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    Foreword


    While I was incarcerated for two years, in five different prisons, I picked up several stories that were not appropriate to include in the day-to-day journals of a prison diary. These tales are marked in the contents with an asterisk.


    Although all nine stories have been embellished, each is rooted in fact. In all but one, the prisoner concerned has asked me not to reveal his real name.


    The other three stories included in this volume are also true, but I came across them after being released from prison: in Athens  A Greek Tragedy, in London  The Wisdom of Solomon, and in Rome my favourite  In the Eye of the Beholder.
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    The Beginning


    MR JUSTICE GRAY STARED down at the two defendants in the dock. Chris and Sue Haskins had pleaded guilty to the theft of 250,000, being the property of the Post Office, and to falsifying four passports.


    Mr and Mrs Haskins looked about the same age, which was hardly surprising as they had been at school together some forty years before. You could have passed them in the street without giving either of them a second look. Chris was about five foot nine, his dark wavy hair turning grey, and he was at least a stone overweight. He stood upright in the dock, and although his suit was well worn, his shirt was clean and his striped tie suggested that he was a member of a club. His black shoes looked as if they had been spit-and-polished every morning. His wife Sue stood by his side. Her neat floral dress and sensible shoes hinted at an organized and tidy woman, but then they were both wearing the clothes that they would normally have worn to church. After all, they considered the law to be nothing less than an extension of the Almighty.


    Mr Justice Gray turned his attention to Mr and Mrs Haskinss barrister, a young man who had been selected on the grounds of cost, rather than experience.


    No doubt you wish to suggest there are mitigating circumstances in this case, Mr Rodgers, prompted the judge helpfully.


    Yes, mlord, admitted the newly qualified barrister as he rose from his place. He would like to have told his lordship that this was only his second case, but he felt his lordship would be unlikely to consider that a mitigating circumstance.


    Mr Justice Gray settled back as he prepared to listen to how poor Mr Haskins had been thrashed by a ruthless stepfather, night after night, and Mrs Haskins had been raped by an evil uncle at an impressionable age, but no; Mr Rodgers assured the court that the Haskins came from happy, well-balanced backgrounds and had in fact been at school together. Their only child, Tracey, a graduate of Bristol University, was now working as an estate agent in Ashford. A model family.


    Mr Rodgers glanced down at his brief before going on to explain how the Haskins had ended up in the dock that morning. Mr Justice Gray became more and more intrigued by their tale, and by the time the barrister had resumed his place the judge felt he needed a little more time to consider the length of the sentence. He ordered the two defendants to appear before him the following Monday at ten oclock in the forenoon, by which time he would have come to a decision.


    Mr Rodgers rose a second time.


    You were no doubt hoping that I would grant your clients bail, Mr Rodgers? enquired the judge, raising an eyebrow, and before the surprised young barrister could respond Mr Justice Gray said, Granted.


    Jasper Gray told his wife about the plight of Mr and Mrs Haskins over lunch on Sunday. Long before the judge had devoured his rack of lamb, Vanessa Gray had offered her opinion.


    Sentence them both to an hour of community service, and then issue a court order instructing the Post Office to return their original investment in full, she declared, revealing a common sense not always bestowed on the male of the species. To do him justice, the judge agreed with his spouse, although he told her that he would never get away with it.


    Why not? she asked.


    Because of the four passports.


    [image: img-2]


    Mr Justice Gray was not surprised to find Mr and Mrs Haskins standing dutifully in the dock at ten oclock the following morning. After all, they were not criminals.


    The judge raised his head, stared down at them and tried to look grave. You have both pleaded guilty to the crimes of theft from a post office and of falsifying four passports. He didnt bother to add any adjectives such as evil, heinous or even disgraceful, as he didnt consider them appropriate on this occasion. You have therefore left me with no choice, he continued, but to send you both to prison. The judge turned his attention to Chris Haskins. You were obviously the instigator of this crime, and with that in mind, I sentence you to three years imprisonment. Chris Haskins was unable to hide his surprise: his barrister had warned him to expect at least five years. Chris had to stop himself from saying, thank you, my lord.


    The judge then looked across at Mrs Haskins. I accept that your part in this conspiracy was possibly no more than an act of loyalty to your husband. However, you are well aware of the difference between right and wrong, and therefore I shall send you to prison for one year.


    My lord, protested Chris Haskins.


    Mr Justice Gray frowned for the first time. He was not in the habit of being interrupted while passing sentence. Mr Haskins, if it is your intention to appeal against my judgement


    Certainly not, my lord, said Chris Haskins, interrupting the judge for a second time. I was just wondering if you would allow me to serve my wifes sentence.


    Mr Justice Gray was so taken aback by the request that he couldnt think of a suitable reply to a question he had never been asked before. He banged his hammer, stood up and quickly left the courtroom. An usher hurriedly shouted, All rise.


    Chris and Sue first met in the playground of their local primary school in Cleethorpes, a seaside town on the east coast of England. Chris was standing in a queue waiting for his third of a pint of milk  government regulation for all schoolchildren under the age of sixteen. Sue was the milk monitor. Her job was to make sure everyone received their correct allocation. As she handed over the little bottle to Chris, neither of them gave the other a second look. Sue was in the class above Chris, so they rarely came across each other during the day, except when Chris was standing in the milk queue. At the end of the year Sue passed her eleven-plus and took up a place at the local grammar school. Chris was appointed the new milk monitor. The following September he also passed his eleven-plus, and joined Sue at Cleethorpes Grammar.


    They remained oblivious to each other throughout their school days until Sue became head girl. After that, Chris couldnt help but notice her because at the end of morning assembly she would read out the school notices for the day. Bossy was the adjective most often trotted out by the lads whenever Sues name came up in conversation (strange how women in positions of authority so often acquire the sobriquet bossy, while a man holding the same rank is somehow invested with qualities of leadership).


    When Sue left at the end of the year Chris once again forgot all about her. He did not follow in her illustrious footsteps and become head boy, although he had a successful  by his standards  if somewhat uneventful year. He played for the schools second eleven cricket team, came fifth in the cross-country match against Grimsby Grammar, and did well enough in his final exams for them to be unworthy of mention either way.


    No sooner had Chris left school than he received a letter from the Ministry of Defence, instructing him to report to his local recruiting office to sign up for a spell of National Service  a two-year compulsory period for all boys at the age of eighteen, when they had to serve in the armed forces. Chriss only choice in the matter was between the Army, the Royal Navy or the Royal Air Force.


    He selected the RAF, and even spent a fleeting moment wondering what it might be like to be a jet pilot. Once Chris had passed his medical and filled in all the necessary forms at the local recruiting office, the duty sergeant handed him a rail pass to somewhere called Mablethorpe; he was to report to the guardhouse by eight oclock on the first of the month.


    Chris spent the next twelve weeks being put through basic training, along with a hundred and twenty other raw recruits. He quickly discovered that only one applicant in a thousand was selected to be a pilot. Chris was not one in a thousand. At the end of the twelve weeks he was given the choice of working in the canteen, the officers mess, the quartermasters stores or flight operations. He opted for flight operations, and was allocated a job in the stores.


    It was when he reported for duty the following Monday that he once again met up with Sue, or to be more accurate Corporal Sue Smart. She was inevitably standing at the head of the line; this time giving out job instructions. Chris didnt immediately recognize her, dressed in her smart blue uniform with her hair almost hidden under a cap. In any case, he was admiring her shapely legs when she said, Haskins, report to the quartermasters stores. Chris raised his head. It was that voice he could never forget.


    Sue? he ventured tentatively. Corporal Smart looked up from her clipboard and glared at the recruit who dared to address her by her first name. She recognized the face, but couldnt place him.


    Chris Haskins, he volunteered.


    Ah, yes, Haskins, she said, and hesitated before adding, report to Sergeant Travis in the stores, and hell brief you on your duties.


    Yes, Corp, Chris replied and quickly disappeared off in the direction of the quartermasters stores. As he walked away, Chris didnt notice that Sue was taking a second look.


    Chris didnt come across Corporal Smart again until his first weekend leave. He spotted her sitting at the other end of a railway carriage on the journey back to Cleethorpes. He made no attempt to join her, even pretending not to see her. However, he did find himself looking up from time to time, admiring her slim figure  he didnt remember her being as pretty as that.


    When the train pulled into Cleethorpes station, Chris spotted his mother chatting to another woman. He knew immediately who she must be  the same red hair, the same trim figure, the same . . .


    Hello, Chris, Mrs Smart greeted him as he joined his mother on the platform. Was Sue on the train with you?


    I didnt notice, said Chris, as Sue walked up to join them.


    I expect you see a lot of each other now youre based at the same camp, suggested Chriss mother.


    No, not really, said Sue, trying to sound disinterested.


    Well, wed better be off, said Mrs Haskins. I have to give Chris and his dad dinner before they go off to watch the football, she explained.


    Do you remember him? asked Mrs Smart as Chris and his mother walked along the platform towards the exit.


    Snotty Haskins? Sue hesitated. Cant say I do.


    Oh, you like him that much, do you? said Sues mother with a smile.


    ***


    When Chris boarded the train that Sunday evening, Sue was already sitting in her place at the end of the carriage. Chris was about to walk straight past her and find a seat in the next carriage, when he heard her say, Hi, Chris, did you have a nice weekend?


    Not bad, Corp, said Chris, stopping to look down at her. Grimsby beat Lincoln threeone, and Id forgotten how good the fish and chips are in Cleethorpes compared to camp.


    Sue smiled. Why dont you join me? she said, patting the seat beside her. And I think it will be all right to call me Sue when were not in barracks.


    On the journey back to Mablethorpe, Sue did most of the talking, partly because Chris was so smitten with her  could this be the same skinny little girl who had handed out the milk each morning?  and partly because he realized the bubble would burst the moment they set foot back in camp. Non-commissioned officers just dont fraternize with the ranks.


    The two of them parted at the camp gates and went their separate ways. Chris walked back to the barracks, while Sue headed off for the NCO quarters. When Chris strolled into his Nissen hut to join his fellow conscripts, one of them was bragging about the WRAF hed had it off with. He even went into graphic detail, describing what RAF knickers look like. A dark shade of blue held up by thick elastic, he assured the mesmerized onlookers. Chris lay on his bed and stopped listening to the unlikely tale, as his thoughts returned to Sue. He wondered how long it would be before he saw her again.


    Not as long as he feared because when Chris went to the canteen for lunch the following day he spotted Sue sitting in the corner with a group of girls from the ops room. He wanted to stroll across to her table and, like David Niven, casually ask her out on a date. There was a Doris Day film showing at the Odeon that he thought she might enjoy, but hed sooner have walked across a minefield than interrupt her while his mates were watching.


    Chris selected his lunch from the counter  a bowl of vegetable soup, sausage and chips, and custard pie. He carried his tray across to a table on the other side of the room and joined a group of his fellow conscripts. He was tucking into the custard pie, while discussing Grimsbys chances against Blackpool, when he felt a hand touch his shoulder. He looked round to see Sue smiling down at him. Everyone else at the table stopped talking. Chris turned a bright shade of red.


    Doing anything on Saturday night? Sue asked. The red deepened to crimson as he shook his head. I was thinking of going to see Calamity Jane. She paused. Care to join me? Chris nodded. Why dont we meet outside the camp gates at six? Another nod. Sue smiled. See you then. Chris turned back to find his friends staring at him in awe.


    Chris didnt remember much about the film because he spent most of his time trying to summon up enough courage to put his arm round Sues shoulder. He didnt even manage it when Howard Keel kissed Doris Day. However, after they left the cinema and walked back towards the waiting bus, Sue took his hand.


    What are you going to do once youve finished your National Service? Sue asked as the last bus took them back to camp.


    Join my dad on the buses, I suppose, said Chris. How about you?


    Once Ive served three years, I have to decide if I want to become an officer, and make the RAF my career.


    I hope you come back and work in Cleethorpes, Chris blurted out.


    Chris and Sue Haskins were married a year later in St Aidans parish church.


    After the wedding, the bride and groom set off for Newhaven in a hired car, intending to spend their honeymoon on the south coast of Portugal. After only a few days on the Algarve, they ran out of money. Chris drove them back to Cleethorpes, but vowed that they would return to Albufeira just as soon as he could afford it.


    Chris and Sue began married life by renting three rooms on the ground floor of a semi-detached in Jubilee Road. The two milk monitors were unable to hide their contentment from anyone who came into contact with them.


    Chris joined his father on the buses and became a conductor with the Green Line Municipal Coach Company, while Sue was employed as a trainee with a local insurance company. A year later Sue gave birth to Tracey and left her job to bring up their daughter. This spurred Chris on to work even harder and seek promotion. With the occasional prod from Sue, Chris began to study for the companys promotion exam. Four years later Chris was appointed an inspector. All boded well in the Haskins household.


    When Tracey informed her father that she wanted a pony for Christmas, he had to point out that they didnt have enough room. Chris compromised, and on Traceys seventh birthday presented her with a Labrador puppy, which they christened Corp. The Haskins family wanted for nothing, and that might have been the end of this tale if Chris hadnt got the sack. It happened thus.
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    The Green Line Municipal Coach Company was taken over by the Hull Carriage Bus Company. With the merger of the two firms, job losses became inevitable, and Chris was among those offered a redundancy package. The only alternative the new management came up with was the reinstatement of Chris as a conductor. Chris turned his nose up at the offer. He felt confident of finding another job, and therefore accepted the settlement.


    It wasnt long before the redundancy money ran out, and despite Ted Heaths promise of a brave new world, Chris quickly discovered that alternative employment wasnt that easy to find in Cleethorpes. Sue never once complained and, now that Tracey was going to school, took on a part-time job at Parsons, a local fish-and-chip shop. Not only did this bring in a weekly wage, supplemented by the occasional tip, but it also allowed Chris to enjoy a large plate of cod and chips every lunchtime.


    Chris continued to try and find a job. He visited the employment exchange every morning, except on Friday, when he stood in a long line, waiting to collect his meagre unemployment benefit. After twelve months of failed interviews, and sorry-you-dont-seem-to-have-the-necessary-qualifications, Chris became anxious enough to seriously consider returning to his old job as a bus conductor. Sue assured him that it wouldnt be long before he was once again promoted to inspector.


    Meanwhile, Sue took on more responsibility at the fish-and-chip shop and a year later was made assistant manager. Once again, this tale might have reached its natural conclusion, except this time it was Sue who was given her notice.


    She warned Chris over a fish supper that Mr and Mrs Parsons were considering early retirement and planning to put the shop up for sale.


    How much are they expecting it to fetch?


    I heard Mr Parsons mention the figure of five thousand pounds.


    Then lets hope the new owners know a good thing when they see it, said Chris, forking another chip.


    The new owners are far more likely to come with their own staff. Dont forget what happened to you when the bus company was taken over.


    Chris thought about it.


    At eight thirty the following morning, Sue left the house to take Tracey to school, before going on to work. Once the two of them had departed, Chris and Corp set out for their morning constitutional. The dog was puzzled when his master didnt head for the beach, where he could enjoy his usual frolic in the waves, but instead marched off in the opposite direction, towards the centre of the town. Corp loyally bounded after him, and ended up being tied to a railing outside the Midland Bank in the High Street.


    The manager of the bank could not hide his surprise when Mr Haskins requested an interview to discuss a business venture. He quickly checked Mr and Mrs Haskins joint bank account, to find that they were seventeen pounds and twelve shillings in credit. He was pleased to note that they had never run up an overdraft, despite Mr Haskins being out of work for over a year.


    The manager listened sympathetically to his clients proposal, but sadly shook his head even before Chris had come to the end of his well-rehearsed presentation.


    The bank couldnt consider such a risk, the manager explained, at least not while you have so little security to offer as collateral. You dont even own your own home, the banker pointed out. Chris thanked him, shook him by the hand and left undaunted.


    He crossed the High Street, tied Corp to another railing and entered Martins Bank. Chris had to wait for quite some time before the manager was able to see him. He was greeted with the same response, but at least on this occasion the manager recommended that Chris should approach Britannia Finance, who, he explained, were a new company specializing in start-up loans for small businesses. Chris thanked him, left the bank, untied Corp and jogged back to Jubilee Road, arriving only moments before Sue returned home with his lunch: cod and chips.


    After lunch, Chris left the house and headed for the nearest phone box. He put four pennies in the box and pressed button A. The conversation lasted for less than a minute. He then returned home, but didnt tell Sue who he had an appointment with the following day.


    The next day Chris waited for Sue to take Tracey off to school before he slipped back upstairs to their bedroom. He took off his jeans and sweater, and replaced them with the suit hed worn at his wedding, a cream shirt he only put on for church on Sundays, and a tie his mother-in-law had given him for Christmas, which he thought hed never wear. He then shone his shoes until even his old drill sergeant would have agreed that they passed muster. He checked himself in the mirror, hoping he looked like the potential manager of a new business venture. He left the dog in the back garden, and headed into town.


    Chris was fifteen minutes early for his meeting with a Mr Tremaine, the loans manager with Britannia Finance Company. He was asked to take a seat in the waiting room. Chris picked up a copy of the Financial Times for the first time in his life. He couldnt find the sports pages. Fifteen minutes later a secretary ushered him through to Mr Tremaines office.


    The loans executive listened with sympathy to Chriss ambitious proposal, and then enquired, just as the two bank managers had, What security do you have to offer?


    Nothing, replied Chris without guile, other than the fact that my wife and I will work all the hours were awake, and she already knows the business backwards. Chris waited to hear the many reasons why Britannia couldnt consider his request.


    Instead Mr Tremaine asked, As your wife would constitute half of our investment, what does she think about this whole enterprise?


    I havent even discussed it with her yet, Chris blurted out.


    Then I suggest you do so, said Mr Tremaine, and fairly quickly, because before we would consider investing in Mr and Mrs Haskins, we will need to meet Mrs Haskins in order to find out if shes half as good as you claim.


    Chris broke the news to his wife over supper that evening. Sue was speechless. A problem Chris had not come up against all that often in the past.


    Once Mr Tremaine had met Mrs Haskins, it was only a matter of filling in countless forms before Britannia Finance advanced them a loan of 5,000. A month later Mr and Mrs Haskins moved from their three rooms in Jubilee Road to a fish-and-chip shop on Beach Street.


    
      
    


    The Middle


    Chris and Sue spent their first Sunday scraping the name PARSONS off the front of the shop, and painting in HASKINS: under new management. Sue quickly set about teaching Chris how to prepare the right ingredients to make the finest batter. If it was that easy, she kept reminding him, there wouldnt be a queue outside one chippy while a rival a few yards up the road remained empty. It was some weeks before Chris could guarantee his chips were always crisp and not hard or, worse, soggy. While he became the front-of-house manager, wrapping up the fish and dispensing the salt and vinegar, Sue took her place behind the till and collected the takings. In the evening, Sue always brought the books up to date, but she didnt go upstairs to join Chris in their little self-contained flat until the shop was spotless and you could see your face in the counter-top.


