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PROLOGUE

 


The airlines do it to me on purpose.

I know they do because they know it’s
me.

My guess is that they have my name flagged
in their computer because it doesn’t matter how many people are on
the plane, it can be almost empty, but as soon as the person at
check-in types in B-A-R-O-L-O, V-I-N-C-E-N-T, the computer
automatically spits out a boarding pass with a seat pre-assigned
next to a numskull.

I can spot him a mile away. He’s the guy
with the green and yellow checked pants, bright red golf shirt,
matching baseball hat, blue seersucker jacket and lasso tie, who is
non-stop chewing Chiclets and is always, "Glad to see ya." So, as
soon as he gets on, I start staring out the window because I know
from experience that the instant we make eye contact the numskull
is going to tell me his name, grab my hand to shake it, tell me
where he’s from and demand, so what do you do?

The problem is, if I say I’m a lawyer I’m
stuck for the entire flight because he’s going to want free advice.
Okay, I admit that I always carry my business cards with me, just
in case. Okay, I also admit to having a few business cards handy in
the pocket of my bathrobe at home because you never know if the guy
knocking on the door is someday going to need an American lawyer in
England who specializes in insurance claims. But free advice? No.
That’s not the way it works.

Once I cottoned onto the fact that the
airlines were out to get me, I went in search of an occupation for
which no discussion is possible. Now when someone on a plane sneaks
past my defenses with, "So what do you do?" I tell him, "I’m in
scaffolding."

I even know how to say it in several
languages. It’s echafaudage in French, baugerust in German,
impalcatura in Italian and, as I once had to employ,
byggnadstallning in Swedish.

Trust me, no meaningful dialogue is
possible.

Which is exactly what I was counting on the
night I came back from the States and the numbskull rushed on at
the last minute.

I was feeling especially sorry for myself
since I’d just spent two weeks with my boy Johnny who lives in New
Jersey with his mother. He and I hung out at the shore --- you
know, down in Ocean City --- ate junk food, stayed up late and one
night I took him to a bar in Sommers Point where they had go-go
girls.

He’s only 16, so I made sure they weren’t
topless or anything like that, and all he had to drink was a
Horse’s Neck --- you know, ginger ale with grenadine syrup --- but
I figured it was time he did stuff with me that he could never do
with his mother or the jerk she lives with.

It’s a male bonding thing.

We played miniature golf, we went bowling
and one afternoon when it rained we saw three movies. A couple of
nights we went to a driving range to hit golf balls and then he got
in the batting cage with an automatic pitching machine and spent an
hour knocking the stitches out of baseballs.

Another night I heard there was boxing over
in Ventnor, so we drove up there and I took him to the fights.

I showed him where I almost got arrested 30
years ago in Atlantic City tossing Salvo washing machine tablets
into the fountain in front of Chalfont Haddon Hall --- the soap
bubbles up and if you throw enough of them in the suds overflow for
half a block --- and then I snuck him into Bally’s so he could play
the slot machines.

He won 85 bucks.

He wanted to blow it all as a down payment
for a windsurfer but I told him to save his money and staked him to
it myself. That set me back a bundle. But he windsurfed every day
at the beach and must have been pretty good because a couple of 18
year old girls started paying attention to him. He liked that.

I just sat there on the sand, far enough
away to give him some space, and gloated.

I also bought him a new pair of Reeboks and
stuff for his computer. I got him a game he wanted called
Inter-Galactic Rollerball --- what do I know --- and a bunch of
CD-Roms, including one that has every phone number and street
address in the entire USA. After that I got him a new modem, which
he swore he needed because his old modem was too slow and the new
modem would make everything work a hundred times faster especially
when it came to accessing the Internet, and anyway, he said, he
could even send faxes with it.

Frankly, I didn’t have a clue what he was
talking about.

When I finally returned him to his mother,
Johnny asked how come he couldn’t live with me in London. I wanted
to tell him the truth, because your old lady thinks that living
with some out of work trumpet player is a better deal than living
with me. Instead I made a lame excuse about this being best for
him.

That made him cry.

When he started, I cried too.

I promised him that as soon as he graduated
high school he could come to London to go to college. He liked that
so we both stopped crying. Then his mother said no you can’t live
in London, even though she’s English, and I said yes you can, which
only made him cry again.

So there I was, in a really foul mood,
thinking to myself that someone at American Airlines must have
screwed up because the seat next to mine was still empty.

Except, just as the crew was about to close
the door, a numskull charged on with both arms full of junk he’d
bought at the airport and a suitcase that could never fit under a
seat.

No prize for guessing where they stuck
him.

He took all my stuff out of the overhead bin
so he could bulldoze his garbage in and then he nearly fell into my
lap when he sat down. And all this time I was being very obvious
about staring out the window.

Except, I could see his reflection as he
buckled his seatbelt and launched into a speech.

Putting on my best scowl, I buried my nose
in a copy of Boxing Illustrated.

He was a middle-aged Englishman who was kind
of spooky because he never stopped staring straight ahead. It was
as if he was transfixed by the little paper doily hanging over the
headrest on the seat in front of him.

And he just babbled on.

Either he didn’t care that I wasn’t
listening or he didn’t notice.

He said he’d almost missed his flight up
from Washington because he was late getting to the airport because
he hates driving on the wrong side of the road, which means he
would have missed this flight to London --- which would have been
perfectly fine with me --- and as long as we’re on time getting out
of Kennedy, hopefully, we’ll get into Heathrow on time because it’s
a short connection for the flight to Marseilles and he can’t miss
that because he’s finally getting even with everybody, settling old
scores, and he doesn’t even give a damn if they sued him.

Hey, the instant I heard that, I reached
inside my pocket, grabbed one of my cards and handed it to him.

I said, if you ever need an American lawyer
in London, I’m your guy. I said, I take a check or a cash retainer
as an advance against one-third of the settlement. I sort of
mumbled, I only keep half of the retainer as an honorarium just in
case, you know, on the outside chance, we lose. Then, in my most
confident tone of voice, I said exactly what I figured I needed to
say to clinch the sale. "Helping people to get even is my
specialty."

Still not looking at me, he began asking all
sorts of questions, mainly about patents, which is something I know
nothing about.

Except, I didn’t tell him that.

I said, sorry, no free advice. Cut-rate,
yes. Free, no.

Then I slipped on my eye shades and after a
while I fell asleep.

The next morning when we got into London,
the numskull shook my hand several times and promised to ring me.
"I really want to get even."

I reassured him, "It’s what I do best."

He never once looked at me.

I never got his name.

 


*****


Chapter One

 


Someday, I’m going to get even with the son
of a bitch who invented lamb vindaloo.

Where the hell was the Alka-Seltzer?

Why hello, Mr. Barolo. Patel always gave me
a big welcome whenever I made the mistake of going into his
restaurant. Why, it’s so nice to see you again.

