind, sunshine, here’s a tip for you.  When 

a good looking woman walks past, you don’t swivel your head and look at her.  We’ve got you 

on CCTV.  You want me to bring it in here, show it to you?’ 

Johnny said nothing. 

‘We can get a warrant,’ said Sharp.  ‘Pull your medical records, see if we can find 

anything that says you’re blind.  Or, you can stop messing around and come clean.’ 

Johnny pulled off his sunglasses.  He looked at them both, first at Sharp and then 

Bridges, staring at them through bright, clear eyes. 

‘It’s a busking thing,’ he admitted.  ‘Few years ago I was watching this guy on the 

London underground.  Rubbish, he was.  Had this guitar, kept singing these cheesy old pop 

songs.  Awful.  But, was making a packet.  People were queuing up to throw money at him.  

All because he was blind, had this guide dog sitting next to him.  That’s when it hit me, I could 



do the same.  Get a dog, act like I can’t see.  I’ll tell you, ever since then I’ve been earning 

nearly twice what I used to.’ 

Bridges leaned back in his chair.  ‘What really happened to Wayne Delmar?  And don’t 

even think about lying to me this time.’ 

Johnny sighed.  ‘I was playing in my usual spot, working my backside off, trying to earn 

a living.  Then, this little git comes by, dips his hand into my case, scoops out some of my 

cash.  Obviously thought I wouldn’t notice, being blind an’ all.  Drops the money in his pocket 

and walks away, like he hasn’t got a care in the world. 

‘I went after him, grabbed him by the arm, tried to get my money back.  He pushed me 

away, starts effing and blinding.  And I lost my rag.  I got him onto the ground, smacked his 

head against the floor as hard as I could.  It wasn’t until I saw how much blood there was that 

I realised what I’d done. 

‘I looked around a bit, reckoned there was nobody watching, so I just left him there.  I 

went back to my spot, picked up my sax and carried on playing.  Thought nobody’d suspect 

some old blind guy.’ 

Bridges turned to Sharp.  ‘Constable, do me a favour.  Go and get the Inspector on the 

phone, tell him we’ve got a confession.  And make sure he know it’s before five.’ 

‘Right you are.’  Sharp scraped back her chair and left the room. 

Johnny hung his head low, rubbing at his forehead.  ‘Oh Christ, I’m going to go to 

prison, aren’t I?’ 

‘Does seem likely,’ said Bridges. 

‘Yeah, but there’s extenuating circumstances.  That’s what they call it, right?’ 

‘What extenuating circumstances?’ 

‘Like, he deserved it.’  Johnny raised his head, looking squarely into Bridge’s face with 

an intense flawless gaze.  ‘I mean, what sort of low life steals from a blind man?’ 

 

 