    Sue was always the last to finish, but then Chris was the first to rise in the morning. He would be up by four oclock, pull on an old tracksuit and head off for the docks with Corp. He returned a couple of hours later, having selected the finest cod, hake, skate and plaice, moments after the trawlers had docked with their morning catch.


    Although Cleethorpes has several fish-and-chip shops, it was not long before a queue began to form outside Haskins, sometimes even before Sue had turned the closed sign round to allow the first customer to enter the shop. The queue never slackened between the hours of eleven a.m. and three p.m., or from five to nine in the evening, when the sign would finally be turned back round  but not until the last customer had been served.


    At the end of their first year the Haskins declared a profit of just over 900. As the queues lengthened, the debt to Britannia Finance diminished, so they were able to return the loan in full, with interest, eight months before the five-year agreement ended.


    During the next decade, the Haskins reputation grew on land, as well as sea, which resulted in Chris being invited to join the Cleethorpes Rotary Club, and Sue becoming deputy chairman of the Mothers Union.


    On their twentieth wedding anniversary Sue and Chris returned to Portugal for a second honeymoon. They stayed in a four-star hotel for a fortnight and this time they didnt have to come home early. Mr and Mrs Haskins returned to Albufeira every summer for the next ten years. Creatures of habit, the Haskins.


    Tracey left Cleethorpes Grammar School to attend Bristol University, where she studied business management. The only sadness in the Haskins life was when Corp died. But then he was fourteen years old.


    ***


    Chris was enjoying a drink with some fellow Rotarians when Dave Quenton, the manager of the towns most prestigious post office, told him that he was moving to the Lake District and planning to sell his interest in the business.


    This time Chris did discuss his latest proposal with his wife. Sue was once again taken by surprise and, when she recovered, needed several questions answered before she agreed to pay a return visit to Britannia Finance.


    How much do you have on deposit with the Midland Bank? asked Mr Tremaine, recently promoted to loans manager.


    Sue checked her ledger. Thirty-seven thousand, four hundred and eight pounds, she replied.


    And what value have you put on the fish-and-chip shop? was his next question.


    We will be considering offers over one hundred thousand, said Sue confidently.


    And how much has the post office been valued at, remembering that its in such a prime location?


    Mr Quenton says that the Post Office is looking for two hundred and seventy thousand, but he assures me they would settle for a quarter of a million, if they can find a suitable applicant.


    So youre likely to be a little over one hundred thousand short of your target, said the analyst, not having to refer to a ledger. He paused. What was the post offices turnover last year?


    Two hundred and thirty thousand pounds, replied Sue.


    Profit?


    Once again, Sue needed to check her figures. Twenty-six thousand, four hundred, but that doesnt include the added bonus of spacious living accommodation, with rates and taxes covered in the annual return. She paused. And this time we would own the property.


    If all those figures can be confirmed by our accountants, said Mr Tremaine, and you are able to sell the fish-and-chip shop for around a hundred thousand, it certainly appears to be a sound investment. But . . . The two would-be clients looked apprehensive. And there always is a but, when it comes to lending money. The loan would, of course, be subject to the post office maintaining its category A status. Property in that area is currently trading at around twenty thousand, so the real value of the post office is as a business, and only then if, I repeat, if, it continues to have category A status.


    But its been a category A post office for the past thirty years, said Chris. Why should that change in the future?


    If I could predict the future, Mr Haskins, replied the analyst, I would never make a bad investment, but as I cant I have to take the occasional risk. Britannia invests in people, and on that front you have nothing to prove. He smiled. We would, as with our first investment, expect any loan to be repaid in quarterly instalments, over a period of five years, and on this occasion, as such a large sum is involved, we would want to take a charge over the property.


    At what percentage? demanded Chris.


    Eight and a half per cent, with added penalties should increments not be paid on time.


    Well need to consider your offer carefully, said Sue, and well let you know once weve made our decision.


    Mr Tremaine stifled a smile.


    ***


    What was all that about category A status? asked Sue as they walked quickly back towards the seafront, still hoping to open the shop in time for their first customer.


    Category A is where all the profits are, said Chris. Savings accounts, pensions, postal orders, vehicle road tax and even premium bonds all guarantee you a handsome profit. Without them, you have to rely on TV licences, stamps, electricity bills, and perhaps a little extra income if they allow you to run a shop on the side. If that was all Mr Quenton had to offer, wed be better off continuing to run the fish-and-chip shop.


    And is there any risk of us losing our category A status? asked Sue.


    None whatsoever, said Chris, or thats what the area manager assured me, and hes a fellow member of Rotary. He told me that the matter has never even come up for discussion at headquarters, and you can be pretty confident that Britannia will also have checked that out long before they would be willing to part with a hundred thousand.


    So you still think we should go ahead?


    With a few refinements to their terms, said Chris.


    Like what?


    Well, to start with, Ive no doubt that Mr Tremaine will come down to eight per cent, now that the High Street banks have also begun investing in business ventures, and dont forget, this time he will have a charge over the property.


    The Haskins sold their fish-and-chip shop for 112,000 and were able to add a further 38,000 from their credit account. Britannia topped it up with a loan of 100,000 at 8 per cent. A cheque for 250,000 was sent to Post Office headquarters in London.


    Time to celebrate, declared Chris.


    What do you have in mind? asked Sue. Because we cant afford to spend any more money.


    Lets drive down to Ashford and spend the weekend with our daughter  he paused  and on the way back . . .


    And on the way back? repeated Sue.


    Lets drop into Battersea Dogs Home.


    A month later, Mr and Mrs Haskins and Stamps, another Labrador, this time black, moved from their fish-and-chip shop on Beach Street to a category A post office in Victoria Crescent.


    Chris and Sue quickly returned to working hours that they hadnt experienced since they first opened the fish-and-chip shop. For the next five years they cut down on any little extras, and even went without holidays, although they often thought about another trip to Portugal, but that had to be put on hold until they completed their quarterly payments to Britannia. Chris continued to carry out his Rotary Club duties, while Sue became chairman of the Cleethorpes branch of the Mothers Union. Tracey was promoted to sites manager, and Stamps ate more food than the three of them put together.


    In their fourth year, Mr and Mrs Haskins won the Area Post Office of the Year award, and nine months later paid off the final instalment to Britannia.


    The board of Britannia invited Chris and Sue to join them for lunch at the Royal Hotel to celebrate the fact that they now owned the post office without a penny of debt to their name.


    We still have to earn back our original investment, Chris reminded them. A mere matter of two hundred and fifty thousand pounds.


    If you keep going at your present rate, suggested the chairman of Britannia, it should only take you another five years to achieve and then you could be sitting on a business worth over a million.


    Does that mean Im a millionaire? asked Chris.


    No, it does not, butted in Sue. Our current account is showing a credit of a little over ten thousand pounds. Youre a ten thousandaire.


    The chairman laughed, and invited the board to raise their glasses to Chris and Sue Haskins.


    My spies tell me, Chris, added the chairman, that you are likely to be the next president of our local Rotary.


    Many a slip, said Chris as he lowered his glass, and certainly not before Sue takes her place on the area committee of the Mothers Union. Dont be surprised if she ends up as national chairman, he added, with considerable pride.


    So what do you plan to do next? asked the chairman.


    Take a months holiday in Portugal, said Chris without hesitation. After five years of having to make do with the beach at Cleethorpes and a plate of fish and chips, I think weve earned it.


    That also would have made a satisfactory conclusion to this tale, had officialdom not stepped in once again; this time with a letter addressed to Mr and Mrs Hoskins from the finance director of the Post Office. They found it waiting for them on the mat when they returned from Albufeira.


    Post Office Headquarters,

    148 Old Street, London EC1V 9HQ


    
      
        
          Dear Mr and Mrs Hoskins,


          The Post Office is in the process of re-evaluating its property portfolio, and to that end, will be making some changes to the status of some of its older establishments.


          I therefore have to inform you that the board has come to the reluctant conclusion that we will no longer require two category A status facilities in the Cleethorpes area. While the new High Street branch will continue as a category A post office, Victoria Crescent will be downgraded to category B. In order that you can make the necessary adjustments, we do not propose to bring in these changes until the New Year.


          We look forward to continuing our relationship with you.


          Yours sincerely,
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          Finance Director

        

      

    


    Does that mean what I think it means? said Sue after she had read the letter a second time.


    In simple terms, love, said Chris, we can never hope to earn back our original investment of two hundred and fifty thousand, even if we go on working for the rest of our lives.


    Then well have to put the post office up for sale.


    But who will want to buy it at that price, asked Chris, once they discover that the business no longer has category A status?


    The man from Britannia assured us that once wed paid off the debt it would be worth a million.


    Only while the business has a turnover of five hundred thousand and generates a profit of around eighty thousand a year, said Chris.


    We should take legal advice.


    Chris reluctantly agreed, although he wasnt in much doubt what his solicitors opinion would be. The law, their advocate dutifully advised them, was not on their side, and therefore he wouldnt recommend them to sue the Post Office, as he couldnt guarantee the outcome. You might well win a moral victory, he said, but that wont assist your bank balance.


    The next decision Chris and Sue made was to put the post office on the market as they wanted to find out if anyone would show an interest. Once again Chriss judgement turned out to be correct: only three couples even bothered to look over the property, and none of them returned for a second viewing once they discovered it was no longer category A status.


    My bet, said Sue, is that those officials back at headquarters knew only too well they were going to change our status long before they pocketed our money, but it suited them not to tell us.


    You may well be right, said Chris, but you can be sure of one thing  they wont have put anything in writing at the time, so we would never be able to prove it.


    And neither did we.


    What are you getting at, love?


    How much have they stolen from us? demanded Sue.


    Well, if by that you mean our original investment


    Our life savings, every penny weve earned over the past thirty years, not to mention our pension.


    Chris paused and raised his head, while he made some calculations. Not including any profit we might have hoped for, once wed seen our capital returned


    Yes, only what theyve stolen from us, Sue repeated.


    A little over two hundred and fifty thousand, if you dont include interest, said Chris.


    And we have no hope of seeing a penny of that original investment back, even if we were to work for the rest of our lives?


    Thats about the sum of it, love.


    Then its my intention to retire on January the first.


    And what are you expecting to live off for the rest of your life? asked Chris.


    Our original investment.


    And how do you intend to go about that?


    By taking advantage of our spotless reputation.


    
      
    


    The End


    Chris and Sue rose early the following morning: after all, they had a lot of work to do during the next three months if they hoped to accumulate enough capital to retire by 1 January. Sue warned Chris that meticulous preparation would be needed if her plan was to succeed. He didnt disagree. They both knew that they couldnt risk pressing the button until the second Friday in November, when they would have a six-week window of opportunity  Chriss expression  before those people back in London worked out what they were really up to. But that didnt mean there wasnt a lot of preliminary work to be done in the meantime. To start with, they needed to plan their getaway, even before they set about retrieving any stolen money. Neither considered what they were about to embark on as theft.


    Sue unfolded a map of Europe and spread it across the post office counter. They discussed the different alternatives for several days and finally settled on Portugal, which they both considered would be ideal for early retirement. On their many visits to the Algarve they had always returned to Albufeira, the town where they had spent their shortened honeymoon, and revisited on their tenth, twentieth, and many more wedding anniversaries. They had even promised themselves that was where they would retire if they won the lottery.


    The next day Sue purchased a tape of Portuguese for Beginners which they played before breakfast every morning, and then spent an hour in the evening, testing out their new skills. They were pleased to discover that over the years they had both picked up more of the language than they realized. Although not fluent, they were certainly not beginners. The two of them quickly moved on to the advanced tapes.


    We wont be able to use our own passports, Chris pointed out to his wife while shaving one morning. Well have to consider a change of identity, otherwise the authorities would be on to us in no time.


    Ive already thought about that, said Sue, and we should take advantage of working in our own post office.


    Chris stopped shaving, and turned to listen to his wife.


    Dont forget, we already supply all the necessary forms for customers who want to obtain passports.


    Chris didnt interrupt as Sue went over how she planned to make sure that they could safely leave the country under assumed names.


    Chris chuckled. Perhaps Ill grow a beard, he said, putting his razor down.


    Over the years, Chris and Sue had made friends with several customers who regularly shopped at the post office. The two of them wrote down on separate sheets of paper the names of all their customers who fulfilled the criteria Sue was looking for. They ended up with a list of two dozen candidates: thirteen women and eleven men. From that moment on, whenever one of the unsuspecting regulars entered the shop, Sue or Chris would strike up a conversation that had only one purpose.


    Going away for Christmas this year, are we, Mrs Brewer?


    No, Mrs Haskins, my son and his wife will be joining us on Christmas Eve so that we can get to know our new granddaughter.


    How nice for you, Mrs Brewer, replied Sue. Chris and I are thinking of spending Christmas in the States.


    How exciting, said Mrs Brewer. Ive never even been abroad, she admitted, let alone America.


    Mrs Brewer had reached the second round, but would not be questioned again until her next visit.


    By the end of September, seven other names had joined Mrs Brewer on the shortlist  four women and three men, all between the ages of fifty-one and fifty-seven, who had only one thing in common: they had never travelled abroad.


    The next problem the Haskins faced was filling in an application for a birth certificate. This required far more detailed questioning, and both Sue and Chris quickly backed off whenever one of the shortlisted candidates showed the slightest sign of suspicion. By the beginning of October they were down to the names of four customers who had unwittingly supplied their date of birth, place of birth, mothers maiden name and fathers first name.


    The Haskins next visit was to Boots the chemist in St Peters Avenue, where they took turns to sit in a little cubicle and have several strips of photographs taken at 2.50 a time. Sue then set about completing the necessary application forms for a passport, on behalf of four of her unsuspecting customers. She filled in all the relevant details, while enclosing photographs of herself and Chris, along with a postal order for 42. As the postmaster, Chris was only too happy to pen his real signature on the bottom of each form Sue filled in.


    The four application forms were posted to the passport office at Petty France in London on the Monday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday of the last week in October.


    On Wednesday, 11 November the first passport arrived back at Victoria Crescent, addressed to Mr Reg Appleyard. Two days later, a second appeared, for Mrs Audrey Ramsbottom. The following day Mrs Betty Brewers turned up, and finally, a week later, Mr Stan Gerrards.
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    Sue had already pointed out to Chris that they would have to leave the country using one set of passports, which they would then need to discard, before they switched to the second pair, but not until they had found somewhere to live in Albufeira.


    Chris and Sue continued to practise their Portuguese whenever they were alone in the shop, while informing any regulars that they would be away over the Christmas period as they were planning a trip to America. The inquisitive were rewarded with such details as a week in San Francisco, followed by a few days in Seattle.


    By the second week in November, everything was in place to press the button for Operation Money Back Guaranteed.
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    At nine oclock on Friday morning Sue made her weekly phone call to headquarters. She entered her personal code before being transferred to forward finance. The only difference this time was that she could hear her heart beating. Sue repeated her code before informing the credit officer how much cash she would require for the following week  an amount large enough to allow her to cover withdrawals for any post office savings accounts, pensions and cashed postal orders. Although an accountant from headquarters always checked the books at the end of every month, considerable leeway was allowed in the run-up to Christmas. A demanding audit was then carried out in January to make sure the books balanced, but neither Chris nor Sue had any intention of being around in January. For the past six years Sues books had always balanced, and she was considered by headquarters to be a model manager.


    Sue had to check the records to remind herself of the amount she had requested in the same week of the previous year  40,000, which had turned out to be 800 more than she needed. This year she asked for 60,000, and waited for some comment from the credit officer, but the voice from headquarters sounded neither surprised nor concerned. The full amount was delivered by a security van the following Monday.


    During the week Chris and Sue fulfilled all their customers obligations; after all, it had never been their intention to short-change any of their regulars, but they still found themselves with a surplus of 21,000 at the end of week one. They left the cash  used notes only  locked up in the safe, just in case some fastidious official from headquarters decided to carry out a spot-check.


    Once Sue had closed the front door at six oclock and pulled down the blinds, the two of them would only converse in Portuguese, while they spent the rest of the evening filling in postal orders, rubbing out scratch cards and entering lottery numbers, often falling asleep as they worked.


    Every morning Chris would rise early and climb into his ageing Rover, with Stamps as his only companion. He travelled north, east, south and west  Monday Lincoln, Tuesday Louth, Wednesday Skegness, Thursday Hull and Friday Immingham, where he would cash several postal orders, and also collect his winnings on the scratch cards and lottery tickets, enabling him to supplement their newly acquired savings with an extra few hundred pounds each day.


    On the last Friday in November, week two, Sue applied


    for 70,000 from head office, so that by the following Saturday they were able to add a further 32,000 to their invisible earnings.


    On the first Friday in December, Sue raised the stakes to 80,000, and was surprised to discover that there were still no questions back at headquarters: after all, hadnt Sue Haskins been manager of the year, with a special commendation from the board? A security van dutifully delivered the full amount in cash early on the Monday morning.


    Another week of increased profits allowed Sue Haskins to add a further 39,000 to the pot without any of the other players round the table demanding to see her hand. They were now showing a surplus of well over 100,000, which was stacked up in neat little piles of used notes, resting on top of the four passports buried at the bottom of the safe.


    Chris hardly slept at night as he continued to sign countless postal orders, rub out piles of scratch cards and, before going to bed, fill in numerous lottery tickets with endless combinations. By day he visited every post office within a fifty-mile radius, gathering his spoils, but, despite his dedication, by the second week in December Mr and Mrs Haskins had only collected just over half the amount required to retrieve the 250,000 they had originally invested.


    Sue warned Chris that they would have to take an even bigger risk if they still hoped to acquire the full amount by Christmas Eve.


    On the second Friday in December, week four, Sue called the issuing manager at headquarters, and made a request for 115,000.


    Youre having a busy Christmas, suggested a voice on the other end of the line. First sign of any suspicion, thought Sue, but she had her script well prepared.


    Run off my feet, Sue told him, but dont forget, more people retire to Cleethorpes than any other seaside town in Britain.


    You learn something new every day, came back the voice on the other end of the line, before adding, Dont worry, the cash will be with you on Monday Keep up the good work.


    I will, promised Sue, and, emboldened by the exchange, requested 140,000 for the final week before Christmas, aware that any sum above 150,000 was always referred back to head office in London.


    When Sue pulled down the blinds at six oclock on Christmas Eve, both of them were exhausted.


    Sue was the first to recover. We havent a moment to waste, she reminded her husband as she walked across to the bulging safe. She entered the code, pulled open the door and withdrew everything from their current account. She then placed the money on the counter in neat bundles  fifties, twenties, tens and fives  before they set about counting their spoils.