With half closed eyes I fumbled through the
medicine cabinet. Why, Mr. Barolo, can I offer you a glass of
vintage Bulgarian vin rouge while you’re perusing our extensive and
extremely well planned menu?

A bottle of aspirin tumbled out. Then my Old
Spice after-shave smashed in the sink.

Perhaps I might recommend the lamb
vindaloo.

Through the fog in my brain it dawned on me
that the Alka-Seltzer wasn’t there because it was in my night
table, where I’d left it the last time I’d eaten the Sunday night
special at Patel’s Taj Mahal of the India Gourmet.

Taj Mahal.

It’s a store front.

India Gourmet.

It’s a contradiction in terms.

I felt my way through the dark apartment...
crash!... and banged into two diningroom chairs that I was keeping
in the hallway because I don’t have a diningroom.

Damn.

Limping back to my bedroom, I yanked at my
night table drawer and spilled everything onto the floor. The box
of Alka-Seltzer landed at my feet.

Except, now, I didn’t have any water.

I mumbled out loud, "The hell with water,"
popped one of the tablets into my mouth and started to chew.

Jeeezus, that stuff is awful!

When I finished the first tablet I chewed a
second one.

Uch!

Patel’s food was the Indians’ way of getting
even with the British for the Raj.

Why, Mr. Barolo, I hope you have enjoyed
this evening’s dining experience.

Taj Mahal of the India Gourmet.

I slipped back into a tormented sleep.

Gourmet, my ass!

*****

 


When I was a kid growing up in Brooklyn, my
mother used to force a homemade concoction down my throat that
tasted truly horrible. Except, it always made me feel better. So I
stayed in bed all day Monday cringing at the smell of mallow root,
cranesbill root and bistort, all mixed together with a couple of
dozen drops of water. I forced it down, then chased it with a swig
from the giant bottle of castor oil that I keep in the fridge.
Nothing has changed over the years. It’s still a ghastly potion.
But by 5 on Tuesday morning I knew I’d live long enough to get my
revenge on Patel.

I put some water on the stove to boil,
tossed in a chamomile tea-bag --- I learned about herb teas from
Louise --- poured it into a "Souvenir of Antwerp" mug that I’d
picked up in a junk shop a few days before and moved into the
livingroom.

Weaving my way past the 35 chairs I had
there, lined up in rows like an auditorium --- each a different
size, each a different style, making up about a quarter of my
entire collection --- I checked the answering machine to see that
there were two calls. Both were from Henry, my Australian secretary
who hated the name Henrietta. Last month she called herself Pru.
The month before she called herself Allison. These days she was
Suzannah.

I didn’t listen too closely --- it was
something about a guy named Bickerton --- because all I wanted to
do was watch a couple of videos. I sorted through a stack of tapes,
found the first Liston-Clay fight, threw it into the VCR, crawled
into a Victorian high-backed wing in the second row, put my feet up
on a little early 20th-century bentwood and spent the rest of the
morning pretending it was February 1964.

Miami was where the fight was. The USS
Norton Sound somewhere in the South China Sea was where I was. All
the black guys on the ship were rooting for Clay because they knew
how good he was. All the white guys were rooting for Listen because
they hated black guys with big mouths and Clay had a big mouth.
Except, I knew Clay would win, there was never any doubt, so I laid
off nine hundred bucks at 6-1. Imagine that. They gave me 6-1 on
Clay just because he had a big mouth. What a night. Seven rounds
later, he was the champ and I had nearly five and a half grand in
my pocket.

Watching that video was almost as good as my
mother’s elixir.

When the fight was over I went back to
sleep, got up around noon and felt okay enough to ring the gym to
ask if Hambone had bothered to show up. Charlie surprised me by
saying yeah, that Derek "The Hambone" had not only gone through his
long workout routine but he’d also gone three rounds with one of
the guys, took some punches and stayed on his feet.

I said to Charlie, "Will wonders ever
cease," reran the tape and watched the Liston-Clay fight again.

Half the money I won on the ship that night
was wired home to my mother. Two grand went into my college fund.
The rest sat in the bank for more than four years, until I blew it
on a ring for Louise.

*****

 


I was still in bed, now with my nose buried
in last weeks’ copy of Boxing News, when the phone rang. I couldn’t
be bothered reaching for it. The answering machine clicked on and a
few seconds later I heard a voice say, "So? Are you there or not?"
It was Henry. "This is Delia."

I mumbled, "What happened to Suzannah?"

She demanded, "Where are you? Still not
picking up, eh? I guess that means you’re not coming into the
office today. Well, I’m going home. There are messages for you.
That fella Bickerton rang again. He wouldn’t tell me what it’s
about yesterday and he wouldn’t tell me what it’s about today. He
keeps saying, you’ll know. Yesterday I told him if he wants to
retain you he has to send you a retainer. I thought that was a good
idea seeing as how the phone bill came in yesterday and the
electricity bill came in this morning, the printer is out of toner
and we need a box of fax paper. He asked, how much and I said, a
thousand pounds. He didn’t so much as blink. I mean, obviously, I
couldn’t see whether or not he blinked because he was on the other
end of the line but when I said a thousand pounds he said, I’ll do
it. Just like that. I figured I should start at a thousand pounds
and settle for five hundred but he was willing to go for it
straight away...."

I tossed my Boxing News aside and threw a
pillow on top of my head.

Maybe I should sue Patel. If this was
America I could take him to court for trying to poison me. I could
sue him for loss of earnings.

After a while I started to fall back to
sleep.

I thought about phone bills. Electricity
bills. Fax paper. My eyes were almost shut.

Pru. Allison. Suzannah. Delia.

Burp!

 


*****


Chapter Two

 


Wednesday I felt like going to the office,
if for no other reason than because Wednesday is when my copy of
Boxing Week arrives from the States. So I shaved and showered,
stepped into a suit, opened the windows to air out the flat and
made my way down Portobello Road to the tube at Notting Hill Gate.
Five stops later, I got off at Oxford Circus, climbed up the stairs
and walked through the back streets of Soho, taking my time because
the weather wasn’t too bad. Which is one of the best things about
living in England. After a few years you learn to disregard the
weather so that, unless it’s truly miserable or truly beautiful,
everything in between becomes not too bad.

My office is on the second floor of an old
building just off Wardour Street, above a Chinese restaurant. The
hallway usually smells of eggs and stir-fried fish but One Hung Lo
--- his real name is Lance but it feels intrinsically wrong to call
a Chinese guy Lance --- knows better than to try to pull a Patel on
me. From the hallway I can walk directly into his kitchen and at
the far end there’s a big round table where he lets his special
friends eat. There’s no menu --- you get whatever the chef happens
to be doing --- and more often than not, the people who share the
table with you don’t speak English. But that’s the first place I
think of when I want to impress someone with how well I’m connected
to the lo mein mafia. Just as good, if I phone down to order
something, he likes me enough to deliver.

Across the street there’s a betting shop
where I’ve got a credit balance thanks to the fact that the Cypriot
gangster who runs it doesn’t know as much about boxing as I do.

Next door is a little deli. Barney and twin
his brother Bernie, the two old guys who have owned it since Moses
used to eat there, have finally gotten it through their lead-lined
yarmulkes --- because I’ve spent the past four years drumming it
into them --- that you never put mayo, catsup and lettuce on a
pastrami sandwich. And because I don’t like their mustard, I
brought a big jar back from New York a couple of trips ago and they
keep it on a shelf just for me with my name on it.

Pickles they’ve got knocked --- they
probably have the best assortment of pickles in England --- but the
quality of their blintzes leaves a lot to be desired. They refuse
to believe there’s a difference between blinis and blintzes.
Someday I plan on teaching them how to make a proper knish, but
that will take time because they’re so damned stubborn.

There are plenty of Italian restaurants in
the neighborhood but I go to a joint five minutes down the block
called Giovanni’s because he comes from Naples which is where my
grandparents came from.

And Charlie’s gym is a 12 minute walk in the
other direction, just past Tottenham Court Road. I keep my three
fighters there because it’s an okay place and anyway Charlie gives
me a deal. He and I speak the same language, even though his people
came from Turino and northern Italy isn’t the same as southern
Italy.

So that’s my world.

Lots of lawyers need fancier addresses and
maybe they also like to eat in better places, but I’ve got
everything I want right where I want it. I’m a pastrami and Pabst
Blue Ribbon kind of guy who maintains his own hours and figures
there’s no shame in that.

It suits me just fine.

Except, maintaining my own hours doesn’t
suit Henry.

"I’ve been ringing you for two days," she
barked the moment I stepped in. "You don’t return any of my calls.
How am I supposed to know if you’re dead or alive?"

I looked at her dumpy frame wrapped in a
flowery dress, black-rooted blond hair and wire-framed granny
glasses, and told her, "When I’m dead I won’t come to the office.
Any mail?"

"Maybe you should start with your phone
messages. Don’t get excited. There’s only one. That bloke named
Bickerton."

"Where’s his number?"

"He didn’t leave one."

"Why didn’t you ask?"

"Because he said you’d know what it’s all
about."

I didn’t. "So if he calls back, get a
number. Find out what he wants. Ask him. Tell him I mainly do
insurance. Also make sure he knows I don’t practice here, that I do
American stuff."

"I told him all that."

"What did he say."

"He didn’t."

"And you don’t know what he wants?"

"He wants to retain you."

"What for?"

She exhaled really loud to show me she was
getting annoyed. "When he rings back, you ask him."

I tossed the messages onto her desk. "I’ll
take the mail whenever you’re ready."

"I’m ready." She handed me the bills from
Monday and Tuesday. "Today’s bills aren’t in yet."

Neither was Boxing Week.

My own office, just behind hers, is a
cramped room with two of my best leather chairs facing my old
wooden desk. My favorite high backed judge’s seat is behind my
desk. I picked it up for next to nothing at an auction when they
emptied out an old courtroom in Bristol. Behind that is a window
with a view of another window in the building behind ours. One of
my walls is lined with legal books, most of them out of date but
all of them leather bound which helps decorate the office. The wall
opposite that has my eight boxing trophies lined up on a glass
shelf sitting just under my Law School diploma. On what little
space there is next to the door, I’ve hung a framed original poster
from the Lewis-Schmeling fight.

Talk about unforgettable nights. I’ve got
that one on tape, too. June 22, 1938. It only took the Bronx Bomber
two minutes and four seconds into the first round to destroy the
great white hope of the Master Race. I’ve watched it a hundred
times because those two minutes and four seconds sum up one of the
things I love most about boxing --- it’s better than real life
because the good guys sometimes win.

The phone rang.

Henry got it, blurted out, "You should live
so long," then shouted to me, "Your friend the jerk."

That meant Hambone. "Don’t tell me you’ve
gone to Charlie’s two days in a row?"

In his rolling Jamaican accent he explained,
"I was doing my road work, Vince, and this bloke in a black cab
nearly run me down."

"What do you want me to do?"

"Can you sue him for me?"

"You mean, so you don’t have to fight in
three weeks?"

"Aw, come on Vince, he almost killed
me."

"Phone me when he succeeds and I’ll make
your mother a rich woman. Until then, get over to Charlie’s and
start punching something. I’m warning you, three weeks from now
this guy’s gonna to pin your ears back."

"I’m at Charlie’s now."

"You start punching something. I’ll see you
when I see you."

Hanging up, I reminded Henry, "Bickerton.
Get his number and I’ll call him after lunch."

"Lunch? You just got here?"

"Well, now I’m outta here."

*****

 


I love hanging around Charlie’s, sitting on
the top row of the wooden bleacher that runs along the far side of
the smelly basement, watching fighters go through their paces. The
noise is right. The smell is right. It takes me back to a gentler
time.

Charlie found Hambone for me when he was
just 16. A tall, strapping kid with chocolate skin and dark wild
eyes, he quit school because some shyster promoter promised him six
big money fights. He got beat in the first two and the promoter
dropped him like a hot potato.

Except, the promoter didn’t give Hambone his
contract back.

It meant the kid was stuck. He couldn’t make
any money if he didn’t fight and if he did fight, everything went
to the shyster promoter.

A friend of Hambone’s brought him to Charlie
and when Charlie heard what kind of a jam he was in, he called me.
I not only extracted Hambone from his contract, but signed him up
to a fair one and installed him at Charlie’s.

That was two and a half years ago. Since
then he’s had six fights and won the last four. What little money
I’ve made with Hambone I’ve reinvested in him and my other two
fighters.

I’ve got a young featherweight from Ghana
named Sterling. And I’ve got a kid from North Africa named Khalid
who should probably be a bantam weight except he eats too much.
They’re both just starting out. I’ve managed to convince Sterling
to stay in school for another year, even though he hates it. Khalid
quit before I met him but I found him a job through this Arab guy
who runs a restaurant, a fellow Giovanni knows, so at least he can
train a couple of mornings a week and earn some money waiting on
tables the rest of the time.

The deal is, I spend just enough to see what
kind of promise they’ve got and then, when they’re on the way, I
sell them on to some promoter, take my profit and find a few more
young kids who might have a shot. Over the long run I’ve made a few
bucks. Once in a while I hold onto a fighter, the way I’ve hung on
to Hambone, because I reckon he might just go somewhere. Which is
when I invariably lose whatever money I’ve made.

Charlie agrees that Hambone could be the
one. Believe me, I’m due. And I trust Charlie. He reminds me of an
old Irish priest I used to know. The guy who boxed my ass into
church.