    Chris checked the final figure and confirmed that they were 267,300 in credit. They put 17,300 back in the safe, and locked the door. After all, they had never intended to make a profit  that would be stealing. Sue began to put elastic bands around each thousand, while Chris transferred the two hundred and fifty bundles carefully into an old RAF duffel bag. By eight oclock they were ready to leave. Chris set the alarm, slipped quietly out of the back door and placed the duffel bag in the boot of their Rover, on top of four other cases his wife had packed earlier that morning. Sue joined him in the front of the car, as Chris turned on the ignition.


    Weve forgotten something, said Sue as she pulled the door closed.


    Stamps, they said in unison. Chris turned off the ignition, got out of the car and returned to the post office. He re-entered the code, switched off the alarm and opened the back door in search of Stamps. He found him fast asleep in the kitchen, reluctant to be enticed out of his warm basket and into the back seat of the car. Didnt they realize it was Christmas Eve?


    Chris reset the alarm and locked the door for a second time.


    At eight nineteen p.m. Mr and Mrs Haskins set out on the journey for Ashford in Kent. Sue worked out that they had four clear days before anyone would be aware of their absence. Christmas Day, Boxing Day, Sunday, Monday (a bank holiday), back in theory on Tuesday morning, by which time they would be viewing properties in the Algarve.


    The two of them hardly spoke a word on the long journey to Kent, not even in Portuguese. Sue couldnt believe theyd gone through with it, and Chris was even more surprised that theyd got away with it.


    We havent yet, Sue reminded him, not until we drive into Albufeira, and dont forget, Mr Appleyard, we no longer have the same names.


    Living in sin after all these years are we, Mrs Brewer?


    Chris brought the car to a halt outside their daughters home just after midnight. Tracey opened the front door to greet her mother, while Chris removed one of the suitcases and the duffel bag from the boot. Tracey had never seen her parents looking so exhausted, and felt they had aged since shed last seen them in the summer. Perhaps it was just the long journey. Tracey took them through to the kitchen, sat them both down and made them a cup of tea. They hardly spoke, and when Tracey eventually bundled them off to bed, her father wouldnt allow her to carry the old duffel bag up to the guest bedroom.


    Sue woke every time she heard a car come to a halt in the street outside, wondering if it was marked with the bold fluorescent lettering POLICE. Chris waited for the frontdoor bell to ring before someone came bounding up the stairs to drag the duffel bag from under the bed, arrest them and escort them both to the nearest police station.


    After a sleepless night they joined Tracey in the kitchen for breakfast.


    Happy Christmas, said Tracey, before kissing them both on the cheek. Neither of them responded. Had they forgotten it was Christmas Day? They both looked embarrassed as they stared at the two wrapped boxes that their daughter had placed on the table. They hadnt remembered to buy Tracey a Christmas present and resorted to giving her cash, something they hadnt done since she was a teenager. Tracey hoped that it was nothing more than the Christmas rush, and excitement at the thought of their visit to the States, which had caused such uncharacteristic behaviour.


    Boxing Day turned out to be a little better. Sue and Chris appeared more relaxed, although they often lapsed into long silences. After lunch Tracy suggested that they take Stamps for a run across the Downs and get some fresh air. During the long walk one of them would begin a sentence and then fall silent. A few minutes later the other would finish it.


    By Sunday morning Tracey felt that they both looked a lot better, even chatting away about their trip to America. But two things puzzled her. When she saw her parents coming down the stairs carrying the duffel bag with Stamps in their wake, she could have sworn they were speaking Portuguese. And why bother to take Stamps to America, when she had already offered to take care of the dog while they were away?


    The next surprise came when they set off for Heathrow after breakfast. When her father packed the duffel bag and their suitcase into the boot of the car, she was surprised to see three large bags already in the boot. Why bother with so much luggage when they were only going away for a fortnight?


    Tracey stood on the pavement and waved goodbye, as her parents car trundled off down the road. When the old Rover reached the end of the street it swung right, instead of left, which took them in the opposite direction to Heathrow. Something was wrong. Tracey dismissed the mistake, aware that they could correct their error long before they reached the motorway.


    Once Chris and Sue had joined the motorway, they followed the signs for Dover. The two of them became more and more nervous as each minute passed, aware that there was now no turning back. Only Stamps seemed to be enjoying the adventure as he stared out of the back window wagging his tail.


    Once again, Mr Appleyard and Mrs Brewer went over their plan. When they reached the docks, Sue would jump out of the car and join the queue of foot passengers waiting to board, while Chris drove the Rover up the car ramp and on to the ferry. They agreed not to meet again until the boat had docked in Calais and Chris had driven on to the dockside.


    Sue stood at the bottom of the gangway and waited nervously at the back of the queue as she watched their Rover edge towards the entrance of the hold. Her heart raced when she saw a customs officer double-check Chriss passport, and invite him to step out of the car and stand to one side. She had to stop herself from running across so she could overhear their conversation  she couldnt risk it now they were no longer married.


    Good morning, Mr Appleyard, said the customs officer, and then added after looking in the back of the car, were you hoping to take the dog abroad with you?


    Oh yes, replied Chris. We never travel anywhere without Stamps.


    The customs official studied Mr Appleyards passport more carefully. But you dont have the necessary documents to take a dog abroad with you.


    Chris felt beads of sweat running down his forehead. Stampss papers were still attached to the passport of Mr Haskins, which he had left in the safe back at Cleethorpes.


    Oh hell, said Chris. I must have left them at home.


    Bad luck, sir. I hope you dont have far to travel because there isnt another ferry until this time tomorrow.


    Chris glanced helplessly across at his wife, before climbing back into the car. He looked down at Stamps, who was sleeping soundly on the back seat, oblivious to the problem he was causing. Chris swung the car round and joined an overwrought Sue, who was waiting impatiently to find out why he hadnt been allowed to board. Once Chris had explained the problem, all she said was, We cant risk returning to Cleethorpes.


    I agree, said Chris, well have to go back to Ashford, and hope we can find a vet thats open on a bank holiday.


    That wasnt part of our plan, said Sue.


    I know, said Chris, but Im not willing to leave Stamps behind. Sue nodded in agreement.


    Chris swung the Rover onto the main road, and began the journey back to Ashford. Mr and Mrs Haskins arrived just in time to join their daughter for lunch. Tracey was delighted that her parents were able to spend a couple more days with her, but she still couldnt understand why they werent willing to leave Stamps with her; after all, it wasnt as if they were going away for the rest of their lives.


    Chris and Sue spent another uncommunicative day and a further sleepless night in Ashford. A duffel bag containing a quarter of a million pounds was tucked under the bed.


    On Monday a local vet kindly agreed to give Stamps all the necessary injections. He then attached a certificate to Mr Appleyards passport, but not in time for them to catch the last ferry.


    The Haskins didnt sleep a wink on the Monday night, and by the time the street lights went out the following morning, they both knew they could no longer go through with it. They lay awake, preparing a new plan  in English.


    Chris and Sue finally left their daughter after breakfast the following morning. They drove to the end of the road and this time, to Traceys relief, turned left, not right, and headed back in the direction of Cleethorpes. By the time theyd swept past the Heathrow exit, their revised plan was in place.


    The moment we arrive home, said Sue, well put all the money back in the safe.


    How will we explain having that amount of cash, when the Post Office accountant carries out his annual audit next month? asked Chris.


    By the time they get around to checking whats left in the safe, as long as we dont apply for any more money, we should have been able to dispose of most of the cash simply by carrying out our regular transactions.


    What about the postal orders that weve already cashed?


    Theres still enough cash left in the safe to cover them, Sue reminded her husband.


    But the scratch cards and the lottery tickets?


    Well have to make up the difference from our own money  that way theyll end up none the wiser.


    I agree, said Chris, sounding relieved for the first time in days, and then he remembered the passports.


    Well destroy them, said Sue, as soon as we get home.


    By the time the Haskins had crossed the Lincolnshire border, they had made up their minds to continue running the post office, despite its diminished status. Sue had already come up with several ideas for extra items they could sell over the counter, while making the best of what was left of their franchise.


    A smile settled on Sues lips when Chris finally turned into Victoria Crescent, a smile that was quickly removed when she saw the flashing blue lights. When the old Rover came to a halt, a dozen policemen surrounded the car.


    Oh shit, said Sue. Extreme language for the chairman of the Mothers Union, thought Chris, but on balance, he had to agree with her.


    Mr and Mrs Haskins were arrested on the evening of 29 December. They were driven to Cleethorpes police station and placed in separate interview rooms. There was no need for the local police to conduct a good cop, bad cop routine, as both of them confessed immediately. They spent the night in separate cells, and the following morning they were charged with the theft of 250,000, being the property of the Post Office, and obtaining, by deception, four passports.


    They pleaded guilty to both charges.


    Sue Haskins was released from Moreton Hall after serving four months of her sentence. Chris joined her a year later.


    While he was in prison Chris worked on another plan. However, when he was released Britannia Finance didnt feel able to back him. To be fair, Mr Tremaine had retired.


    Mr and Mrs Haskins sold their property on Victoria Crescent for 100,000. A week later they climbed into their ancient Rover and drove off to Dover, where they boarded the ferry after presenting the correct passports. Once they had found a suitable location on the seafront in Albufeira, they opened a fish-and-chip shop. Haskins hasnt caught on with the locals yet, but with a hundred thousand Brits visiting the Algarve every year, theres proved to be no shortage of customers.


    I was among those who risked a small investment in the new enterprise, and I am happy to report that I have recouped every penny with interest. Funny old world. But then as Mr Justice Gray observed, Mr and Mrs Haskins were not criminals.


    Only one footnote. Stamps died while Sue and Chris were in prison.
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    THE ITALIANS ARE THE ONLY RACE I know who have the ability to serve without appearing subservient. The French will happily spill sauce all over your favourite tie, with no hint of an apology, at the same time cursing you in their native tongue. The Chinese dont speak to you at all, and the Greeks think nothing of leaving you alone for an hour before they even offer you a menu. The Americans are at pains to let you know that they arent really waiters at all, but out-of-work actors, who then proceed to recite the specials on the menu as if performing for an audition. The English are quite likely to engage you in a long conversation, leaving an impression that you ought to be having dinner with them, rather than your guest, and as for the Germans . . . well, when did you last eat at a German restaurant?


    So it is left to the Italians to sweep the board and gather up the crumbs. They combine the charm of the Irish, the culinary expertise of the French and the thoroughness of the Swiss, and despite their ability to produce a bill that never seems to add up, we allow them to go on fleecing us.


    This was certainly true of Mario Gambotti.


    Mario came from a long line of Florentines who could not sing, paint or play football, so he happily joined his fellow exiles in London, where he began an apprenticeship in the restaurant business.


    Whenever I go to his fashionable little restaurant in Fulham for lunch, he somehow manages to hide his disapproval when I order minestrone soup, spaghetti Bolognese and a bottle of Chianti classico.


    What an excellent choice, maestro, he declares, not bothering to scribble down my order on his pad. Please note maestro: not my lord, which would be sycophantic, not sir, which would be ridiculous after twenty years of friendship, but maestro, a particularly flattering sobriquet, as I have it on good authority (his wife) that he has never read one of my books.


    When I was in attendance at North Sea Camp open prison, Mario wrote to the governor and suggested that he might be allowed to come down one Friday and cook lunch for me. The governor was amused by the request, and wrote a formal reply, explaining that should he grant the boon, it would not only break several penal regulations, but undoubtedly stir the tabloids into a frenzy of headlines. When the governor showed me a copy of his reply, I was surprised to see that he had signed the letter, yours ever, Michael.


    Are you also a customer of Marios? I enquired.


    No, replied the governor, but he has been a customer of mine.


    Marios can be found on the Fulham Road in Chelsea, and the restaurants popularity is due in no small part to his wife, Teresa, who runs the kitchen. Mario always remains front of house. I regularly have lunch there on a Friday, often accompanied by my two sons and their latest girlfriends, who used to change more often than the menu.


    Over the years I have become aware that many of the customers are regulars, which leaves an impression that we are all part of an exclusive club, in which its almost impossible to book a table unless you are a member. However, the real proof of Marios popularity is that the restaurant does not accept credit cards  cheques, cash and account-paying customers are all welcome, but NO CREDIT CARDS is printed in bold letters at the foot of every menu.
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    During the month of August the establishment is closed, in order for the Gambotti family to return to their native Florence and reunite with all the other Gambottis.


    Mario is quintessentially Italian. His red Ferrari can be seen parked outside the restaurant, his yacht  my son James assures me  is moored in Monte Carlo, and his children, Tony, Maria and Roberto, are being educated at St Pauls, Cheltenham and Summer Fields respectively. After all, it is important that they mix with the sort of people they will be expected to fleece at some time in the future. And whenever I see them at the opera  Verdi and Puccini, never Wagner or Weber  they are always seated in their own box.


    So, I hear you ask, how did such a shrewd and intelligent man end up serving at Her Majestys pleasure? Was he involved in some fracas following a football match between Arsenal and Fiorentina? Did he drive over the speed limit once too often in that Ferrari of his? Perhaps he forgot to pay his poll tax? None of the above. He broke an English law with an action that in the land of his forefathers would be considered no more than an acceptable part of everyday life.


    Enter Mr Dennis Cartwright, who worked for another of Her Majestys establishments.


    Mr Cartwright was an inspector with the Inland Revenue. He rarely ate out at a restaurant, and certainly not one as exclusive as Marios. Whenever he and his wife Doris went Italian, it was normally Pizza Express. However, he took a great interest in Mr Gambotti, and in how he could possibly maintain such a lifestyle on the amount he was declaring to his local tax office. After all, the restaurant was showing a profit of a mere 172,000, on a turnover of just over two million. So, after tax, Mr Gambotti was only taking home  Dennis carefully checked the figures  just over 100,000. With a home in Chelsea, three children at private schools and a Ferrari to maintain, not to mention the yacht moored in Monte Carlo, and heaven knows what else in Florence, how did he manage it? Mr Cartwright, a determined man, was determined to find out.


    The tax inspector checked all the figures in Marios books, and he had to admit they balanced and, whats more, Mr Gambotti always paid his taxes on time. However, Mr Cartwright wasnt in any doubt that Mr Gambotti had to be siphoning off large sums of cash, but how? He must have missed something. Cartwright leapt up in the middle of the night and shouted out loud, No credit cards. He woke his wife.


    The next morning, Cartwright went over the books yet again; he was right. There were no credit-card entries. Although all the cheques were properly accounted for, and all the customers accounts tallied, when you considered that there were no credit-card entries, the small amount of cash declared seemed completely out of proportion to the overall takings.


    Mr Cartwright didnt need to be told that his masters would not allow him to waste much time dining at Marios in order to resolve the mystery of how Mr Gambotti was salting away such large sums of money. Mr Buchanan, his supervisor, reluctantly agreed to allow Dennis an advance of 200 to try to discover what was happening on the inside  every penny was to be accounted for  and he only agreed to this after Dennis had pointed out that if he was able to gather enough evidence to put Mr Gambotti behind bars, imagine just how many other restaurateurs might feel obliged to start declaring their true incomes.


    Mr Cartwright was surprised that it took him a month to book a table at Marios, and it was only after several calls, always made from home, that he finally was able to secure a reservation. He asked his wife Doris to join him, hoping it would appear less suspicious than if he was sitting on his own, compiling notes. His supervisor agreed with the ploy, but told Dennis that he would have to cover his wifes half of the bill, at his own expense.


    It never crossed my mind to do otherwise, Dennis assured his supervisor.


    During a meal of Tuscan bean soup and gnocchi  he was hoping to pay more than one visit to Marios  Dennis kept a wary eye on his host as he circled the different tables, making small talk and attending to his customers slightest whims. His wife couldnt help but notice that Dennis seemed distracted, but she decided not to comment, as it was a rare occurrence for her husband to invite her out for a meal, other than on her birthday.


    Mr Cartwright began committing to memory that there were thirty-nine tables dotted around the restaurant (he double-checked) and roughly a hundred and twenty covers. He also observed, by taking time over his coffee, that Mario managed two sittings on several of the tables. He was impressed by how quickly three waiters could clear a table, replace the cloth and napkins, and moments later make it appear as if no one had ever been sitting there.
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    When Mario presented Mr Cartwright with his bill, he paid in cash and insisted on a receipt. When they left the restaurant, Doris drove them both home, which allowed Dennis to write down all the relevant figures in his little book while they still remained fresh in his memory.


    What a lovely meal, commented his wife on their journey back to Romford. I do hope that well be able to go there again some time.


    We will, Doris, he promised her, next week. He paused. If I can get a table.


    Mr and Mrs Cartwright visited the restaurant again three weeks later, this time for dinner. Dennis was impressed that Mario not only remembered his name, but even seated him at the same table. On this occasion, Mr Cartwright observed that Mario was able to fit in a pre-theatre booking  almost full; an evening sitting  packed out; and a post-theatre sitting  half full; while last orders were not taken until eleven oclock.


    Mr Cartwright estimated that nearly three hundred and fifty customers passed through the restaurant during the evening, and if you added that to the lunchtime clientele, the total came to just over five hundred a day. He also calculated that around half of them were paying cash, but he still had no way of proving it.


    Denniss dinner bill came to 75 (its fascinating how restaurants appear to charge more in the evening than they do for lunch, even when they serve exactly the same food). Mr Cartwright estimated that each customer was being charged between 25 and 40, and that was probably on the conservative side. So in any given week, Mario had to be serving at least three thousand customers, returning him an income of around 90,000 a week, which was in excess of four million pounds a year, even if you discounted the month of August.


    When Mr Cartwright returned to his office the following morning, he once again went over the restaurants books. Mr Gambotti was declaring a turnover of 2,120,000, and showing, after outgoings, a profit of 172,000. So what was happening to the other two million?


    Mr Cartwright remained baffled. He took the ledgers home in the evening, and continued to study the figures long into the night.


    Eureka, he declared just before putting on his pyjamas. One of the outgoings didnt add up. The following morning he made an appointment to see his supervisor. Ill need to get my hands on the details of these particular weekly numbers, Dennis told Mr Buchanan, as he placed a forefinger on one of the items listed under outgoings, and more important, he added, without Mr Gambotti realizing what Im up to. Mr Buchanan sanctioned a request for him to be out of the office, as long as it didnt require any further visits to Marios.


    Mr Cartwright spent most of the weekend refining his plan, aware that just the slightest hint of what he was up to would allow Mr Gambotti enough time to cover his tracks.


    On Monday Mr Cartwright rose early and drove to Fulham, not bothering to check in at the office. He parked his Skoda down a side street that allowed him a clear view of the entrance to Marios restaurant. He removed a notebook from an inside pocket and began to write down the names of every tradesman who visited the premises that morning.