It was back in Brooklyn. The cops picked me
up one afternoon, hanging out, smoking Lucky Strikes with Fat and
Guido on the boardwalk at Coney Island. I was like, maybe, 14. They
shoved us into a squad car but instead of dragging us back to
school --- I went to Abe Lincoln over on Ocean Parkway --- they
brought us to a Police Athletic League gym at the end of the Kings
Highway. The cops were Italian, which meant they sort of looked
after us, but the priest was an Irish guy named MacNamee. I figured
that meant he should be looking out for the Irish kids, except
there weren’t any Irish kids in our neighborhood. It was Italian
and Jewish. Which was all right with me because the Irish kids,
like the ones who lived in Flatbush and Bed-Sty, were always
looking for trouble. Not that the Jewish kids were pushovers. When
you picked a fight with them you had to be careful because some of
them were pretty big and anyway, there were more of them than there
were of us.

The thing was, growing up in Brooklyn taught
you that there are times in life when you make a stand and there
are times in life when you strap on your Keds and accelerate home.
If you made it through your teenaged years without getting your
nose busted six times, it was because you learned that lesson. And
every smart kid from Brooklyn carries that lesson with him for the
rest of his life.

Anyway, the cops dumped us at the gym and
MacNamee challenged each of us to one round. He said, if anyone
could knock him off his feet, the cops would take us back to the
boardwalk and buy us lunch. But if he decked us we had to go to
church every Sunday for a month. He was a parish priest at St.
Margaret Mary on Exeter Street which is sort of the dividing line
between Brighton Beach and Manhattan Beach. Well, I was cocky
enough to want to be a big shot, you know, to be the first kid on
my block to beat up a Mick priest, so I said, yeah. He took off his
collar and I took off my shirt and we strapped on some gloves.

And he beat the crap out of me.

He knocked me down. I got up and he knocked
me down again. I got up a second time and he let me have it a third
time. When I tried standing up this time, my legs were like Jello.
I fell flat back onto the canvas.

He grinned, "See you Sunday."

I snarled, "Fuck you... Father!"

I reneged on going to church but I kept
coming back to the PAL gym. Father Mac taught me to keep my left
hand higher and to stay off my heels. I learned to jab and I
learned to hook. But most of all he taught me how to throw a real
deadly uppercut.

About eight months later, I got back into
the ring with him and when the bell sounded I shot out of my
corner. His hands were too high. I faked right and, with everything
I had, landed a left uppercut smack on the bottom of his jaw,
draping him across the ropes. He gave me the most flabbergasted
look I have ever seen on any human being. I pointed at him with my
left glove and screamed, "Now you know that I know."

The following Sunday I walked into St.
Margaret Mary and sat in the front row where he couldn’t miss
seeing me.

It was the first time I’d gone to church
since I was ten years old.

*****

 


If only Hambone had an uppercut.

I watched him go a couple of rounds with one
of Charlie’s no-hopers. Then he and I sat with Charlie for a little
while to talk about his upcoming fight with Pretty Boy Davey
McGraw, a kid from south London who had a pair of very fast hands.
Charlie wondered if I’d invest a few quid in a friend of his named
Moe Moses who specialized in getting guys up for a big fight.
Charlie swore he could make a difference. I’d never met him but I’d
heard about him and from what I’d heard, I wasn’t a big Moe Moses
fan. Anyway, I didn’t have the spare change. I said I’d have to
think about it.

By the time I left Charlie’s, it was around
1:30. Not having eaten for two days I was famished, so I strolled
back to One Hung’s, found a seat at the round table in the kitchen
and worked my way through a plate of lemon chicken and a huge bowl
of crab meat soup. I kept asking myself, does Hambone really have
what it takes? After lunch, I thought about checking in on
Giovanni, maybe having an espresso with him, but I decided no,
instead I’ll have some fun and call the schmuck who’s handling a
claim I’d put in against British Airways for clients in the States.
You know, just to bait him for a while.

Upstairs, Henry greeted me by waving an
envelope in my face --- "He sent it!" --- then hitting my chest
with the first edition of the Evening Standard. "He sent it. He
really did. But wait till you see this"

"Who did?"

"Bickerton."

"Sent what?"

"The retainer."

Sure enough, inside the envelope was a
Barclay’s Bank check made out to me for £1000. It was drawn on the
account of Dr. L. Roger Bickerton at a branch in Brighton. There
was nothing else in the envelope.

"He sent it. But wait until you see...."

"No note. No nothing." I told her, "Call
information and ask if there’s anyone listed in Brighton with his
name."

"You can’t phone him." Henry pushed the
newspaper at me. "And he won’t be phoning you again, either."

She was pointing to a small article on page
two.

The headline announced, "Scientist Missing -
Apparent Suicide." The story read, "Dr. L. Roger Bickerton, former
head of the European Research Project’s Eastbourne Laboratories,
has apparently committed suicide by taking an overdose of sleeping
pills, then jumping into the sea on the Channel Island of Guernsey.
His car was found early this morning abandoned on a cliff at Point
de la Moye, on the southern tip of the island. According to police
there, a note was located inside the car alongside an empty bottle
of sleeping pills. Dr. Bickerton became an outspoken critic of
government cut-backs in science and technology when he was made
redundant six months ago. His body has not been found."

"Jeeezus." I carried the check and the
newspaper into my office and threw myself into my chair. "A guy I
don’t know phones me, wants to put me on a retainer, sends me a
check and kills himself."

Henry was standing in the doorway. "What do
we do now?"

I looked at my watch. It was 2:40. "What we
do now," I said, as if it should be obvious, "is deposit this
before the bank closes."

 


*****


Chapter Three

 


When I got home there was a message on my
machine from Greta. All it said was, "Dinner?"

So I rang her at the gallery and when she
answered all I said was, "Salmon steaks and garlic pasta."

She answered, "Garlic at your peril."

I said, "I’ll take my chances," and when I
hung up I ran out to the supermarket to buy salmon, fresh garlic
and a bottle of mouthwash.

*****

 


In weaker moments I sometimes thought that
Greta Eccleston and I were a number, but whenever I asked her if we
were, she’d insist, "We’re not a number, we’re simply two old
friends who sometimes share a rucksack."

I’d remind her, "It’s called a sleeping
bag."

She’d remind me, "We don’t sleep."

We met about seven years ago when she was
working at Christie’s auction house in the furniture department. I
never bought any chairs from her --- she was way out of my league
--- but we got to know each other and long before we started
discussing rucksacks, she was already offering me a professional
discount to entice me to put some of my chairs up for sale. She
left Christie’s about a year later to manage Rose-Morrow Fine Arts
on Cork Street and there too, she was friendly enough to say that I
could have whatever I wanted at the usual dealer’s discount.
Except, I don’t understand modern art and the only thing I collect,
besides chairs, is souvenir mugs.