    The first van to arrive and park on the double yellow line outside the restaurants front door was a well-known purveyor of vegetables, followed a few minutes later by a master butcher. Next to unload her wares was a fashionable florist, followed by a wine merchant, a fishmonger and finally the one vehicle Mr Cartwright had been waiting for  a laundry van. Once the driver had unloaded three large crates, dumped them inside the restaurant and come back out, lugging three more crates, he drove away. Mr Cartwright didnt need to follow the van as the companys name, address and telephone number were emblazoned across both sides of the vehicle.


    Mr Cartwright returned to the office, and was seated behind his desk just before midday. He reported immediately to his supervisor, and sought his authority to make a spot-check on the company concerned. Mr Buchanan again sanctioned his request, but on this occasion recommended caution. He advised Cartwright to carry out a routine enquiry, so that the company concerned would not work out what he was really looking for. It may take a little longer, Buchanan added, but it will give us a far better chance of success in the long run. Ill drop them a line today, and then you can fix up a meeting, at their convenience.
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    Dennis went along with his supervisors suggestion, which meant that he didnt turn up at the offices of the Marco Polo laundry company for another three weeks. On arrival at the laundry, by appointment, he made it clear to the manager that his visit was nothing more than a routine check, and he wasnt expecting to find any irregularities.


    Dennis spent the rest of the day checking through every one of their customers accounts, only stopping to make detailed notes whenever he came across an entry for Marios restaurant. By midday he had gathered all the evidence he needed, but he didnt leave Marco Polos offices until five, so that no one would become suspicious. When Dennis departed for the day, he assured the manager that he was well satisfied with their bookkeeping, and there would be no follow-up. What he didnt tell him was that one of their most important customers would be followed up.


    Mr Cartwright was seated at his desk by eight oclock the following morning, making sure his report was completed before his boss appeared.


    When Mr Buchanan walked in at five to nine, Dennis leapt up from behind his desk, a look of triumph on his face. He was just about to pass on his news, when the supervisor placed a finger to his lips and indicated that he should follow him through to his office. Once the door was closed, Dennis placed the report on the table and took his boss through the details of his enquiries. He waited patiently while Mr Buchanan studied the documents and considered their implications. He finally looked up, to indicate that Dennis could now speak.


    This shows, Dennis began, that every day for the past twelve months Mr Gambotti has sent out two hundred tablecloths and over five hundred napkins to the Marco Polo laundry. If you then look at this particular entry, he added, pointing to an open ledger on the other side of the desk, you will observe that Gambotti is only declaring a hundred and twenty bookings a day, for around three hundred customers. Dennis paused before delivering his accountants coup de grce. Why would you need a further three thousand tablecloths and forty-five thousand napkins to be laundered every year, unless you had another forty-five thousand customers? he asked. He paused once again. Because hes laundering money, said Dennis, clearly pleased with his little pun.


    Well done, Dennis, said the head of department. Prepare a full report and Ill see that it ends up on the desk of our fraud department.


    Try as he might, Mario could not explain away 3,000 tablecloths and 45,000 napkins to Mr Gerald Henderson, his cynical solicitor. The lawyer only had one piece of advice for his client, Plead guilty, and Ill see if I can make a deal.


    The Inland Revenue successfully claimed back two million pounds in taxes from Marios restaurant, and the judge sent Mario Gambotti to prison for six months. He ended up only having to serve a four-week sentence  three months off for good behaviour and, as it was his first offence, he was put on a tag for two months.


    Mr Henderson, an astute lawyer, even managed to get the trial set in the court calendar for the last week in July.
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    He explained to the presiding judge that it was the only time Mr Gambottis eminent QC would be available to appear before his lordship. The date of 30 July was agreed by all parties.


    After a week spent in Belmarsh high-security prison in south London, Mario was transferred to North Sea Camp open prison in Lincolnshire, where he completed his sentence. Marios lawyer had selected the prison on the grounds that he was unlikely to meet up with many of his old customers deep in the fens of Lincolnshire.


    Meanwhile, the rest of the Gambotti family flew off to Florence for the month of August, not able fully to explain to the grandmothers why Mario couldnt be with them on this occasion.


    Mario was released from North Sea Camp at nine oclock on Monday, 1 September.


    As he walked out of the front gate, he found Tony seated behind the wheel of his Ferrari, waiting to pick his father up. Three hours later Mario was standing at the front door of his restaurant to greet the first customer. Several regulars commented on the fact that he appeared to have lost a few pounds while hed been away on holiday, while others remarked on how tanned and fit he looked.


    Six months after Mario had been released, a newly promoted deputy supervisor decided to carry out another spot-check on Marco Polos laundry. This time Dennis turned up unannounced. He ran a practised eye over the books, to find that Marios was now sending only 120 tablecloths to the laundry each day, along with 300 napkins, despite the fact that the restaurant appeared to be just as popular. How was he managing to get away with it this time?


    The following morning Dennis parked his Skoda down a side street off the Fulham Road once again, allowing him an uninterrupted view of Marios front door. He felt confident that Mr Gambotti must now be using more than one laundry service, but to his disappointment the only van to appear and deposit and collect any laundry that day was Marco Polos.


    Mr Cartwright drove back to Romford at eight that evening, completely baffled. Had he hung around until just after midnight, Dennis would have seen several waiters leaving the restaurant, carrying bulging sports bags with squash racquets poking out of the top. Do you know any Italian waiters who play squash?


    Marios staff were delighted that their wives could earn some extra cash by taking in a little laundry each day, especially as Mr Gambotti had supplied each of them with a brand-new washing machine.


    I booked a table for lunch at Marios on the Friday after I had been released from prison. He was standing on the doorstep, waiting to greet me, and I was immediately ushered through to my usual table in the corner of the room by the window, as if I had never been away.


    Mario didnt bother to offer me a menu because his wife appeared out of the kitchen carrying a large plate of spaghetti, which she placed on the table in front of me. Marios son Tony followed close behind with a steaming bowl of Bolognese sauce, and his daughter Maria with a large chunk of Parmesan cheese and a grater.


    A bottle of Chianti classico? suggested Mario, as he removed the cork. On the house, he insisted.


    Thank you, Mario, I said, and whispered, by the way, the governor of North Sea Camp asked me to pass on his best wishes.


    Poor Michael, Mario sighed, what a sad existence. Can you begin to imagine a lifetime spent eating toad-in-the-hole, followed by semolina pudding? He smiled as he poured me a glass of wine. Still, maestro, you must have felt quite at home.
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    IF YOU WANT TO murder someone, said Karl, dont do it in England.


    Why not? I asked innocently.


    The odds are against you getting away with it, my fellow inmate warned me, as we continued to walk round the exercise yard. Youve got a much better chance in Russia.


    Ill try to remember that, I assured him.


    Mind you, added Karl, I knew a countryman of yours who did get away with murder, but at some cost.


    It was Association, that welcome 45-minute break when youre released from your cell. You can either spend your time on the ground floor, which is about the size of a basketball court, sitting around chatting, playing table tennis or watching television, or you can go out into the fresh air and stroll around the perimeter of the yard  about the size of a football pitch. Despite being surrounded by a twenty-foot-high concrete wall topped with razor wire, and with only the sky to look up at, this was, for me, the highlight of the day.


    While I was incarcerated at Belmarsh, a category A high-security prison in south-east London, I was locked in my cell for twenty-three hours a day (think about it). You are let out only to go to the canteen to pick up your lunch (five minutes), which you then eat in your cell. Five hours later you collect your supper (five more minutes), when they also hand you tomorrows breakfast in a plastic bag so that they dont have to let you out again before lunch the following day The only other blessed release is Association, and even that can be cancelled if the prison is short-staffed (which happens about twice a week).


    I always used the 45-minute escape to power-walk, for two reasons: one, I needed the exercise because on the outside I attend a local gym five days a week, and, two, not many prisoners bothered to try and keep up with me. Karl was the exception.


    Karl was a Russian by birth who hailed from that beautiful city of St Petersburg. He was a contract killer who had just begun a 22-year sentence for disposing of a fellow countryman who was proving tiresome to one of the Mafia gangs back home. He cut his victims up into small pieces, and put what was left of them into an incinerator. Incidentally, his fee  should you want someone disposed of  was five thousand pounds.


    Karl was a bear of a man, six foot two and built like a weightlifter. He was covered in tattoos and never stopped talking. On balance, I didnt consider it wise to interrupt his flow. Like so many prisoners, Karl didnt talk about his own crime, and the golden rule  should you ever end up inside  is never ask what a prisoner is in for, unless they raise the subject. However, Karl did tell me a tale about an Englishman hed come across in St Petersburg, which he claimed to have witnessed in the days when hed been a driver for a government minister.


    Although Karl and I were resident on different blocks, we met up regularly for Association. But it still took several perambulations of the yard before I squeezed out of him the story of Richard Barnsley.


    ***


    DONT DRINK THE WATER. Richard Barnsley stared at the little plastic card that had been placed on the washbasin in his bathroom. Not the kind of warning you expect to find when youre staying in a five-star hotel, unless, of course, youre in St Petersburg. By the side of the notice stood two bottles of Evian water. When Dick strolled back into his spacious bedroom, he found two more bottles had been placed on each side of the double bed, and another two on a table by the window. The management werent taking any chances.


    Dick had flown into St Petersburg to close a deal with the Russians. His company had been selected to build a pipeline that would stretch from the Urals to the Red Sea, a project that several other, more established, companies had tendered for. Dicks firm had been awarded the contract, against considerable odds, but those odds had shortened once he guaranteed Anatol Chenkov, the Minister for Energy and close personal friend of the President, two million dollars a year for the rest of his life  the only currencies the Russians trade in are dollars and death  especially when the money is going to be deposited in a numbered account.


    Before Dick had started up his own company, Barnsley Construction, he had learnt his trade working in Nigeria for Bechtel, in Brazil for McAlpine and in Saudi Arabia for Hanover, so along the way he had picked up a trick or two about bribery. Most international companies treat the practice simply as another form of tax, and make the necessary provision for it whenever they present their tender. The secret is always to know how much to offer the minister, and how little to dispose of among his acolytes.


    Anatol Chenkov, a Putin appointee, was a tough negotiator, but then under a former regime he had been a major in the KGB. However, when it came to setting up a bank account in Switzerland, the minister was clearly a novice. Dick took full advantage of this; after all, Chenkov had never travelled beyond the Russian border before he was appointed to the Politburo. Dick flew him to Geneva for the weekend, while he was on an official visit to London for trade talks. He opened a numbered account for him with Picket & Co, and deposited $100,000  seed money  but more than Chenkov had been paid in his lifetime. This sweetener was to ensure that the umbilical cord would last for the necessary nine months until the contract was signed; a contract that would allow Dick to retire  on far more than two million a year.


    Dick returned to the hotel that morning after his final meeting with the minister, having seen him every day for the past week, sometimes publicly, more often privately. It was no different when Chenkov visited London. Neither man trusted the other, but then Dick never felt at ease with anyone who was willing to take a bribe because there was always someone else happy to offer him another percentage point. However, Dick felt more confident this time, as both of them seemed to have signed up for the same retirement policy.


    Dick also helped to cement the relationship with a few added extras that Chenkov quickly became accustomed to. A Rolls-Royce would always pick him up at Heathrow and drive him to the Savoy Hotel. On arrival, he would be shown to his usual riverside suite, and women appeared every evening as regularly as the morning papers. He preferred two of both, one broadsheet, one tabloid.


    When Dick checked out of the St Petersburg hotel half an hour later, the ministers BMW was parked outside the front door waiting to take him to the airport. As he climbed into the back seat, he was surprised to find Chenkov waiting for him. They had parted after their morning meeting just an hour before.


    Is there a problem, Anatol? he asked anxiously.


    On the contrary, said Chenkov. I have just had a call from the Kremlin which I didnt feel we should discuss over the phone, or even in my office. The President will be visiting St Petersburg on the sixteenth of May and has made it clear that he wishes to preside over the signing ceremony.


    But that gives us less than three weeks to complete the contract, said Dick.


    You assured me at our meeting this morning, Chenkov reminded him, that there were only a few is to dot and ts to cross  an expression Id not come across before  before youd be able to finalize the contract. The minister paused and lit his first cigar of the day before adding, With that in mind, my dear friend, I look forward to seeing you back in St Petersburg in three weeks time. Chenkovs statement sounded casual, whereas, in truth, it had taken almost three years for the two men to reach this stage, and now it would only be another three weeks before the deal was finally sealed.


    Dick didnt respond as he was already thinking about what needed to be done the moment his plane touched down at Heathrow.


    Whats the first thing youll do after the deal has been signed? asked Chenkov, breaking into his thoughts.


    Put in a tender for the sanitation contract in this city, because whoever gets it would surely make an even larger fortune.


    The minister looked round sharply. Never raise that subject in public, he said gravely. Its a very sensitive issue.


    Dick remained silent.


    And take my advice, dont drink the water. Last year we lost countless numbers of our citizens who contracted . . . the minister hesitated, unwilling to add credence to a story that had been splashed across the front pages of every Western paper.


    How many is countless? enquired Dick.


    None, replied the minister. Or at least thats the official statistic released by the Ministry of Tourism, he added as the car came to a halt on a double red line outside the entrance of Pulkovo II airport. He leant forward. Karl, take Mr Barnsleys bags to check-in, while I wait here.


    Dick leant across and shook hands with the minister for the second time that morning. Thank you, Anatol, for everything, he said. See you in three weeks time.


    Long life and happiness, my friend, said Chenkov as Dick stepped out of the car.


    Dick checked in at the departure desk an hour before boarding was scheduled for his flight to London.


    This is the last call for Flight 902 to London Heathrow, came crackling over the tannoy.


    Is there another flight going to London right now? asked Dick.


    Yes, replied the man behind the check-in desk. Flight 902 has been delayed, but theyre just about to close the gate.


    Can you get me on it? asked Dick, as he slid a thousand-rouble note across the counter.


    Dicks plane touched down at Heathrow three and a half hours later. Once hed retrieved his case from the carousel, he pushed his trolley through the Nothing to Declare channel and emerged into the arrivals hall.


    Stan, his driver, was already waiting among a group of chauffeurs, most of whom were holding up name cards. As soon as Stan spotted his boss, he walked quickly across and relieved him of his suitcase and overnight bag.


    Home or the office? Stan asked as they walked towards the short-stay carpark.


    Dick checked his watch: just after four. Home, he said. Ill work in the back of the car.


    Once Dicks Jaguar had emerged from the carpark to begin the journey to Virginia Water, Dick immediately called his office.


    Richard Barnsleys office, said a voice.


    Hi, Jill, its me. I managed to catch an earlier flight, and Im on my way home. Is there anything I should be worrying about?


    No, everythings running smoothly this end, Jill replied. Were all just waiting to find out how things went in St Petersburg.


    Couldnt have gone better. The minister wants me back on May sixteenth to sign the contract.


    But thats less than three weeks away.


    Which means well all have to get a move on. So set up a board meeting for early next week, and then make an appointment for me to see Sam Cohen first thing tomorrow morning. I cant afford any slip-ups at this stage.


    Can I come to St Petersburg with you?


    Not this time, Jill, but once the contract has been signed block out ten days in the diary. Then Ill take you somewhere a little warmer than St Petersburg.


    Dick sat silently in the back of the car, going over everything that needed to be covered before he returned to St Petersburg. By the time Stan drove through the wrought-iron gates and came to a halt outside the neo-Georgian mansion, Dick knew what had to be done. He jumped out of the car and ran into the house. He left Stan to unload the bags, and his housekeeper to unpack them. Dick was surprised not to find his wife standing on the top step, waiting to greet him, but then he remembered that hed caught an earlier flight, and Maureen wouldnt be expecting him back for at least another couple of hours.


    Dick ran upstairs to his bedroom, and quickly stripped off his clothes, dropping them in a pile on the floor. He went into the bathroom and turned on the shower, allowing the warm jets of water to slowly remove the grime of St Petersburg and Aeroflot.


    After hed put on some casual clothes, Dick checked his appearance in the mirror. At fifty-three, his hair was turning prematurely grey, and although he tried to hold his stomach in, he knew he ought to lose a few pounds, just a couple of notches on his belt  once the deal was signed and he had a little more time, he promised himself.


    He left the bedroom and went down to the kitchen. He asked the cook to prepare him a salad, and then strolled into the drawing room, picked up The Times, and glanced at the headlines. A new leader of the Tory Party, a new leader of the Liberal Democrats, and now Gordon Brown had been elected leader of the Labour Party. None of the major political parties would be fighting the next election under the same leader.


    Dick looked up when the phone began to ring. He walked across to his wifes writing desk and picked up the receiver, to hear Jills voice on the other end of the line.


    The board meeting is fixed for next Thursday at ten oclock, and Ive also arranged for you to see Sam Cohen in his office at eight tomorrow morning. Dick removed a pen from an inside pocket of his blazer. Ive emailed every member of the board to warn them that its a priority, she added.


    What time did you say my meeting was with Sam?


    Eight oclock at his office. He has to be in court by ten for another client.


    Fine. Dick opened his wifes drawer and grabbed the first piece of paper available. He wrote down, Sam, office, 8, Thur board mtg, 10. Well done, Jill, he added. Better book me back into the Grand Palace Hotel, and email the minister to warn him what time Ill be arriving.


    I already have, Jill replied, and Ive also booked you on a flight to St Petersburg on the Friday afternoon.


    Well done. See you around ten tomorrow. Dick put the phone down, and strolled through to his study, with a large smile on his face. Everything was going to plan.


    When he reached his desk, Dick transferred the details of his appointments to his diary. He was just about to drop the piece of paper into a wastepaper basket when he decided just to check and see if it contained anything important. He unfolded a letter, which he began to read. His smile turned to a frown, long before hed reached the final paragraph. He started to read the letter, marked private and personal, a second time.


    
      
        
          Dear Mrs Barnsley,


          This is to confirm your appointment at our office on Friday, 30 April, when we will continue our discussions on the matter you raised with me last Tuesday. Remembering the full implications of your decision, I have asked my senior partner to join us on this occasion.

          
          We both look forward to seeing you on the 30th.


          Yours sincerely,
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    Dick immediately picked up the phone on his desk, and dialled Sam Cohens number, hoping he hadnt already left for the day When Sam pick up his private line, all Dick said was, Have you come across a lawyer called Andrew Symonds?


    Only by reputation, said Sam, but then I dont specialize in divorce.


    Divorce? said Dick, as he heard a car coming up the gravel driveway. He glanced out of the window to see a Volkswagen swing round the circle and come to a halt outside the front door. Dick watched as his wife climbed out of her car. Ill see you at eight tomorrow, Sam, and the Russian contract wont be the only thing on the agenda.