She’s a nice looking woman, an inch taller
than me, with dark blonde hair and with one of those square-cut
Scandinavian faces. She once told me that her grandmother was
Danish, although Greta was born and raised in England. Anyway,
where I come from Danish means prune pastry. Probably no more than
a couple or three years younger than me --- I never asked her age
and she never volunteered it --- she’d dumped her husband somewhere
along the line. He had something to do with pension funds and now,
apparently, lives in the Dordogne in France with his teenaged
secretary and her only slightly older mother. I know she’s got a
son who’s a doctor and a daughter who’s married. God only knows,
she might even be a grandmother. But we don’t get personal about
stuff like that, even though we get extremely personal about other
things.

Not that I wouldn’t mind meeting her kids,
it’s just that she’s always wanted to keep that side of her life to
herself. And I guess that’s okay with me. She’s defined the way we
maintain our friendship and I like her company enough not to want
to let anything get in the way of that. In fact, we’ve been very
careful about our friendship right from the beginning. I must have
known her for two or three years, and been out to dinner with her
50 times before it ever dawned on me that maybe she was waiting for
me to take things to the next step. I kept telling myself, there’s
nothing broken here so why fix it? I guess, looking back, she felt
the same way because the day I phoned her at the gallery one day
and suggested we change things, she was just as surprised as I was
to hear myself suggest it.

As soon as she picked up the phone I asked,
"How long have we known each other?"

She didn’t recognize my voice. "Who’s
this?"

"It’s me," I said. "So how long have we
known each other?"

"Oh, hello you."

"Hello, you too. Now, how long have we known
each other?"

"What a funny question. I don’t know. How’s
two years, four months and three days? Why?"

"Because I think it’s time we had an
affair."

She laughed. "You mean, right away? In my
office? What about all those people walking by on Cork Street?"

"Stop joking."

"Aren’t you?"

"No," I said. "I’m not. You’re the woman I
most want to have an affair with."

"Oh..." She dared, "When?"

"Tonight? Tomorrow night? Whenever you want.
My place. Your place. Wherever you want."

She couldn’t help but giggle. "How about in
the middle of the afternoon in some third rate hotel?"

"It is the middle of the afternoon," I
reminded her. "Hold on for just a few seconds, while I look in the
Yellow Pages under sleazy motels."

She came back with, "They’re probably all
booked at this hour."

"Then let’s go to Claridge’s."

"You know what?" She told me, "I like you
when you’re silly."

But I needed her to understand, "I’m
serious. Come to my place after work."

"To see your etchings?"

"I don’t have any etchings."

"Well, then, to see your chairs?"

"No. To have an affair."

"Can we have a drink first?"

"And dinner first, too."

"Oh. Drinks and dinner and an affair. Sounds
like quite a program."

"I told her, "See you at 8:30."

She showed up at quarter to nine. "My mother
always lectured me that a lady must never appear to be
over-anxious."

I handed her a glass of champagne. "Here’s
to our affair."

"Oh yes, our affair." We clinked glasses.
"Actually, if we were going to have an affair, well, we should have
had it a long time ago. Right when we first met. That’s when
affairs are best. The first time you meet."

I reminded her, "We met in a crowded auction
room between lots 106 and 107. Just imagine how expensive it could
have gotten if the auctioneer mistook passionate groans for a
secret bidding signal."

"Sold to the lady on her back at the side of
the room." She took a long sip.

I suggested, "We’ve known each other long
enough now."

"But we’re friends."

"Isn’t that to our advantage?"

"Well..." She shrugged. "I’m not sure.
Sometimes I think it would be more exciting, more passionate to
have an affair with a perfect stranger."

"You mean like someone you meet changing
planes in Kansas City?"

Her eyes opened wide. "Did you?"

"Wishful thinking," I conceded. "Anyway,
affairs with strangers are out of the question at my age. I suffer
from xenophobia."

"Inflammation of the what?"

"No, that would be xeno-itis. This is
phobia, fear of."

"Fear of xenos?" She assured me, "If I ever
saw one, I’d be absolutely petrified."

"Xeno," I explained, "is Greek or Hungarian
or Latin for foreigner."

"Strikes me that Greeks and Hungarians and
Latins are foreigners. Need I add, so are you."

"Except in Athens, Budapest, the Vatican..."
I bowed, "and Brooklyn."

She asked, "Why are you afraid of
Hungarians?"

"Foreigners meaning strangers," I said.
"Like in France. Everyone thinks the French hate tourists. Not
true. They’re xenophobic. They hate everybody they don’t know, even
other French people."

"Now you’re adding French people to the
group."

"Only foreign French people."

"Well then... if strangers are out of the
question," she said, "too bad we didn’t we sneak off just after we
met? When we were no longer strangers? Or, why didn’t you come
along while I was still married? That’s supposed to be the most
exciting."

I stared at her. "Is it?"

She paused. "You probably won’t believe
this... but I never had an affair while I was married. Did
you?"

"No."

"Honestly?"

"Honestly. Louise... my wife... she did, but
I didn’t. Frankly, when I look back, I don’t know why I didn’t.
Except, I guess, I never got around to it."

"Too old fashioned," she said. "Although...
maybe if we’d had an affair while we were married it would have
saved both our marriages."

"You mean, together?"

She smiled coyly. "Alone may be more
convenient but together is better."

We finished the bottle of champagne, I
started making the smoked salmon pasta and, when I suggested a
second bottle of champagne, she said, sure, why not. She set the
table in the kitchen and I lit a candle. We ate our pasta and drank
our champagne and every time I looked at her, she smiled.

"You’re laughing at my pasta."

"You’re a good cook."

"I’m Italian. Of course I’m a good cook. So
why are you laughing at my pasta?"

"I’m not," she assured me. "I’m laughing at
you."

"What did I do?"

"You’ve thought of everything, except violin
music."

"Itzhak Perlman was already booked." I
shrugged, "Maybe I should have asked my neighbor for advice."

"Why? Does she play the violin?"

"No. She just has affairs."

"How do you know?"

"I use the word affairs casually. For all I
know she plays world class gin rummy. It’s just that I see loads of
men hanging around at all sorts of hours."

"You’re such a gossip."

"It’s intellectual research," I pretended.
"You see, I have a theory. I think that everyone thinks that other
people always do it more than they do. Like my lady neighbor. She’s
an overly hormonal 25 year old, so I reckon that she... you know...
has more affairs that I do. In fact, I’m convinced she’s doing it
all the time. Especially when I’m sitting here watching television
wishing I was having an affair." I gave her my best pout. "Then
again, she might be thinking I’m having affairs all the time,
especially when she’s sitting home watching television wishing she
was having an affair."

"Or playing over-hormonal gin rummy."

"That’s right," I said. "So if my theory
holds true, it could mean that no one’s having any affairs at
all."

"That’s your theory?" She started to laugh.
"When I was in school, my best friend Nicola... well, I always
thought Nicola was the hottest number alive. Just after I got
married, she confessed to me that she thought I was."

"And neither one of you was, right?"

She made a face. "Wrong. She really was. I
was too scared."

I nodded firmly. "Proves my theory."

"No it doesn’t."

I refilled her glass. "No, I suppose it
doesn’t."

We finished dinner and sat right where we
were, with the candle casting long flickering shadows against the
white tile walls. "Let’s have an affair," I said.

"Oh yes, our affair."

"Tell me, without thinking, right off the
top of your head, three things you’d want to find in the perfect
affair."

"Only three?"

"You tell me the first three things on your
list and we’ll see if they match the first three things on my
list."

"All right." She toyed with her glass then
took a sip. "Let’s see... my three are... a man who likes to make
love on rainy Sunday afternoons instead of watching football. And
someone who likes to make love outside at night, you know, in a
field somewhere. And... why not... making love to a total
stranger." She stopped. "Now you."

I nodded. "Okay. My three things are... one,
someone who likes roses. Two, someone who adores jazz piano, you
know, like Teddy Wilson. And three, someone who loves to cuddle in
a soapy bathtub by candlelight."

She was surprised. "What a romantic."

"What’s wrong with romance?"

"Au contraire."

I purred, "I love it when you talk dirty,
like that."

"I just never figured you for being such a
softy."

"Sorry." I confessed, "I wouldn’t watch a
soccer match in bed on a rainy Sunday afternoon. But I would watch
boxing. Personally, I’d rather make love on Sunday morning. You
know, put some moody Tony Bennett music on the stereo. And then
have breakfast afterwards. Or even during. As long as you don’t
mind sausages rolling into your slippers and scrambled eggs doing
terrible things to your pillows."

She cut in, "Sounds to me like during is
out."

"I’m afraid," I went on, "so is making love
in a field. I’d forever be worried about someone walking a dog. Or
a buffalo stampede."

"How about," she wondered, "making love on a
beach?"

"You mean like Coney Island on a Sunday in
July?"

"Well then, how about at night? Along the
water’s edge?"

"What, and drown when the tide comes
in?"

She toyed with her glass. "Why did you ring
me today?"

"Because I want to have an affair with
you."

"But our ideas of what constitutes the
perfect affair don’t match, at all."

Eventually I conceded, "Maybe not."

For the longest time we sat there not
talking.

She was the one to break the silence. "It
probably wouldn’t work, you know."

There was another long silence before I
said, "We’re different you and me. We started off by being
friends."

She said, "I wouldn’t want to spoil that
friendship."

And I said, "Neither would I."

She reached over to the candle, to get some
wax that was dripping onto the table.

I poured what was left of the champagne into
our glasses, then touched my glass to hers. "Here’s to friendship
first."

She took a sip. "It’s getting late."

I smiled and told her, "I’ll call a
taxi."

But she didn’t move. "It could ruin our
friendship."

"Well..." I had to admit, "It would
definitely change our friendship."

She stared at me. "It’s late." Then she
wanted to know, "Instead of ringing for a taxi, would you walk me
home?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"If that’s what you want... that’s what
friends are for."

"And if we were kids in school," she asked,
"would you carry my books?"

"Happily. All of them."

"And if we were lovers..." Her voice got
very soft, "Would we still be friends?"

I told her quietly, "I hope so."

She took a deep breath and slowly stood up.
"Have you got more candles? This one is burning down."

I took her hand and, just like friends, we
went into my bedroom.

*****

 


I was still racing around trying to clean up
before she got there when the bell rang.

"A present," she said smiling when I opened
the door. "Close your eyes."

I did.

First she kissed me softly on the lips, then
said, "Now open." I thought she meant my mouth, so I kept my eyes
shut and showed her my tonsils.

"No. Look." She was holding a souvenir mug a
few inches in front of my nose. "Like it?"

"Hey." There were three broad stripes ---
blue, black and white --- and written in gold in the middle stripe
was Tallinn - 1219. "This is terrific." The weirder the place the
more I liked it. "Where the hell is Tallinn?"

She came inside and I shut the door behind
her. "Estonia."

"That makes everything perfectly clear," I
said. "And what happened there in 1219?"

"It was destroyed by the Danes."

"This is something they celebrate?"

"They don’t make up mugs for just any old
occasion."

"How come you know so much?"

"Geography and history are my best
qualities."

I put my arm over her shoulder and assured
her, "Frankly, those are not the first things that come to
mind."

I served the garlic pasta --- and made a
point of putting the mouthwash on the table next to it --- then the
grilled salmon. She talked about the gallery and I told her I had
my eye on a George the First walnut veneered armchair --- "It’s
great, with carved cabriole legs and ball and claw feet" --- and
after dinner, after we did the dishes together, she crawled into my
arms and whispered, "Take me to bed."

Later, as she lay next to me, she whispered,
"Nine hundred quid."

I told her, "You’re expensive but worth
every penny."

"Your chair, you idiot."

"Oh." I pretended to be surprised, then
suggested, "I was right."

"About what?"

"Geography and history."

She slowly moved her hand along my stomach.
"I know the difference between north and south."

"You seem to."

"I was very good at geography."

"How good?"

"This good?"

"All right, so let’s have a geography quiz.
What about Guernsey?"

She gave me a strange look. "I’m trying to
get romantic again, and you ask me about Guernsey?" She put her
face up to my ear and went, "Mooo."

"Not the cows, the place."

"What are you talking about?"

"I’ve never been there."

"Me neither. But why..."

"I guess, ‘cause I never got around to
it..."

"Not, why haven’t you ever been to Guernsey?
But, why are you thinking about that now? Does it have anything to
do with a sudden lack of blood in the brain..."

"No... it’s a client... I don’t know, it
just sort of dawned on me to ask. How far away is it?"

She shook her head. "My husband used to ask
me to talk dirty. You want me to talk geography."

I opened my eyes wide and grinned. "Try
me."

She lifted the sheets to peek under them as
she told me, "It’s the Channel Islands. You can fly there. I guess
it takes an hour."

"How would you drive there?"

"You wouldn’t. I mean, you obviously
couldn’t drive across the English Channel, but there are
ferries..."

"So it’s not exactly the easiest place to
get to."

"Speaking of easy places to get to..." She
moved closer.

"I was just hoping you knew something about
it."

By this time she was under the sheets. "This
is north... and this is south." She asked, "Your geography quiz...
am I passing?"

I easily convinced her, "With flying
colors."

 


*****


Chapter Four

 


Greta offered to drop me off. It was part of
her routine. The first few times she stayed over I’d suggested I go
with her to Cork Street and walk to my office from there. Except,
she never wanted me to do that and never told me why. So now each
time she stayed over, I got out on Regent Street.

I gave her a peck on the cheek good bye ---
"Thanks for the mug" --- and cut around Broadwick Street, stopping
at a newsagent’s to pick up a stack of papers. I expected to find
an obit somewhere on Bickerton. But there was nothing in the Mail
or the Guardian. The Telegraph and the Independent both had blurbs
in the news section saying that his car had been found with a
suicide note inside, but neither went into very great detail about
him. So I turned to the Times, convinced that if an obit was going
to be anywhere it would be there because people were always dying
in the Times who never seemed to die in other papers.