    Dicks driver dropped him outside Sam Cohens office in Lincolns Inn Field a few minutes before eight the following morning. The senior partner rose to greet his client as he entered the room. He gestured to a comfortable chair on the other side of the desk.


    Dick had opened his briefcase even before hed sat down. He took out the letter and passed it across to Sam. The lawyer read it slowly, before placing it on the desk in front of him.


    Ive thought about the problem overnight, said Sam, and Ive also had a word with Anna Rentoul, our divorce partner. Shes confirmed that Symonds only handles matrimonial disputes, and with that in mind, Im sorry to say that Ill have to ask you some fairly personal questions.


    Dick nodded without comment.


    Have you ever discussed divorce with Maureen?


    No, said Dick firmly. Weve had rows from time to time, but then what couples whove been together for over twenty years havent?


    No more than that?


    She once threatened to leave me, but I thought that was all in the past. Dick paused. Im only surprised that she hasnt raised the subject with me, before consulting a lawyer.


    Thats all too common, said Sam. Over half the husbands who are served with a divorce petition claim they never saw it coming.


    I certainly fall into that category, admitted Dick. So what do I do next?


    Not a lot you can do before she serves the writ, and I cant see that theres anything to be gained by raising the subject yourself. After all, nothing may come of it. However, that doesnt mean we shouldnt prepare ourselves. Now, what grounds could she have for divorce?


    None that I can think of.


    Are you having an affair?


    No. Well, yes, a fling with my secretary  but its not going anywhere. She thinks its serious, but I plan to replace her once the pipeline contract is signed.


    So the deal is still on course? said Sam.


    Yes, thats originally why I needed to see you so urgently, replied Dick. I have to be back in St Petersburg for May the sixteenth, when both sides will be signing the contract. He paused. And its going to be witnessed by President Putin.


    Congratulations, said Sam. How much will that be worth to you?


    Why do you ask?


    Im wondering if youre not the only person whos hoping that the deal will go through.


    Around sixty million  Dick hesitated  for the company.


    And do you still own fifty-one per cent of the shares?


    Yes, but I could always hide


    Dont even think about it, said Sam. You wont be able to hide anything if Symonds is on the case. Hell sniff out every last penny, like a pig hunting for truffles. And if the court were to discover that you attempted to deceive them, it would only make the judge more sympathetic to your wife. The senior partner paused, looked directly at his client, and repeated, Dont even think about it.


    So what should I do?


    Nothing that will arouse suspicion; go about your business as usual, as if you have no idea what shes up to. Meanwhile, Ill fix a consultation with counsel, so at least well be better prepared than Mr Symonds will be anticipating. And one more thing, said Sam, once again looking directly at his client, no more extra-marital activities until this problem has been resolved. Thats an order.


    Dick kept a close eye on his wife during the next few days, but she gave no sign of there being anything untoward. If anything, she showed an unusual interest in how the trip to St Petersburg had gone, and over dinner on Thursday evening even asked if the board had come to a decision.


    They most certainly have, Dick replied emphatically. Once Sam had taken the directors through each clause, gone over every detail, and answered all of their questions, they virtually rubber-stamped the contract. Dick poured himself a second cup of coffee. He was taken by surprise by his wifes next question.


    Why dont I join you when you go to St Petersburg? We could fly out on the Friday, she added, and spend the weekend visiting the Hermitage and the Summer Palace. We might even find enough time to see Catherines amber collection  something Ive always wanted to do.


    Dick didnt reply immediately, aware that this was not a casual suggestion as it had been years since Maureen had accompanied him on a business trip. Dicks first reaction was to wonder what she was up to. Let me think about it, he eventually responded, leaving his coffee to go cold.


    Dick rang Sam Cohen within minutes of arriving at his office and reported the conversation to his lawyer.


    Symonds must have advised her to witness the signing of the contract, suggested Cohen.


    But why?


    So that Maureen will be able to claim that over the years she has played a leading role in your business success, always being there to support you at those critical moments in your career . . . 


    Balls, said Dick, shes never taken any interest in how I make my money, only in how she can spend it.


     . . . and therefore she must be entitled to fifty per cent of your assets.


    But that could amount to over thirty million pounds, Dick protested.


    Symonds has obviously done his homework.


    Then Ill simply tell her that she cant come on the trip. Its not appropriate.


    Which will allow Mr Symonds to change tack. Hell then portray you as a heartless man, who, the moment you became a success, cut his client out of your life, often travelling abroad, accompanied by a secretary who


    OK, OK, I get the picture. So allowing her to come to St Petersburg might well prove to be the lesser of two evils.


    On the one hand . . .  counselled Sam.


    Bloody lawyers, said Dick before he could finish the sentence.


    Funny how you only need us when youre in trouble, Sam rejoined. So lets make sure that this time we anticipate her next move.


    And whats that likely to be?


    Once shes got you to St Petersburg, shell want to have sex.


    We havent had sex for years.


    And not because I havent wanted to, mlord.


    Oh, hell, said Dick, I cant win.


    You can as long as you dont follow Lady Longfords advice  when asked if she had ever considered divorcing Lord Longford, she replied, Divorce, never, murder, often.


    Mr and Mrs Richard Barnsley checked into the Grand Palace Hotel in St Petersburg a fortnight later. A porter placed their bags on a trolley, and then accompanied them to the Tolstoy Suite on the ninth floor.


    Must go to the loo before I burst, said Dick as he rushed into the room ahead of his wife. While her husband disappeared into the bathroom, Maureen looked out of the window and admired the golden domes of St Nicholass Cathedral.


    Once hed locked the door, Dick removed the DONT DRINK THE WATER sign that was perched on the washbasin and tucked it into the back pocket of his trousers. Next he unscrewed the tops of the two Evian bottles and poured the contents down the sink. He then refilled both bottles with tap water, before screwing the tops firmly back on and returning them to their place on the corner of the basin. He unlocked the door and strolled out of the bathroom.


    Dick started to unpack his suitcase, but stopped the moment Maureen disappeared into the bathroom. First, he transferred the DONT DRINK THE WATER sign from his back pocket into the side flap of his suitcase. He zipped up the flap, before checking around the room. There was a small bottle of Evian water on each side of the bed, and two large bottles on the table by the window. He grabbed the bottle by his wifes side of the bed and retreated into the kitchenette at the far end of the room. Dick poured the contents down the sink, and refilled the bottle with tap water. He then returned it to Maureens side of the bed. Next, he took the two large bottles from the table by the window and repeated the process.


    By the time his wife had come out of the bathroom, Dick had almost finished unpacking. While Maureen continued to unpack her suitcase, Dick strolled across to his side of the bed and dialled a number he didnt need to look up. As he waited for the phone to be answered, he opened the bottle of Evian water on his side of the bed, and took a gulp.
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    Hi, Anatol, its Dick Barnsley. I thought Id let you know that weve just checked in to the Grand Palace.


    Welcome back to St Petersburg, said a friendly voice. And is your wife with you on this occasion?


    She most certainly is, replied Dick, and very much looking forward to meeting you.


    Me too, said the minister, so make sure that you have a relaxed weekend because everything is set up for Monday morning. The President is due to fly in tomorrow night so hell be present when the contract is signed.


    Ten oclock at the Winter Palace?


    Ten oclock, repeated Chenkov Ill pick you up from your hotel at nine. Its only a thirty-minute drive, but we cant afford to be late for this one.


    Ill be waiting for you in the lobby, said Dick. See you then. He put the phone down and turned to his wife. Why dont we go down to dinner, my darling? Weve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow. He adjusted his watch by three hours and added, So perhaps it would be wise to have an early night.


    Maureen placed a long silk nightdress on her side of the bed and smiled in agreement. As she turned to place her empty case in the wardrobe, Dick slipped an Evian bottle from the bedside table into his jacket pocket. He then accompanied his wife down to the dining room.


    The head waiter guided them to a quiet table in the corner and, once they were seated, offered his two guests menus. Maureen disappeared behind the large leather cover while she considered the table dhte, which allowed Dick enough time to remove the bottle of Evian from his pocket, undo the cap and fill his wifes glass.


    Once they had both selected their meals, Maureen went over her proposed itinerary for the next two days. I think we should begin with the Hermitage, first thing in the morning, she suggested, take a break for lunch, and then spend the rest of the afternoon at the Summer Palace.


    What about the amber collection? asked Dick, as he topped up her water glass. I thought that was a no-miss.


    Id already scheduled in the amber collection and the Russian Museum for Sunday.


    Sounds as if you have everything well organized, said Dick, as a waiter placed a bowl of borscht in front of his wife.


    Maureen spent the rest of the meal telling Dick about some of the treasures that they would see when they visited the Hermitage. By the time Dick had signed the bill, Maureen had drunk the bottle of water.


    Dick slipped the empty bottle back in his pocket. Once they had returned to their room, he filled it with tap water and left it in the bathroom.


    By the time Dick had undressed and climbed into bed, Maureen was still studying her guidebook.


    I feel exhausted, Dick said. It must be the time change. He turned his back on her, hoping she wouldnt work out that it was just after eight p.m. in England.


    Dick woke the following morning feeling very thirsty. He looked at the empty bottle of Evian on his side of the bed and remembered just in time. He climbed out of bed, walked across to the fridge and selected a bottle of orange juice.


    Will you be going to the gym this morning? he asked a half-awake Maureen.


    Do I have time?


    Sure, the Hermitage doesnt open until ten, and one of the reasons I always stay here is because of the hotels gym.


    So what about you?


    I still have to make some phone calls if everything is to be set up for Monday.


    Maureen slipped out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom, which allowed Dick enough time to top up her glass and replace the empty bottle of Evian on her side of the bed.


    When Maureen emerged a few minutes later, she checked her watch before slipping on her gym kit. I should be back in about forty minutes, she said, after tying up her trainers.


    Dont forget to take some water with you, said Dick, handing her one of the bottles from the table by the window. They may not have one in the gym.


    Thank you, she said.


    Dick wondered, from the expression on her face, if he was being just a little too solicitous.


    While Maureen was in the gym, Dick took a shower. When he walked back into the bedroom, he was pleased to see that the sun was shining. He put on a blazer and slacks, but only after hed checked that none of the bottles had been replaced by the hotel staff while hed been in the bathroom.


    Dick ordered breakfast for both of them, which arrived moments after Maureen returned from the gym, clutching the half-empty Evian bottle.


    How did your training go? Dick asked.


    Not great, Maureen replied. I felt a bit listless.


    Probably just jetlag, suggested Dick as he took his place on the far side of the table. He poured his wife a glass of water, and himself another orange juice. Dick opened a copy of the Herald Tribune, which he began to read while he waited for his wife to dress. Hillary Clinton said she wouldnt be running for president, which only convinced Dick that she would, especially as she made the announcement standing by her husbands side.


    Maureen came out of the bathroom wearing a hotel dressing gown. She took the seat opposite her husband and sipped the water.


    Better take a bottle of Evian with us when we visit the Hermitage, said Maureen. Dick looked up from behind his paper. The girl in the gym warned me not, under any circumstances, to drink the local water.


    Oh yes, I should have warned you, said Dick, as Maureen took a bottle from the table by the window and put it in her bag. Cant be too careful.


    Dick and Maureen strolled through the front gates of the Hermitage a few minutes before ten, to find themselves at the back of a long queue. The crocodile of visitors progressed slowly forward along an unshaded cobbled path. Maureen took several sips of water between turning the pages of the guidebook. It was ten forty before they reached the ticket booth. Once inside, Maureen continued to study her guidebook. Whatever we do, we must be sure to see Michelangelos Crouching Boy, Raphaels Virgin, and Leonardos Madonna Benois.


    Dick smiled his agreement, but knew he wouldnt be concerning himself with the masters.


    As they climbed the wide marble staircase, they passed several magnificent statues nestled in alcoves. Dick was surprised to discover just how vast the Hermitage was. Despite visiting St Petersburg several times during the past three years, he had only ever seen the building from the outside.


    Housed on three floors, Tsar Peters collection displays treasures in over two hundred rooms, Maureen told him, reading from the guidebook. So lets get started.


    By eleven thirty they had only covered the Dutch and Italian schools on the first floor, by which time Maureen had finished the large bottle of Evian.


    Dick volunteered to go and buy another bottle. He left his wife admiring Caravaggios The Lute Player, while he slipped into the nearest rest room. He refilled the empty Evian bottle with tap water before rejoining his wife. If Maureen had spent a little time studying one of the many drinks counters situated on each floor, she would have discovered that the Hermitage doesnt stock Evian, because it has an exclusive contract with Volvic.


    By twelve thirty they had all but covered the sixteen rooms devoted to the Renaissance artists, and agreed it was time for lunch. They left the building and strolled back into the midday sun. The two of them walked for a while along the bank of the Moika River, stopping only to take a photograph of a bride and groom posing on the Blue Bridge in front of the Mariinsky Palace.


    A local tradition, said Maureen, turning another page of her guidebook.


    After walking another block, they came to a halt outside a small pizzeria. Its sensible square tables with neat red-and-white check tablecloths and smartly dressed waiters tempted them inside.


    I must go to the loo, said Maureen. Im feeling a little queasy. It must be the heat. She added, Just order me a salad and a glass of water.


    Dick smiled, removed the Evian bottle from her bag and filled up the glass on her side of the table. When the waiter appeared, Dick ordered a salad for his wife, and ravioli plus a large diet Coke for himself. He was desperate for something to drink.


    Once shed eaten her salad, Maureen perked up a little, and even began to tell Dick what they should look out for when they visited the Summer Palace.


    On the long taxi ride through the north of the city, she continued to read extracts from her guidebook. Peter the Great built the Summer Palace after he had visited Versailles, and on returning to Russia employed the finest landscape gardeners and most gifted craftsmen in the land to reproduce the French masterpiece. He intended the finished work to be a homage to the French, whom he greatly admired as the leaders of style throughout Europe.


    The taxi driver interrupted her flow with a snippet of information of his own. We are just passing the recently constructed Winter Palace, which is where President Putin stays whenever hes in St Petersburg. The driver paused. And, as the national flag is flying, he must be in town.


    Hes flown down from Moscow especially to see me, said Dick.


    The taxi driver dutifully laughed.


    The taxi drove through the gates of the Summer Palace half an hour later and the driver dropped his passengers off in a crowded carpark, bustling with sightseers and traders, who were standing behind their makeshift stalls plying their cheap souvenirs.


    Lets go and see the real thing, suggested Maureen.


    I wait for you here, said the taxi driver. No extra charge. How long? he added.


    I should think wed be a couple of hours, said Dick. No more.


    I wait for you here, he repeated.


    The two of them strolled around the magnificent gardens, and Dick could see why it was described in the guidebooks as a cant afford to miss, with five stars. Maureen continued to brief him between sips of water. The grounds surrounding the palace cover over a hundred acres, with more than twenty fountains, as well as eleven other palatial residences. Although the sun was no longer burning down, the sky was still clear and Maureen continued to take regular gulps of water, but however many times she offered the bottle to Dick, he always replied, No thanks.
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    When they finally climbed the steps of the palace, they were greeted by another long queue, and Maureen admitted that she was feeling a little tired.


    Pity to have travelled this far, said Dick, and not take a look inside.


    His wife reluctantly agreed.


    When they reached the front of the queue, Dick purchased two entrance tickets and, for a small extra charge, selected an English-speaking guide to show them around.


    I dont feel too good, said Maureen as they entered the Empress Catherines bedroom. She clung onto the four-poster bed.


    You must drink lots of water on such a hot day, suggested the tour guide helpfully. By the time they had reached Tsar Nicholas IVs study, Maureen warned her husband that she thought she was going to faint. Dick apologized to their guide, put an arm around his wifes shoulder and assisted her out of the palace on an unsteady journey back to the carpark. They found their taxi driver standing by his car waiting for them.


    We must return to the Grand Palace Hotel immediately, said Dick, as his wife fell into the back seat of the car like a drunk who has been thrown out of a pub on a Saturday night.


    On the long drive back to St Petersburg, Maureen was violently sick in the back of the taxi, but the driver didnt comment, just maintained a steady speed as he continued along the highway. Forty minutes later, he came to a halt outside the Grand Palace Hotel. Dick handed over a wodge of notes and apologized.


    Hope madam better soon, he said.


    Yes, lets hope so, replied Dick.


    Dick helped his wife out of the back of the car, and guided her up the steps into the hotel lobby and quickly towards the lifts, not wishing to draw attention to himself. He had her safely back in their suite moments later. Maureen immediately disappeared into the bathroom, and even with the door closed Dick could hear her retching. He searched around the room. In their absence, all the bottles of Evian had been replaced. He only bothered to empty the one by Maureens bedside, which he refilled with tap water from the kitchenette.


    Maureen finally emerged from the bathroom, and collapsed onto the bed. I feel awful, she said.


    Perhaps you ought to take a couple of aspirin, and try to get some sleep?


    Maureen nodded weakly. Could you fetch them for me? Theyre in my wash bag.


    Of course, my darling. Once hed found the pills, he filled a glass with tap water, before returning to his wifes side. She had taken off her dress, but not her slip. Dick helped her to sit up and became aware for the first time that she was soaked in sweat. She swilled down the two aspirins with the glass of water Dick offered her. He lowered her gently down onto the pillow before drawing the curtains. He then strolled across to the bedroom door, opened it, and placed the Do Not Disturb sign on the door knob. The last thing he needed was for a solicitous maid to come barging in and find his wife in her present state. Once Dick was certain she was asleep, he went down to dinner.


    Will madam be joining you this evening? enquired the head waiter, once Dick was seated.


    No, sadly not, replied Dick, she has a slight migraine. Too much sun I fear, but Im sure shell be fine by the morning.


    Lets hope so, sir. What can I interest you in tonight?


    Dick took his time perusing the menu, before he eventually said, I think Ill start with the foie gras, followed by a rump steak  he paused  medium rare.


    Excellent choice, sir.


    Dick poured himself a glass of water from the bottle on the table and quickly gulped it down, before filling his glass a second time. He didnt hurry his meal, and when he returned to his suite just after ten, he was delighted to find his wife was fast asleep. He picked up her glass, took it to the bathroom and refilled it with tap water. He then put it back on her side of the bed. Dick took his time undressing, before finally slipping under the covers to settle down next to his wife. He turned out the bedside light and slept soundly.


    When Dick woke the following morning, he found that he too was covered in sweat. The sheets were also soaked, and when he turned over to look at his wife all the colour had drained from her cheeks.


    Dick eased himself out of bed, slipped into the bathroom and took a long shower. Once he had dried himself, he put on one of the hotels towelling dressing gowns and returned to the bedroom. He crept over to his wifes side of the bed and once again refilled her empty glass with tap water. She had clearly woken during the night, but not disturbed him.