And sure enough, there it was.

"Dr. L. Roger Bickerton, the 58 year old
scientist, had been the head of the European Research Project’s
Eastbourne Laboratories until six months ago. Born in London,
Bickerton had a successful academic career first at Cambridge, then
at the Haute Ecoles des Etudes Scientifiques in Paris where he
published a radically revisionist study of the statistical analysis
which formed the basis of Gregor Johann Mandel’s controlled
pollination experiments. He was rewarded by being named assistant
to the late Professor Etienne Cesari whose work at the Institute
Pasteur secured his international reputation. Bickerton however
remained in Cesari’s shadow until his mentor’s death in 1980.
Following a failed marriage, Bickerton returned to England in 1981
to spend three years as director of the Nestle-Needham Laboratory
at Cambridge before being appointed head of the Eastbourne
Laboratories. Highly acclaimed inside a relatively small branch of
the scientific community and virtually unknown in wider circles,
for much of the past two years, Bickerton had been critical of
government cutbacks in scientific research funding, a stance which
resulted in his early retirement at the end of last year. Under the
heading of ‘Forced Resignation,’ he described his departure from
the ERP in a letter published in the New Scientist as, ‘a bitter
personal defeat.’ Those sentiments were echoed in the note
reportedly found in Bickerton’s car at Point de la Moye, Guernsey,
Channel Islands, where the police are labeling his death a suicide.
His body has not yet been recovered from the sea."

That was all. No photo. Nothing else. I
didn’t understand what he did for a living but at least now I knew
where he went to college.

At the office, I handed the obit to Henry.
"Look what I found in the Times."

She yelped, "Crikey," and followed me into
my room. "Now what do we do?"

"About what?"

"About your client."

I reminded her, "You mean, my late client.
What do you want me to do?"

"How about trying to find out who this bloke
is?"

"Was," I corrected. "And as long as his
check clears, I figure I already know as much about him as I’m
going to."

She stared at me.

Instead of getting into a lengthy discussion
with her, I reached for my active cases folder and read out loud
the label on the first file. "Michael and Paulette Hartley v
British Airways." "What about the reason he hired you?"

I found the lawyer’s name and number, then
grabbed my phone hoping she’d take the hint. "If he calls again ask
him." But as soon as I said that, I forgot the lawyer’s number. So
I started to dial my own because I knew if I hung up she’d take to
mean that we could keep talking.

"And you preach to me about responsibility."
Turning on her heels, she walked out of my office and slammed the
door shut.

*****

 


Supermarkets are a wonderful place to meet
people, especially fellow Americans because Americans talk to
strangers in supermarkets, which is how I met Michael Hartley.

It was a few years ago in my local Waitrose.
I was buying tuna fish. Hartley wondered why I preferred tuna in
oil instead of tune in brine. I said because oil is good for your
heart. He said he preferred brine because fish don’t swim in oil,
they swim in salt water. That started us talking. It turned out he
was from Tennefly, New Jersey, sent to London by a company that
imported European electronic goods. I told him my ex-old lady lived
in New Jersey, that my boy was growing up just outside Patterson,
and, of course, he knew the area well. So after he took a few cans
of tuna in brine, I handed him my card and said, if you ever need a
Yank lawyer in Britain, call me.

The next thing I heard from him was last
month when he sent me a fax about this problem he and his wife were
having with British Airways. They had a confirmed booking London to
Chicago and got bounced. Adding insult to injury, BA charged them
overweight for showing up with five suitcases, but never bothered
to bounce the suitcases. Somehow, three of their suitcases wound up
in New Zealand and the other two were sent to Rio.

It reminded me of the old joke of the man
checking in for a flight to New York. He tells the person behind
the counter, I want this bag to go to Los Angeles, this bag to go
to Buenos Aires and this bag to go to Hong Kong. The clerk says,
that’s impossible sir, you’re flying with us to New York. And the
guy says, yeah well, last time I flew with you to New York this bag
went to Los Angeles, this bag went to Buenos Aires and this bag
went to Hong Kong.

To make the Hartleys’ experience all the
more complete, only four of their five bags ever reappeared and
when they did, they were half empty. The locks had been ripped off
and several things were missing, including some important family
papers. Of course, the airline denied any liability. They always
do. The only compensation the claims’ department was willing to
make, besides repairing the damaged bags, was the standard pittance
they hand out, based on weight regardless of the actual value of
any missing items.

A lowly assistant wrote to the Hartleys,
explaining that because they checked in five bags, ownership of the
fifth bag would have to be assigned either to husband or wife. He
conceded that the overweight payment would be reimbursed. However,
the missing bag would be deemed to be part of the designated
passenger’s 44 pound limit --- despite the fact that the airlines
have pretty much done away with the weight limit across the
Atlantic, in favor of simply permitting two bags per passenger ---
and the amount of the airline’s liability would then be
appropriately pro-rata, because that’s what it says in some obscure
international treaty that was signed in the days when flying boats
were only just making it across the pond faster than Lindbergh.

It was pure double-talk.

The airline was also contending that because
the Hartleys had not provided a detailed list of the contents of
each checked bag or in any way arranged to insure those contents
separately before checking in, they could not pay for anything
allegedly taken out of the bags while in transit. Although the
lowly assistant "deeply regretted" any inconvenience, he said he
felt certain that "the enclosed check for £298.60 is fair and just
compensation." The last paragraph of his letter pointed out,
"Therefore, no further action will be taken by us in this
matter."

In other words, take it or leave it.

Well, I have a singular aversion to being
bullied. Furthermore, I don’t believe that everything in life can
be so neatly boiled down to two options. So when a big company
gives me that take it or leave it crap, I remind them that there’s
a third choice which goes, I’m about to shove it up your butt.

Not a lot has changed since my days in
Brooklyn, except now I wear ties.

Hartley was savvy enough not to cash their
airline’s check and instead got in touch with me. I wrote one
polite letter stating the grounds for Hartleys’ claim, and got a
polite form letter back from some in-house lawyer named Whitten,
restating his company’s refusal to consider a bigger payout. I then
wrote a not-so-polite letter, informing Mr. Whitten that the
Hartleys were represented by an American lawyer who had no
intention of suing them in Britain but would kick ass in the States
where juries hate airlines.

Last week, I guess it was Tuesday, I got a
letter from Whitten, who was "extremely pleased" to inform me that
BA had decided that, in this instance, a goodwill gesture was
appropriate. Although he insisted that the airline was in no way
acknowledging liability, considering its desire to maintain a warm
relationship with frequent fliers such as the Hartleys, enclosed
was a check to settle all claims, past present and future, for
£350.

Again, cash it and the game is over.