    He drew the curtains before checking that the Do Not Disturb sign was still on the door. He returned to his wifes side of the bed, pulled up a chair and began to read the Herald Tribune. He had reached the sports pages by the time she woke. Her words were slurred. She managed, I feel awful. A long pause followed before she added, Dont you think I ought to see a doctor?


    Hes already been to examine you, my dear, said Dick. I called for him last night. Dont you remember? He told you that youd caught a fever, and youll just have to sweat it out.


    Did he leave any pills? asked Maureen plaintively.


    No, my darling. He just said you werent to eat anything, but to try and drink as much water as possible. He held the glass up to her lips and she attempted to gulp some more down. She even managed, Thank you, before collapsing back onto the pillow.


    Dont worry, my darling, said Dick. Youre going to be just fine, and I promise you I wont leave your side, even for a moment. He leant over and kissed her on the forehead. She fell asleep again.


    The only time Dick left Maureens side that day was to assure the housekeeper that his wife did not wish to have the sheets changed, to refill the glass of water on her bedside table, and late in the afternoon to take a call from the minister.


    The President flew in yesterday, were Chenkovs opening words. Hes staying at the Winter Palace, where Ive just left him. He wanted me to let you know how much he is looking forward to meeting you and your wife.


    How kind of him, said Dick, but I have a problem.


    A problem? said a man who didnt like problems, especially when the President was in town.


    Its just that Maureen seems to have caught a fever. We were out in the sun all day yesterday, and Im not sure that she will have fully recovered in time to join us for the signing ceremony, so I may be on my own.


    Im sorry to hear that, said Chenkov, and how are you?


    Never felt better, said Dick.


    Thats good, said Chenkov, sounding relieved. So Ill pick you up at nine oclock, as agreed. I dont want to keep the President waiting.


    Neither do I, Anatol, Dick assured him. Youll find me standing in the lobby long before nine.


    There was a knock on the door. Dick quickly put the phone down and rushed across to open it before anyone was given a chance to barge in. A maid was standing in the corridor next to a trolley laden with sheets, towels, bars of soap, shampoo bottles and cases of Evian water.


    You want the bed turned down, sir? she asked, giving him a smile.


    No, thank you, said Dick. My wife is not feeling well. He pointed to the Do Not Disturb sign.


    More water, perhaps? she suggested, holding up a large bottle of Evian.


    No, he repeated firmly and closed the door.


    The only other call that evening came from the hotel manager. He asked politely if madam would like to see the hotel doctor.


    No, thank you, said Dick. She just caught a little sun but shes on the mend, and I feel sure she will have fully recovered by the morning.


    Just give me a call, said the manager, should she change her mind. The doctor can be with you in minutes.


    Thats very considerate of you, said Dick, but it wont be necessary, he added before putting the phone down. He returned to his wifes side. Her skin was now pallid and blotchy. He leant forward until he was almost touching her lips  she was still breathing. He walked across to the fridge, opened it and took out all the unopened bottles of Evian water. He placed two of them in the bathroom, and one each side of the bed. His final action, before undressing, was to take the DONT DRINK THE WATER sign out of his suitcase and replace it on the side of the washbasin.


    Chenkovs car pulled up outside the Grand Palace Hotel a few minutes before nine the following morning. Karl jumped out to open the back door for the minister.


    Chenkov walked quickly up the steps and into the hotel, expecting to find Dick waiting for him in the lobby. He looked up and down the crowded corridor, but there was no sign of his business partner. He marched across to the reception desk and asked if Mr Barnsley had left a message for him.


    No, Minister, replied the concierge. Would you like me to call his room? The minister nodded briskly. They both waited for some time, before the concierge added, No one is answering the phone, Minister, so perhaps Mr Barnsley is on his way down.


    Chenkov nodded again, and began pacing up and down the lobby, continually glancing towards the elevator, before checking his watch. At ten past nine, the minister became even more anxious, as he had no desire to keep the President waiting. He returned to the reception desk.


    Try again, he demanded.


    The concierge immediately dialled Mr Barnsleys room number, but could only report that there was still no reply.


    Send for the manager, barked the minister. The concierge nodded, picked up the phone once again and dialled a single number. A few moments later, a tall, elegantly dressed man in a dark suit was standing by Chenkovs side.


    How may I assist you, Minister? he asked.


    I need to go up to Mr Barnsleys room.


    Of course, Minister, please follow me.


    When the three men arrived on the ninth floor, they quickly made their way to the Tolstoy Suite, where they found the Do Not Disturb sign hanging from the door knob. The minister banged loudly on the door, but there was no response.


    Open the door, he demanded. The concierge obeyed without hesitation.


    The minister marched into the room, followed by the manager and the concierge. Chenkov came to an abrupt halt when he saw two motionless bodies lying in bed. The concierge didnt need to be told to call for a doctor.


    Sadly, the doctor had attended three such cases in the past month, but with a difference  they had all been locals. He studied his two patients for some time before he passed a judgement.


    The Siberian disease, he confirmed, almost in a whisper. He paused and, looking up at the minister, added, The lady undoubtedly died during the night, whereas the gentleman has passed away within the last hour.


    The minister made no comment.


    My initial conclusion, continued the doctor, is that she probably caught the disease from drinking too much of the local water  he paused as he looked down at Dicks lifeless body  while her husband must have contracted the virus from his wife, probably during the night. Not an uncommon occurrence among married couples, he added. Like so many of our countrymen, he clearly wasnt aware that  he hesitated before uttering the word in front of the minister  Siberius is one of those rare diseases that is not only infectious but highly contagious.


    But I called him last night, protested the manager, and asked if hed like to see a doctor, and he said it wasnt necessary, as his wife was on the mend and he was confident that she would be fully recovered by the morning.


    How sad, said the doctor, before adding, if only hed said yes. It would have been too late to revive his wife, but I still might have saved him.


    
      
    


    [image: img-16]


    
      
    


    PATRICK OFLYNN STOOD in front of H. Samuel, the jewellers, holding a brick in his right hand. He was staring intently at the window. He smiled, raised his arm and hurled the brick at the glass pane. The window shattered like a spiders web, but remained firmly in place. An alarm was immediately set off, which in the still of a clear, cold October night could be heard half a mile away. More important to Pat, the alarm was directly connected to the local police station.


    Pat didnt move as he continued to stare at his handiwork. He only had to wait ninety seconds before he heard the sound of a siren in the distance. He bent down and retrieved the brick from the pavement, as the whining noise grew louder and louder. When the police car came to a screeching halt by the kerbside, Pat raised the brick above his head and leant back, like an Olympic javelin thrower intent on a gold medal. Two policemen leapt out of the car. The older one ignored Pat, who remained poised, arm above his head with the brick in his hand, and walked across to the window to check the damage. Although the pane was shattered, it was still firmly in place. In any case, an iron security grille had descended behind the window, something Pat knew full well would happen. But when the sergeant returned to the station, he would still have to phone the manager, get him out of bed and ask him to come down to the shop and turn off the alarm.


    The sergeant turned round to find Pat still standing with the brick high above his head.
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    OK, Pat, hand it over and get in, said the sergeant, as he held open the back door of the police car.


    Pat smiled, passed the brick to the fresh-faced constable and said, Youll need this as evidence.


    The young constable was speechless.


    Thank you, Sergeant, said Pat as he climbed into the back of the car, and, smiling at the young constable, who took his place behind the wheel, asked, Have I ever told you about the time I tried to get a job on a building site in Liverpool?


    Many times, interjected the sergeant, as he took his place next to Pat and pulled the back door closed.


    No handcuffs? queried Pat.


    I dont want to be handcuffed to you, said the sergeant, I want to be rid of you. Why dont you just go back to Ireland?


    An altogether inferior class of prison, Pat explained, and in any case, they dont treat me with the same degree of respect as you do, Sergeant, he added, as the car moved away from the kerb and headed back towards the police station.


    Can you tell me your name? Pat asked, leaning forward to address the young constable.


    Constable Cooper.


    Are you by any chance related to Chief Inspector Cooper?


    Hes my father.


    A gentleman, said Pat. Weve had many a cup of tea and biscuits together. I hope hes in fine fettle.


    Hes just retired, said Constable Cooper.


    Im sorry to hear that, said Pat. Will you tell him that Pat OFlynn asked after him? And please send him, and your dear mother, my best wishes.


    Stop taking the piss, Pat, said the sergeant. The boys only been out of Peel House for a few weeks, he added, as the car came to a halt outside the police station. The sergeant climbed out of the back and held the door open for Pat.


    Thank you, Sergeant, said Pat, as if he was addressing the doorman at the Ritz. The constable grinned as the sergeant accompanied Pat up the stairs and into the police station.


    Ah, and a very good evening to you, Mr Baker, said Pat when he saw who it was standing behind the desk.


    Oh, Christ, said the duty sergeant. It cant be October already.


    Im afraid so, Sergeant, said Pat. I was wondering if my usual cell is available. Ill only be staying overnight, you understand.


    Im afraid not, said the desk sergeant, its already occupied by a real criminal. Youll have to be satisfied with cell number two.


    But Ive always had cell number one in the past, protested Pat.


    The desk sergeant looked up and raised an eyebrow.


    No, Im to blame, admitted Pat. I should have asked my secretary to call and book in advance. Do you need to take an imprint of my credit card?


    No, I have all your details on file, the desk sergeant assured him.


    How about fingerprints?


    Unless youve found a way of removing your old ones, Pat, I dont think we need another set. But I suppose youd better sign the charge sheet.


    Pat took the proffered biro and signed on the bottom line with a flourish.


    Take him down to cell number two, Constable.


    Thank you, Sergeant, said Pat as he was led away. He stopped, turned around and said, I wonder, Sergeant, if you could give me a wake-up call around seven, a cup of tea, Earl Grey preferably, and a copy of the Irish Times.


    Piss off, Pat, said the desk sergeant, as the constable tried to stifle a laugh.


    Which reminds me, said Pat, have I told you about the time I tried to get a job on a building site in Liverpool, and the foreman


    Get him out of my sight, Constable, if you dont want to spend the rest of the month on traffic duty.


    The constable grabbed Pat by the elbow and hurried him downstairs.


    No need to come with me, said Pat. I can find my own way. This time the constable did laugh as he placed a key in the lock of cell number two. The young policeman unlocked the cell and pulled open the heavy door, allowing Pat to stroll in.


    Thank you, Constable Cooper, said Pat. I look forward to seeing you in the morning.


    Ill be off duty, said Constable Cooper.


    Then Ill see you this time next year, said Pat without explanation, and dont forget to pass on my best wishes to your father, he added as the four-inch-thick iron door was slammed shut.


    Pat studied the cell for a few moments: a steel washbasin, a bog and a bed, one sheet, one blanket and one pillow. Pat was reassured by the fact that nothing had changed since last year. He fell on the horsehair mattress, placed his head on the rock-hard pillow and slept all night  for the first time in weeks.


    Pat was woken from a deep sleep at seven the following morning, when the cell-door flap was flicked open and two black eyes stared in.


    Good morning, Pat, said a friendly voice.


    Good morning, Wesley, said Pat, not even opening his eyes. And how are you?


    Im well, replied Wesley, but sorry to see you back. He paused. I suppose it must be October.


    It certainly is, said Pat climbing off the bed, and its important that I look my best for this mornings show trial.


    Anything you need in particular?


    A cup of tea would be most acceptable, but what I really require is a razor, a bar of soap, a toothbrush and some toothpaste. I dont have to remind you, Wesley, that a defendant is entitled to this simple request before he makes an appearance in court.


    Ill see you get them, said Wesley, and would you like to read my copy of the Sun?


    Thats kind of you, Wesley, but if the chief superintendent has finished with yesterdays Times, Id prefer that. A West Indian chuckle was followed by the closing of the shutter on the cell door.


    Pat didnt have to wait long before he heard a key turn in the lock. The heavy door was pulled open to reveal the smiling face of Wesley Pickett, a tray in one hand, which he placed on the end of the bed.


    Thank you, Wesley, said Pat as he stared down at the bowl of cornflakes, small carton of skimmed milk, two slices of burnt toast and a boiled egg. I do hope Molly remembered, added Pat, that I like my eggs lightly boiled, for two and a half minutes.


    Molly left last year, said Wesley. I think youll find the egg was boiled last night by the desk sergeant.


    You cant get the staff nowadays, said Pat. I blame it on the Irish, myself. Theyre no longer committed to domestic service, he added as he tapped the top of his egg with a plastic spoon. Wesley, have I told you about the time I tried to get a labouring job on a building site in Liverpool, and the foreman, a bloody Englishman Pat looked up and sighed as he heard the door slam and the key turn in the lock. I suppose I must have told him the story before, he muttered to himself.


    After Pat had finished breakfast, he cleaned his teeth with a toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste that were even smaller than the ones theyd supplied on his only experience of an Aer Lingus flight to Dublin. Next, he turned on the hot tap in the tiny steel washbasin. The slow trickle of water took some time to turn from cold to lukewarm. He rubbed the mean piece of soap between his fingers until hed whipped up enough cream to produce a lather, which he then smeared all over his stubbled face. Next he picked up the plastic Bic razor, and began the slow process of removing a four-day-old stubble. He finally dabbed his face with a rough green hand towel, not much larger than a flannel.


    Pat sat on the end of the bed and, while he waited, read Wesleys Sun from cover to cover in four minutes. Only an article by their political editor Trevor Kavanagh  he must surely be an Irishman, thought Pat  was worthy of his attention. Pats thoughts were interrupted when the heavy metal door was pulled open once again.


    Lets be avin you, Pat, said Sergeant Webster. Youre first on this morning.


    Pat accompanied the officer back up the stairs, and when he saw the desk sergeant, asked, Could I have my valuables back, Mr Baker? Youll find them in the safe.


    Like what? said the desk sergeant, looking up.


    My pearl cufflinks, the Cartier Tank watch and a silver-topped cane engraved with my family crest.


    I flogged em all off last night, Pat, said the desk sergeant.


    Probably for the best, remarked Pat. I wont be needing them where Im going, he added, before following Sergeant Webster out of the front door and onto the pavement.


    Jump in the front, said the sergeant, as he climbed behind the wheel of a panda car.


    But Im entitled to two officers to escort me to court, insisted Pat. Its a Home Office regulation.


    It may well be a Home Office regulation, the sergeant replied, but were short-staffed this morning, two off sick, and one away on a training course.


    But what if I tried to escape?


    A blessed release, said Sergeant Webster, as he pulled away from the kerb, because that would save us all a lot of trouble.


    And what would you do if I decided to punch you?


    Id punch you back, said an exasperated sergeant.


    Thats not very friendly, suggested Pat.


    Sorry, Pat, said the sergeant. Its just that I promised my wife that Id be off duty by ten this morning, so we could go shopping. He paused. So she wont be best pleased with me  or you for that matter.


    I apologize, Sergeant Webster, said Pat. Next October Ill try to find out which shift youre on, so I can be sure to avoid it. Perhaps youd pass on my apologies to Mrs Webster.


    The sergeant would have laughed, if it had been anyone else, but he knew Pat meant it.


    Any idea who Ill be up in front of this morning? asked Pat as the car came to a halt at a set of traffic lights.


    Thursday, said the sergeant, as the lights turned green and he pushed the gear lever back into first. It must be Perkins.


    Councillor Arnold Perkins OBE, oh good, said Pat. Hes got a very short fuse. So if he doesnt give me a long enough sentence, Ill just have to light it, he added as the car swung into the private carpark at the back of Marylebone Road Magistrates Court. A court officer was heading towards the police car just as Pat stepped out.


    Good morning, Mr Adams, said Pat.


    When I looked at the list of defendants this morning, Pat, and saw your name, said Mr Adams, I assumed it must be that time of the year when you make your annual appearance. Follow me, Pat, and lets get this over with as quickly as possible.


    Pat accompanied Mr Adams through the back door of the courthouse and on down the long corridor to a holding cell.


    Thank you, Mr Adams, said Pat as he took a seat on a thin wooden bench that was cemented to a wall along one side of the large oblong room. If youd be kind enough to just leave me for a few moments, Pat added, so that I can compose myself before the curtain goes up.


    Mr Adams smiled, and turned to leave.


    By the way, said Pat, as Mr Adams touched the handle of the door, did I tell you about the time I tried to get a labouring job on a building site in Liverpool, but the foreman, a bloody Englishman, had the nerve to ask me


    Sorry, Pat, some of us have got a job to do, and in any case, you told me that story last October. He paused. And, come to think of it, the October before.


    Pat sat silently on the bench and, as he had nothing else to read, considered the graffiti on the wall. Perkins is a prat. He felt able to agree with that sentiment. Man U are the champions. Someone had crossed out Man U and replaced it with Chelsea. Pat wondered if he should cross out Chelsea, and write in Cork, whom neither team had ever defeated. As there was no clock on the wall, Pat couldnt be sure how much time had passed before Mr Adams finally returned to escort him up to the courtroom. Adams was now dressed in a long black gown, looking like Pats old headmaster.


    Follow me, Mr Adams intoned solemnly.


    Pat remained unusually silent as they proceeded down the yellow brick road, as the old lags call the last few yards before you climb the steps and enter the back door of the court. Pat ended up standing in the dock, with a bailiff by his side.
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    Pat stared up at the bench and looked at the three magistrates who made up this mornings panel. Something was wrong. He had been expecting to see Mr Perkins, who had been bald this time last year, almost Pickwickian. Now, suddenly, he seemed to have sprouted a head of fair hair. On his right was Councillor Steadman, a liberal, who was much too lenient for Pats liking. On the chairmans left sat a middle-aged lady whom Pat had never seen before; her thin lips and piggy eyes gave Pat a little confidence that the liberal could be outvoted two to one, especially if he played his cards right. Miss Piggy looked as if she would have happily supported capital punishment for shoplifters.


    Sergeant Webster stepped into the witness box and took the oath.


    What can you tell us about this case, Sergeant? Mr Perkins asked, once the oath had been administered.


    May I refer to my notes, your honour? asked Sergeant Webster, turning to face the chairman of the panel. Mr Perkins nodded, and the sergeant turned over the cover of his notepad.


    I apprehended the defendant at two oclock this morning, after he had thrown a brick at the window of H. Samuel, the jewellers, on Mason Street.


    Did you see him throw the brick, Sergeant?


    No, I did not, admitted Webster, but he was standing on the pavement with the brick in his hand when I apprehended him.


    And had he managed to gain entry? asked Perkins.


    No, sir, said the sergeant, but he was about to throw the brick again when I arrested him.


    The same brick?


    I think so.


    And had he done any damage?


    He had shattered the glass, but a security grille prevented him from removing anything.


    How valuable were the goods in the window? asked Mr Perkins.