I returned the check by messenger with a
note that read, "You’re joking. And just in case you doubt our
intentions, you have five working days to make a realistic offer
before I file suit."

On Friday morning, a conference call came in
from Whitten and some fellow named Drummond who introduced himself
as a senior commercial manager for international client
affairs.

Because I believe that, generally speaking,
the bigger a man’s title the smaller his genitals, I treated him
accordingly. "The only thing my clients are interested in," I said,
"is your money."

"We take a more pragmatic view." He
explained, "We’re interested in our continuing relationship with
our clients."

"Same thing," I said. "It’s called, pay up
and keep a friend."

"That is precisely what we are doing. And I
believe that that £350 is fair compensation, all things
considered."

"All things considered," I reminded him,
"two of your five days are gone."

He paused for a moment, then suggested, "Mr.
Barolo, I repeat that we are concerned about our relationship with
the Hartleys, so, all right, in the name of additional goodwill, we
would be willing to throw in enough Air Miles to give the Hartleys
each an upgrade to Club Class on their next full fare economy class
trans-Atlantic ticket. I sincerely hope you will agree that this is
an amicable settlement. But I am afraid that this is our final
offer."

"No kidding!" I reached into my top drawer
to turn on the tape recorder that is hooked up to my phone. "Final
offer, huh?" I love that line because it’s about as meaningful as a
teenage boy promising his girlfriend, we don’t have to go all the
way. "Oh... what the hell." I needed to separate Drummond from
Whitten. "I know you guys are under a lot of commercial pressure."
I put on my most sympathetic voice. "I suspect you must get this
stuff all the time. I know it’s not easy. You’re in a very
competitive market, so you want to do the right thing."

"We certainly are," Drummond said. "And we
certainly do."

This was a good game --- I loved it ---
called divide and conquer. "Well... listen... I have to agree that
the easiest thing would be to settle amicably. I mean, I’m sure we
all have better things to do with our time. And maybe if we stay
friends... well, you understand... maybe next time I fly to the
States you won’t put me next to the numskull with the lasso tie.
You know the guy I mean?"

Drummond forced a polite laugh. "I do
believe I have seen him."

I dangled the bait. "Yeah... but neither of
you have to sit next to him because both you guys get upgraded. I
mean, you guys fly first class, right? Apparently, passengers in
first class get very good service."

He took it. "Mr. Barolo, something tells me
we can indeed settle this in a mutually acceptable manner."

Whitten cut in, "I think we’re getting off
the track..."

"A lot more legroom up in first class.
Better food, too." I tried not to overplay my part and sound too
naive.

Drummond must have figured he was dealing
with a sucker because he started using big words. "Mr. Barolo,
indeed there are certain amenities we are occasionally inclined to
make available to various preferred clientele. If, the next time
you fly to the States, you’d be interested in discovering just how
good our first class service is, perhaps you would give me a
ring..."

What fun. "Are you saying I could become
part of that preferred clientele?"

"I’ll let you have you my direct line so
that...."

Whitten tried again. "Perhaps we should
settle the Hartleys’ claim...."

"I think that’s what Mr. Barolo and I are
doing." The senior commercial manager for international client
affairs was obviously a take-control kind of guy... which was
exactly the wrong tactic in a contest like this. "Because you’re
being so reasonable about this... and I personally appreciate
that... here’s what I’m prepared to do. If the Hartleys will settle
for £350 plus the appropriate Air Miles to assure their upgrade,
and you would be gracious enough to accept from us an upgrade to
first class on your next trans-Atlantic flight..."

"I’m afraid that..." The solicitor was
increasingly nervous. "I think we have to keep these things totally
separate..."

"Aw, come on fellas... if you can just come
up with a few more dollars. I’m in a spot here. You see, my clients
already said no to £350 and if I’m going to convince them to accept
a settlement, which I would like to do on your behalf..."

Drummond wanted to know, "How much is a
few."

"Gee... I don’t know..." This wasn’t a fair
fight because both of them were still wearing short pants until
they got their driver’s license. "You’re putting me in a tight
spot. Why don’t you just tell me what you think would be equitable
for..." I stressed, "... you know, for everybody concerned."

I could hear Whitten cup the phone, trying
to warn off his client.

But Drummond was the sort of fool who
thought he knew better than his lawyer. "I’m sure we could stretch
it to £400."

"Hmmm..." I calculated out loud, "Let’s
see... that’s what, just over... $600?" Then I wondered, "How many
pounds is $750?"

Whitten said, "I think we really need to
stick to..."

Again, Drummond cut him off. "Is that what
it will take to settle this?" He paused to tap the numbers into his
calculator. "Just shy of £500."

"Do you think that would be asking too
much?"

"Shall we round it up to that?"

"We’ve come a long way, you and me, Mr.
Drummond. So ... you’re offering £500, plus the upgrade miles for
them, and if they accept that, what did you say you’d do for
me?"

"No, wait." Whitten insisted, "This just
isn’t..."

"What I said was..." I hear from Drummond’s
voice that he was already gloating with victory. "... if your
clients will settle for £500 plus the Air Miles that will give them
an upgrade to Club Class, I will throw in an upgrade to first class
for you the next time you fly to the States." Now he lowered his
voice, as if he was letting me in on a secret. "I will even give
you the name of a consolidator, you know, a bucket shop, where you
can get the cheapest ticket on the market. Then, you let me know
when you want to fly and I’ll book you in first both ways."

"You have to understand," Whitten was
desperate, "only the cash and the Hartleys’ Air Miles can be
written into the settlement agreement and anything else you discuss
with Mr. Drummond is strictly between you and him."

"This isn’t going to be one of those
space-available things... you know, my upgrade. I can fly any time
I want and the upgrade is good?"

Drummond answered, "As long as the Hartley’s
settle this now, your upgrade is assured."

I asked Whitten, "And a settlement on those
terms would be acceptable to you?"

He hesitated. "Well... let me say that... I
can only put into writing..."

"Aw... come on guys, I need to be perfectly
clear what the deal is."

Drummond said, "You can expect written
confirmation this afternoon."

"However," Whitten persisted, "said written
confirmation will not contain anything in addition to the
settlement with the Hartleys."

"So how do I know if I get the upgrade?"

"You can take my word for it," Drummond
said. "If your clients settle it this way, right here, right now,
you will be taken care of. That’s the deal."

The last step was to make certain that the
solicitor was okay with this. "Mr. Whitten? Is it a deal?"

He agreed, quietly, "Yes, it is."

That’s when I went with my uppercut.
"Actually fellas, I suggest you take your £500 offer and add
another zero. And when I hang up, Mr. Drummond, ask your lawyer to
define the term corrupt solicitation. By the way, did I mention
that my phone conversations are taped? Gee, I’m sorry, it must have
slipped my mind. I don’t know if any of this will stand up in a
British court, but I’m sure it won’t do
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