    There were no goods in the window, replied the sergeant, because the manager always locks them up in the safe, before going home at night.


    Mr Perkins looked puzzled and, glancing down at the charge sheet, said, I see you have charged OFlynn with attempting to break and enter.


    That is correct, sir, said Sergeant Webster, returning his notebook to a back pocket of his trousers.


    Mr Perkins turned his attention to Pat. I note that you have entered a plea of guilty on the charge sheet, OFlynn.


    Yes, mlord.


    Then Ill have to sentence you to three months, unless you can offer some explanation. He paused and looked down at Pat over the top of his half-moon spectacles. Do you wish to make a statement? he asked.


    Three months is not enough, mlord.


    I am not a lord, said Mr Perkins firmly.


    Oh, arent you? said Pat. Its just that I thought as you were wearing a wig, which you didnt have this time last year, you must be a lord.


    Watch your tongue, said Mr Perkins, or I may have to consider putting your sentence up to six months.


    Thats more like it, mlord, said Pat.


    If thats more like it, said Mr Perkins, barely able to control his temper, then I sentence you to six months. Take the prisoner down.


    Thank you, mlord, said Pat, and added under his breath, see you this time next year.


    The bailiff hustled Pat out of the dock and quickly down the stairs to the basement.


    Nice one, Pat, he said before locking him back up in a holding cell.


    Pat remained in the holding cell while he waited for all the necessary forms to be filled in. Several hours passed before the cell door was finally opened and he was escorted out of the courthouse to his waiting transport; not on this occasion a panda car driven by Sergeant Webster, but a long blue-and-white van with a dozen tiny cubicles inside, known as the sweat box.


    Where are they taking me this time? Pat asked a not very communicative officer whom hed never seen before.


    Youll find out when you get there, Paddy, was all he got in reply.


    Have I ever told you about the time I tried to get a job on a building site in Liverpool?


    No, replied the officer, and I dont want to ear


    and the foreman, a bloody Englishman, had the nerve to ask me if I knew the difference between a Pat was shoved up the steps of the van and pushed into a little cubicle that resembled a lavatory on a plane. He fell onto the plastic seat as the door was slammed behind him.
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    Pat stared out of the tiny square window, and when the vehicle turned south onto Baker Street, realized it had to be Belmarsh. Pat sighed. At least theyve got a half-decent library, he thought, and I may even be able to get back my old job in the kitchen.


    When the Black Maria pulled up outside the prison gates, his guess was confirmed. A large green board attached to the prison gate announced BELMARSH, and some wag had replaced BEL with HELL. The van proceeded through one set of double-barred gates, and then another, before finally coming to a halt in a barren yard.


    Twelve prisoners were herded out of the van and marched up the steps to an induction area, where they waited in line. Pat smiled when he reached the front of the queue and saw who was behind the desk, checking them all in.


    And how are we this fine pleasant evening, Mr Jenkins? Pat asked.


    The Senior Officer looked up from behind his desk and said, It cant be October already.


    It most certainly is, Mr Jenkins, Pat confirmed, and may I offer my commiserations on your recent loss.


    My recent loss, repeated Mr Jenkins. What are you talking about, Pat?


    Those fifteen Welshmen who appeared in Dublin earlier this year, passing themselves off as a rugby team.


    Dont push your luck, Pat.


    Would I, Mr Jenkins, when I was hoping that you would allocate me my old cell?


    The SO ran his finger down the list of available cells. Fraid not, Pat, he said with an exaggerated sigh, its already double-booked. But Ive got just the person for you to spend your first night with, he added, before turning to the night officer. Why dont you escort OFlynn to cell one nineteen.


    The night officer looked uncertain, but after a further look from Mr Jenkins, all he said was, Follow me, Pat.


    So who has Mr Jenkins selected to be my pad mate on this occasion? enquired Pat, as the night officer accompanied him down the long, grey-brick corridor before coming to a halt at the first set of double-barred gates. Is it to be Jack the Ripper, or Michael Jackson?


    Youll find out soon enough, responded the night officer as the second of the barred gates slid open.


    Have I ever told you, asked Pat, as they walked out on to the ground floor of B block, about the time I tried to get a job on a building site in Liverpool, and the foreman, a bloody Englishman, had the nerve to ask me if I knew the difference between a joist and a girder?


    Pat waited for the officer to respond, as they came to a halt outside cell number 119. He placed a large key in the lock.


    No, Pat, you havent, the night officer said as he pulled open the heavy door. So what is the difference between a joist and a girder? he demanded.


    Pat was about to reply, but when he looked into the cell was momentarily silenced.


    Good evening, mlord, said Pat, for the second time that day. The night officer didnt wait for a reply. He slammed the door closed, and turned the key in the lock.


    Pat spent the rest of the evening telling me, in graphic detail, all that had taken place since two oclock that morning. When he had finally come to the end of his tale, I simply asked, Why October?


    Once the clocks go back, said Pat, I prefer to be inside, where Im guaranteed three meals a day and a cell with central heating. Sleeping rough is all very well in the summer, but its not so clever during an English winter.


    But what would you have done if Mr Perkins had sentenced you to a year? I asked.


    Id have been on my best behaviour from day one, said Pat, and they would have released me in six months. They have a real problem with overcrowding at the moment, he explained.


    But if Mr Perkins had stuck to his original sentence of just three months, you would have been released in January, mid-winter.


    Not a hope, said Pat. Just before I was due to be let out, I would have been found with a bottle of Guinness in my cell. A misdemeanour for which the governor is obliged to automatically add a further three months to your sentence, and that would have taken me comfortably through to April.


    I laughed. And is that how you intend to spend the rest of your life? I asked.


    I dont think that far ahead, admitted Pat. Six months is quite enough to be going on with, he added, as he climbed on to the top bunk and switched off the light.


    Goodnight, Pat, I said, as I rested my head on the pillow.


    Have I ever told you about the time I tried to get a job on a building site in Liverpool? asked Pat, just as I was falling asleep.


    No, you havent, I replied.


    Well, the foreman, a bloody Englishman, no offence intended  I smiled  had the nerve to ask me if I knew the difference between a joist and a girder.


    And do you? I asked.


    I most certainly do. Joyce wrote Ulysses, and Goethe wrote Faust.


    Patrick OFlynn died of hypothermia on 23 November 2005, while sleeping under the arches on Victoria Embankment in central London.


    His body was discovered by a young constable, just a hundred yards away from the Savoy Hotel.


    
      
    


    [image: img-20]


    
      
    


    THEY CHARGED ME with the wrong offence, and sentenced me for the wrong crime, Max said as he lay in the bunk below me, rolling another cigarette.


    While I was in prison, I heard this claim voiced by inmates on several occasions, but in the case of Max Glover it turned out to be true.


    Max was serving a three-year sentence for obtaining money by false pretences. Not his game. Maxs speciality was removing small items from large homes. He once told me, with considerable professional pride, that it could be years before an owner became aware that a family heirloom has gone missing, especially, Max added, if you take one small, but valuable, object from a cluttered room.


    Mind you, continued Max, Im not complaining, because if they had charged me with the crime I did commit, I would have ended up with a much longer sentence  he paused  and nothing to look forward to once Im released.


    Max knew he had aroused my curiosity, and as I had nowhere to go for the next three hours before the cell door would be opened for Association  that glorious forty-five minutes when prisoners are allowed out of their cell for a stroll around the yard  I picked up my pen, and said, OK, Max, Im hooked. So tell me how you came to be sentenced for the wrong crime.


    Max struck a match, lit his hand-rolled cigarette and inhaled deeply before he began. In prison, every action is exaggerated, as no one is in a hurry. I lay on the bunk above and waited patiently.


    Does the Kennington Set mean anything to you? Max began.


    No, I replied, assuming he must be referring to a group of red-coated gentlemen on horseback, glass of port in one hand, whip in the other, surrounded by a pack of hounds with intent to spend their Saturday morning in pursuit of a furry animal with a bushy tail. I was wrong. The Kennington Set, as Max went on to explain, was in fact a chess set.


    But no ordinary chess set, he assured me. I became more interested. The pieces were probably crafted by Lu Ping (14691540), a master craftsman of the Ming Dynasty (13681644). All thirty-two ivory pieces were exquisitely carved and then delicately painted in red and white. The details have been faithfully recorded in several historic documents, though it has never been conclusively established exactly how many sets Lu Ping was responsible for producing in his lifetime.


    Three complete sets were known to be in existence, continued Max as smoke spiralled up from the lower bunk. The first is displayed in the throne room of the Peoples Palace in Peking; the second in the Mellon Collection in Washington, and the third at the British Museum. Many collectors scoured the great continent of China in search of the fabled fourth set, and although such efforts always ended in failure, several individual pieces appeared on the market from time to time.


    Max stubbed out the smallest cigarette butt I have ever seen. I was at the time, continued Max, carrying out some research into the smaller objects of Kennington Hall in Yorkshire.


    How did you manage that? I asked.


    Country Life commissioned Lord Kennington to write a coffee-table book for Christmas, in which he detailed the treasures of Kennington Hall, Max said, before rolling a second cigarette. Most considerate of him, he added.


    Among the peers ancestors was one James Kennington (15521618), a true adventurer, buccaneer, and loyal servant of Queen Elizabeth I. James rescued the first set in 1588, only moments before he sunk the Isabella. On returning to Plymouth, following a seventeen-four victory in the match against the Spanish, Captain Kennington lavished treasure plundered from the sinking ship on his monarch. Her Majesty always showed a great deal of interest in anything solid, especially if she could wear it  gold, silver, pearls or rare gems  and rewarded Captain Kennington with a knighthood. Elizabeth had no use for the chess set, so Sir James was stuck with it. Unlike Sir Francis or Sir Walter, Sir James continued to plunder the high seas. He was so successful that, a decade later, his monarch elevated him to the House of Lords, with the title the first Lord Kennington, for services rendered to the Crown. Max paused before adding, The only difference between a pirate and a peer is who you divide the spoils with.


    The second Lord Kennington, like his monarch, showed no interest in chess, so the set was left to gather dust in one of the ninety-two rooms in Kennington Hall. As there were few historical incidents worthy of mention during the uneventful lives of the third, fourth, fifth or sixth Lords Kennington, we can only assume that the remarkable chess set remained in situ, its pieces never moved in anger. The seventh Lord Kennington served as a colonel in the 12th Light Dragoons at the time of Waterloo. The colonel played the occasional game of chess, so the set was dusted down and returned to the Long Gallery.


    The eighth Lord Kennington was slaughtered during the Charge of the Light Brigade, the ninth in the Boer War, and the tenth at Ypres. The eleventh, a playboy, led a more peaceful life, but eventually found it necessary, for pecuniary reasons  Kennington Hall required a new roof  to open his home to the public. They turned up every weekend in countless numbers, and for a small sum were allowed to stroll around the Hall; when they ventured into the Long Gallery they came across the Chinese masterpiece on its stand, surrounded by a red rope.


    With mounting debts, which the publics entrance fees could not offset, the eleventh Lord Kennington was forced to sell off several of the family heirlooms, including the Kennington Set.


    Christies placed an estimate of 100,000 on the masterpiece, but the auctioneers hammer finally fell at 230,000.


    When you next visit Washington, added Max between puffs, you can view the original Kennington Set, as its now part of the Mellon Collection. This would have been the end of my tale, continued Max, if the eleventh Lord Kennington hadnt married an American striptease artiste, who gave birth to a son. This child displayed a quality that the Kennington lineage had not troubled themselves with for several generations  brains.


    The Hon. Harry Kennington became, much to the disapproval of his father, a hedge-fund manager, and thus the natural heir to the first Lord Kennington. He was a man who took as easily to the currency market as his pirate ancestor had to the high seas. By the age of twenty-seven, Harry had plundered his first million as an asset stripper, much to his mothers amusement, who suggested that stripping was clearly a hereditary trait. By the time Harry inherited the title he was chairman of Kenningtons Bank. The first thing he did with his new-found wealth was to set about restoring Kennington Hall to its former glory. He certainly did not allow members of the public to pay five pounds to park their cars on his front lawn.


    The twelfth Lord Kennington, like his father, also married a remarkable woman. Elsie Trumpshaw was the offspring of a Yorkshire cotton mill proprietor, and the product of a Cheltenham Ladies College education. Like any self-respecting Yorkshire lass, Elsie considered the saying, If you take care of the pennies, the pounds will take care of themselves to be a creed, not a clich.


    While her husband was away making money, Elsie was unquestionably the mistress of Kennington Hall. Having spent her formative years wearing her elder sisters hand-me-downs, carrying her thumbed books to school and later borrowing her lipstick, whatever the colour, Elsie was well qualified to be the guardian of a hereditary pile. With consummate skill, diligence and good housekeeping, she set about the maintenance and upkeep of the newly restored Hall. Although she had no interest in the game of chess, she was irritated by the empty display cabinet in the Long Gallery. She finally solved the problem while strolling around a local car-boot sale, said Max, and at the same time changed the fortunes of so many people, myself included. Max stubbed out his second cigarette and I was relieved that he didnt immediately roll another, as our little cell was fast coming to resemble Paddington Station in the era of the steam engine.


    ***


    Elsie was trudging around a car-boot sale in Pudsey on a rainy Sunday morning  she only ever attended such events when it was raining, as that ensured fewer customers and it was therefore easier for her to strike a bargain. She was rummaging through some clothes when she came across the chessboard. The red and white squares brought back memories of a photograph she had seen in the old Christies catalogue, dating from when the original set had been sold. Elsie bargained for some time with the man standing at the back of an ancient Jaguar, and ended up having to part with 23 for the ivory chessboard.


    When Elsie returned to the Hall, she placed the newly acquired board in the empty display cabinet and was delighted to discover that it was a perfect fit. She thought nothing more of the coincidence, until her uncle Bertie advised her to have it valued  for insurance purposes, he explained.


    Unconvinced, but unwilling to slight her uncle, Elsie took the board up to London on one of her monthly trips to visit her aunt Gertrude. Lady Kennington  she was always Lady Kennington in London  dropped into Sothebys on her way to Fortnum & Mason. A young assistant in the Chinese department asked if her ladyship would be kind enough to come back later that afternoon, by which time their expert would have placed a value on the board.


    Elsie returned to Sothebys after a leisurely lunch with Aunt Gertrude. She was greeted by a Mr Sencill, the head of the Chinese department, who offered the opinion that the piece was unquestionably Ming Dynasty.


    And are you able to place a value on it  she paused  for insurance purposes?


    Two thousand, two thousand five hundred, mlady, said Mr Sencill. Ming chessboards are fairly common, he explained. It is the individual pieces that are rare, and a complete set . . . He raised the palms of his hands and placed them together, as if praying to the unseen God of auctioneers. Are you perhaps considering selling the board? he enquired.


    No, replied Elsie firmly. On the contrary, Im thinking of adding to it.


    The expert smiled. After all, Sothebys is nothing more than a glorified pawn shop, with each generation of the aristocracy either buying or selling.


    On arriving back at Kennington Hall, Elsie returned the board to its position of honour in the drawing room.


    Aunt Gertrude set the ball rolling. On Christmas Day she presented her niece with a white pawn. Elsie placed the single piece on the empty board. It looked lonely.


    And now, my dear, you must see if you can complete the set in your lifetime, the old lady challenged, unaware of the chain of events she was about to set in motion. What had begun as a whim, while attending a car-boot sale in Pudsey, turned into an obsession, as Elsie began to search the globe for the missing pieces. The first Lord Kennington would have been proud of her.


    When Lady Kennington gave birth to their first son, Edward, a grateful husband presented his wife with a white queen. A magnificently sculptured ivory lady adorned in a long, intricately carved royal gown. Her Majesty stared down with disdain on the single pawn.


    The next acquisition was another white pawn, acquired by Uncle Bertie from a dealer in New York. This allowed the white queen to reign over two of her subjects.


    The birth of a second son, James, was rewarded with a red bishop, resplendent in a flowing surplice and carrying a shepherds crook. The queen and her two subjects were now able to celebrate Holy Communion, even if they had to travel to the other side of the board to do so. Soon the whole family began to join in the search for the missing pieces. A red pawn was the next acquisition, when it came under the auctioneers hammer at Bonhams. He took up his place on the far side of the board, waiting to be taken. By now, everyone in the trade was only too aware of Lady Kenningtons lifetime mission.


    Next to find its place on the board was a white castle, which Aunt Gertrude left Elsie in her will.


    In 1991 the twelfth Lord Kennington passed away, by which time the white set was lacking only two pawns and a knight, while the red set was short of four pawns, one rook and a king.


    On 11 May 1992, a dealer in possession of three red pawns and a white knight knocked on the door of Kennington Hall. He had recently returned from a journey through the outer regions of China. A long and arduous trek, he told her ladyship. But, he assured her, he had not returned empty-handed.


    Although her ladyship was in her declining years, she still held out for several days, before the dealer finally settled his bill at the Kennington Arms and left clutching a cheque for 26,000.


    Despite following up rumours from Hong Kong, flying to Boston, contacting dealers as far afield as Moscow and Mexico, rumour rarely became reality in Lady Kenningtons unremitting search for the last of the missing pieces.


    During the next few years, Edward, the thirteenth Lord Kennington, came across the last red pawn and a red rook in the home of a penniless peer, who had been on the same staircase as Eddie at Eton. His brother James, not to be outdone, acquired two white pawns from a dealer in Bangkok.
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    This left only the red king to be unearthed.


    The family had for some time been paying well over the odds for any missing pieces, since every dealer across the globe was well aware that if Lady Kennington was able to complete the set it would be worth a fortune.


    When Elsie entered her ninth decade, she informed her sons that on her demise she planned to divide the estate equally between the two of them, with one proviso. She intended to bequeath the chess set to whichever one of them found the missing red king.


    Elsie died at the age of eighty-three, without her king.


    Edward had already acquired the title  something you cant dispose of in a will  and now, after death duties, also inherited the Hall and a further 857,000. James moved into the Cadogan Square apartment, and also received the sum of 857,000. The Kennington Set remained in its display case for all to admire, one square still unoccupied, ownership unresolved. Enter Max Glover.


    Max had one undisputed gift, his ability to wield a willow. Educated at one of Englands minor public schools, his talent as a stylish left-handed batsman allowed him to mix with the very people that he would later rob. After all, a chap who can score an effortless half century is obviously somebody one can trust.


    Away fixtures suited Max best, as they allowed him the opportunity to meet eleven potential new victims. Kennington Village XI was no exception. By the time his lordship had joined the two teams for tea in the pavilion, Max had wormed out of the local umpire the history of the Kennington Set, including the provision in the will that whichever son came up with the missing red king would automatically inherit the complete set.


    Max boldly asked his lordship, while devouring a portion of Victoria sponge, if he might be allowed to view the Kennington Set, as he was fascinated by the game of chess. Lord Kennington was only too happy to invite a man with such an effortless cover drive into his drawing room. The moment Max spotted the empty square, a plan began to form in his mind. A few well-planted questions were indiscreetly answered by his host. Max avoided making any reference to his lordships brother, or the clause in the will. He then spent the rest of the afternoon at square leg, refining his plan. He dropped two catches.
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    When the match was over, Max declined an invitation to join the rest of the team at the village pub, explaining that he had urgent business in London.


    Moments after arriving back at his flat in Hammersmith, Max phoned an old lag hed shared a pad with when hed been locked up in a previous establishment. The former inmate assured Max that he could deliver, but it would take him about a month and would cost im.


    Max chose a Sunday afternoon to return to Kennington Hall and continue his research. He left his ancient MG  soon to become a collectors item, he tried to convince himself  in the visitors carpark. He followed signs to the front door, where he handed over five pounds in exchange for an entrance ticket. Maintenance and running costs had once again made it necessary for the Hall to be opened to the public at weekends.


    Max walked purposefully down a long corridor adorned with ancestral portraits painted by such luminaries as Romney, Gainsborough, Lely and Stubbs. Each would have fetched a fortune on the open market, but Maxs eyes were set on a far smaller object, currently residing in the Long Gallery.


    When Max entered the room that displayed the Kennington Set, he found the masterpiece surrounded by an attentive group of visitors who were being addressed by a tour guide. Max stood at the back of the crowd and listened to a tale he knew only too well. He waited patiently for the group to move on to the dining room and admire the family silver.


    Several pieces were captured at the time of the Armada, the tour guide intoned as the group followed him into an adjoining room.


    Max looked back down the corridor to check that the next group was not about to descend upon him. He placed a hand in his pocket and withdrew the red king. Other than the colour, the intricately carved piece was identical in every detail to the white king standing on the opposite side of the board. Max knew the counterfeit would not pass a carbon-dating test, but he was satisfied that he was in possession of a perfect copy. He left Kennington Hall a few minutes later, and drove back to London.


    Maxs next problem was to decide which city would have the most relaxed security to carry out his coup: London, Washington or Peking. The Peoples Palace in Peking won by a short head. However, when it came to considering the cost of the whole exercise, the British Museum was the only horse left in the race. But what finally tipped the balance for Max was the thought of spending the next five years locked up in a Chinese jail, an American penitentiary, or residing at an open prison in the east of England. England won in a canter.


    The following morning Max visited the British Museum for the first time in his life. The lady seated behind the information desk directed him to the back of the ground floor, where the Chinese collection is housed.


    Max discovered that hundreds of Chinese artefacts occupied the fifteen rooms, and it took him the best part of an hour to locate the chess set. He had considered seeking guidance from one of the uniformed guards, but as he had no desire to draw attention to himself, and also doubted that they would be able to answer his question, he thought better of it.


    Max had to hang around for some time before he was left alone in the room. He could not afford a member of the public or, worse, a guard, to witness his little subterfuge. Max noted that the security guard covered four rooms every thirty minutes. He would therefore have to wait until the guard had departed for the Islam room, while at the same time being sure that no other visitors were in sight, before he could make his move.


    It was another hour before Max felt confident enough to take the bastard out of his pocket and compare the piece with the legitimate king, standing proudly on its red square in the display cabinet. The two kings stared at each other, identical twins, except that one was an impostor. Max glanced around  the room was still empty. After all, it was eleven oclock on a Tuesday morning, half term, and the sun was shining.


    Max waited until the guard had moved on to Islamic artefacts before he carried out his well-rehearsed move. With the help of a Swiss Army knife, he carefully prised open the lid of the display cabinet that covered the Chinese masterpiece. A raucous alarm immediately sounded, but long before the first guard appeared, Max had switched the two kings, replaced the cover of the case, opened a window and strolled casually into the next room. He was studying the costume of a samurai when two guards rushed into the adjoining room. One cursed when he spotted the open window, while the other checked to see if anything was missing.

    
    Now, youll want to know, suggested Max, clearly enjoying himself, how I trapped both brothers into a fools mate. I nodded, but he didnt speak again until hed rolled another cigarette. To start with, continued Max, never rush a transaction when youre in possession of something two buyers want, and in this case, desperately want. My next visit  he paused to light his cigarette  was to a shop in the Charing Cross Road. This had not required a great deal of research, because they advertised themselves in the Yellow Pages under Chess, as Marlowes, the people who serve the masters and advise the beginners.


    Max stepped into the musty old shop, to be greeted by an elderly gentleman who resembled one of lifes pawns: someone who took the occasional move forward, but still looked as if he must eventually be taken  certainly not the type who reached the other side of the board to become a king. Max asked the old man about a chess set that he had spotted in the window. There then followed a series of well-rehearsed questions, which casually led to the value of a red king in the Kennington Set.


    Were such a piece ever to come onto the market, the elderly assistant mused, the price could be in excess of fifty thousand pounds, as everyone knows there are two certain bidders.


    It was this piece of information that caused Max to make a few adjustments to his plan. His next problem was that he knew his bank account wouldnt stretch to a visit to New York. He ended up having to acquire several small objects from large houses, which could be disposed of quickly, so he could visit the States with enough capital to put his plan into effect. Luckily it was in the middle of the cricket season.


    When Max landed at JFK, he didnt bother to visit Sothebys or Christies, but instead instructed the yellow cab to drive him to Phillips Auctioneers on East 79th Street. He was relieved to find that, when he produced the delicate carving stolen from the British Museum, the young assistant didnt show a great deal of interest in the piece.


    Are you aware of its provenance? asked the assistant.


    No, replied Max, its been in my family for years.


    Six weeks later a sales catalogue was published. Max was delighted to find that Lot 23 was listed as being of no known provenance, with a high value of $300. As it was not one of the items graced with a photograph, Max felt confident that few, if any, would take much interest in the red king, and it would therefore be unlikely to come to the attention of either Edward or James Kennington. That is, until he made them aware of it.


    A week before the sale was due to take place, Max rang Phillips in New York. He had only one question for the young assistant, who replied that although the catalogue had been available for over a month, no one had shown any particular interest in his red king. Max feigned disappointment.


    The next call Max made was to Kennington Hall. He tempted his lordship with several ifs, buts and even a maybe, which elicited an invitation to join Lord Kennington for lunch at Whites.


    Lord Kennington explained to his guest over a bowl of brown Windsor soup that Max could not produce any papers over lunch as it was against the club rules. Max nodded, placed the Phillips catalogue under his chair, and began an elaborate tale of how by sheer accident, while viewing the figure of a mandarin on behalf of a client, he had come across the red king.


    I would have missed it myself, said Max, if you hadnt acquainted me with its history.


    Lord Kennington did not bother with pudding (bread and butter), cheese (Cheddar) or biscuits (water), but suggested they took coffee in the library, where you are allowed to discuss business.


    Max opened the Phillips catalogue to reveal Lot 23, along with several loose photographs he had not shown the auctioneer. When Lord Kennington saw the estimate of three hundred dollars, his next question was, Do you think Phillips might have told my brother about the sale?


    There is no reason to believe so, replied Max. Ive been assured by one of the assistants working on the sale that the public have shown little interest in lot twenty-three.


    But how can you be so sure of its provenance?


    Thats what I do for a living, said Max with confidence. But you can always have the piece carbon-dated, and if Im proved wrong, you wont have to pay for it.


    Cant ask for more than that, said Lord Kennington, so I suppose Ill have to fly to America and bid for the piece myself, he added, thumping the arm of the leather chair. A cloud of elderly dust rose into the air.


    I wonder if that would be wise, my lord, said Max, after all


    And why not? demanded Kennington.


    Its just that, if you were to fly to the States without explanation, it might arouse unnecessary curiosity among certain members of your family, Max paused, and if you were then spotted in an auction house . . .


    I take your point, said Kennington, and looking across at Max added, so what do you advise, old boy?


    I would be only too happy to represent your lordships interests, said Max.


    And what would you charge for such a service? Lord Kennington enquired.


    One thousand pounds plus expenses, said Max, against two and a half per cent of the hammer price, which I can assure you is standard practice.


    Lord Kennington removed his chequebook from an inside pocket and wrote out the figure 1,000. How much do you estimate the piece might fetch? he asked casually.


    Max was pleased that Lord Kennington had raised the subject of price, as it would have been his next question. That will depend on whether anyone else is privy to our little secret, said Max. However, I would suggest that you place an upper limit of fifty thousand dollars on the piece.


    Fifty thousand? spluttered Kennington in disbelief.


    Hardly excessive, suggested Max, remembering that a complete set could fetch more than a million  he paused  or nothing, were your brother to acquire the red king.


    I take your point, repeated Kennington. But you still might be able to pick it up for a few hundred dollars.


    Lets hope so, said Max.


    Max Glover left Whites Club a few minutes after three, explaining to his host that he had another appointment that afternoon, which indeed he did.


    Max checked his watch and decided he still had enough time to stroll through Green Park and not be late for his next meeting.


    Max arrived in Sloane Square a few minutes before four, and took a seat on a bench opposite the statue of Sir Francis Drake. He began to rehearse his new script. When he heard the clock on a nearby tower chime four times, he leapt up and walked briskly across to Cadogan Square. He stopped at No 16, climbed the steps, and rang the doorbell.


    James Kennington opened the door and greeted his guest with a smile.


    I rang earlier this morning, explained Max. My names Glover.


    James Kennington ushered him through to the drawing room and offered Max a seat by an unlit fire. The younger brother took the seat opposite him.


    Although the apartment was spacious, even grand, there were one or two clear outlines on the walls to suggest where pictures had once hung. Max suspected that they were not being cleaned or reframed. Gossip columns regularly referred to the Hon. Jamess drinking habits and hinted at several unpaid gambling debts.


    When Max came to the end of his tale, he was well prepared for the Hon. Jamess first question.


    How much do you imagine the piece will fetch, Mr Glover?


    A few hundred dollars, Max replied. Thats assuming your brother doesnt find out about the auction. He paused, sipped his tea, and added, In excess of fifty thousand, if he does.


    But I dont have fifty thousand, said James, something else Max was well aware of. And if my brother were to find out, James continued, there would be nothing I could do about it. The terms of the will couldnt be clearer  whoever finds the red king inherits the set.


    Id be willing to put up the necessary capital to secure the piece, said Max, not missing a beat, if in turn you would then agree to sell me the set.


    And how much would you be willing to pay? asked James.


    Half a million, said Max.


    But Sothebys have already valued a complete set at over a million, protested James.


    That may well be the case, said Max, but half a million is surely better than nothing, which would be the outcome if your brother were to learn of the red kings existence.


    But you said that the red king might sell for a few hundred


    In which case, I would require only a thousand pounds in advance, against two and a half per cent of the hammer price, said Max for the second time that afternoon.


    Thats a risk I am quite willing to take, said James with the smile of someone who believes he has gained the upper hand. If the red king should sell for less than fifty thousand, he continued, Id be able to raise the money myself. If it goes for more than fifty thousand, you can purchase the piece and Ill sell you the set for half a million. James sipped his tea, before adding, I cant lose either way.


    Neither can I, thought Max, as he extracted a contract from an inside pocket. James read the document slowly. He looked up and said, You obviously felt confident that I would fall in with your plan, Mr Glover.


    If you hadnt, said Max, my next visit would have been to your brother, which would have left you with nothing. At least now, to quote you, you cant lose either way.


    Presumably I will have to travel to New York, said James.


    Not necessary, replied Max. You can bid for the piece by phone, which has the added advantage that no one else will know whos on the other end of the line.


    But how do I go about that? asked James.


    It couldnt be easier, Max assured him. The New York sale begins at two in the afternoon, which will be seven oclock in the evening in London. The red king is lot twenty-three, so Ill arrange for Phillips to place a call through to you once they reach lot twenty-one. Just be sure youre sitting by the phone, with no one else blocking the line.


    And youll take over, if it goes above fifty thousand?


    You have my word, said Max, looking him straight in the eye.


    Max flew to New York the weekend before the sale was due to take place. He booked himself into a small hotel on the East Side and settled for a room not much larger than our cell, but then he only had enough money left over to cover the endgame.


    Max rose early on the Monday morning. He hadnt been able to sleep because of an orchestra of New York traffic and police sirens. He used the time to go over and over the different permutations that might occur once the sale began. He would be on centre stage for less than two minutes and, if he failed, would be back on the next plane to Heathrow, with nothing to show for his efforts other than an overdrawn bank account.


    He grabbed a bagel on the corner of Third and 66th, before walking another few blocks to Phillips. He spent the rest of the morning at a manuscript sale that was being held in the room where the Chinese auction would take place. He sat silently at the back of the room, watching how the Americans conduct an auction, so that he wouldnt be wrong-footed later that afternoon.


    Max didnt eat any lunch, and not just because his meagre funds were already stretched to their limit. Instead, he used the time to make two overseas calls; the first to Lord Kennington, to confirm that he still had his authority to take the bidding for the red king up to fifty thousand dollars. Max assured him that, the moment the hammer fell, he would call to let him know what sum the piece had sold for. A few minutes later Max made a second call, this time to the Hon. James Kennington at his home in Cadogan Square. James picked up the phone after one ring, clearly relieved to hear Maxs voice on the other end of the line. Max made the Hon. James Kennington exactly the same promise.


    Max replaced the phone and made his way across to the bidding counter, where he gave an assistant the details of James Kenningtons telephone number in London and told her of his intention to bid for Lot 23.


    Leave it to us, sir, the assistant replied. Ill make sure were in touch with him well in time.


    Max thanked the assistant, made his way back to the saleroom and took his favoured place on the end of the eighth row, just to the right of the auctioneer. He began to turn the pages of the catalogue, checking on items in which he had no interest. While he sat around, impatiently waiting for the auctioneer to invite bids for lot number one, he tried to work out who were the dealers, who the serious bidders and who the simply curious.


    By the time the auctioneer climbed the steps of the rostrum at five minutes to two, the saleroom was full of expectant faces. At two oclock the auctioneer smiled down at his clientele.


    Lot number one, he declared, a delicately crafted ivory fisherman.


    The piece sold for $850, giving no hint of the drama that was about to follow.


    Lot 2 reached $1,000, but it wasnt until Lot 17, the figure of a mandarin bent over a desk reading a ledger, that the $5,000 mark was achieved.


    One or two dealers whose only interest was clearly in later lots began to drift into the room, while a couple of others left, having failed or succeeded in acquiring the items theyd been after. Max could hear his heart pounding, although it would still be some time before the auctioneer reached Lot 23.


    He turned his attention to the row of phones on a long table by the side of the room. Only three were manned. When the auctioneer called Lot 21, an assistant started to dial. A few moments later, she cupped a hand over the mouthpiece and began to whisper. When Lot 22 was offered, she spoke briefly to her client again. Max assumed that she must be warning James Kennington that the red king would be the next item to come under the hammer.


    Lot twenty-three, declared the auctioneer glancing down at his notes. An exquisitely carved red king, provenance unknown. Do I have an opening bid of three hundred dollars?


    Max raised his catalogue.


    Five hundred? enquired the auctioneer turning to face the assistant on the phone. She whispered into the mouthpiece and then nodded firmly. The auctioneer turned his attention back to Max, who had raised his catalogue even before a price had been suggested.


    I have a bid of a thousand dollars, said the auctioneer, returning to face the telephone bidder. Two thousand, he ventured, surprised to see the assistant nod so quickly.


    Three thousand? he suggested as he looked back at Max. The catalogue shot up again, and several dealers at the back of the room began chatting among themselves.


    Four thousand? enquired the auctioneer, staring in disbelief at the assistant on the phone. $5,000, $6,000, $7,000, $8,000, $9,000 and $10,000 were overtaken in less than a minute. The auctioneer tried desperately to look as if this was exactly what he had anticipated as the murmurs in the room grew louder and louder. Everyone seemed to have an opinion. One or two dealers abandoned their favoured places and quickly walked to the back of the room, hoping to find an explanation for the bidding frenzy. Some were already beginning to make assumptions, but were in no position to bid under such pressure, especially as the amounts were now going up in leaps of $5,000.


    Max raised his catalogue in response to the auctioneers enquiry, Forty-five thousand? Are you bidding fifty thousand? he enquired of the lady on the telephone. Everyone in the room turned to see how she would respond. For the first time she hesitated. The auctioneer repeated, Fifty thousand. She whispered the figure into the phone and, after a long pause, nodded, but not quite so enthusiastically.


    When Max was offered the piece for $55,000, he also hesitated, taking his time before he finally raised his catalogue.


    Sixty thousand? suggested the auctioneer to the assistant on the phone. Max waited nervously as she cupped her hand over the mouthpiece and repeated the figure. Beads of sweat began to appear on Maxs forehead, as he wondered if James Kennington had managed to raise more than $50,000, in which case he would just about clear his expenses on the whole exercise. After what seemed like an eternity, but was, in fact, only twenty seconds, the assistant shook her head. She put the phone down.


    When the auctioneer smiled in Maxs direction and said, Sold to the gentleman on my left, for fifty-five thousand dollars, Max felt sick, triumphant, dazed and relieved all at the same time.


    Max remained in his place, as he waited for the furore to die down. After a dozen more lots had been disposed of, he slipped quietly out of the room, unaware of the suspicious stares from dealers, who wondered who he was. He strolled across the thick green carpet and stopped at the purchasing counter.


    I wish to leave a deposit on lot twenty-three.


    The clerk looked down at her list. A red king, she said, and double-checked the price. Fifty-five thousand dollars, she added, and looked up at Max for confirmation.


    He nodded as the assistant began to fill in the little boxes on the purchasing document. A few moments later she swivelled the form round for Max to sign.
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    That will be five thousand, five hundred dollars deposit, she said, and the full amount must be settled within twenty-eight days. Max nodded nonchalantly, as if this was a procedure he was well familiar with. He signed the agreement and then wrote out a cheque for $5,500, aware that it would empty his account. He pushed it across the counter. The assistant handed him back the top copy of the agreement and retained the duplicate. When she checked the signature, she hesitated. It might have been a coincidence: after all, Glover was a common enough name. She didnt want to insult a customer, but she knew she would have to report the anomaly to their compliance department, before they could consider cashing the cheque.


    Max left the auction house and headed north to Park Avenue. He strode confidently into Sotheby Parke Bernet and approached the reception desk. He asked if he could have a word with the Head of the Oriental Department. He was kept waiting for only a few minutes.


    On this occasion, Max didnt waste time with any preliminary questions that would have only been a smokescreen to disguise his true intent. After all, as the sales clerk at Phillips had pointed out, he only had twenty-eight days to complete the transaction.


    Should the Kennington Chess Set come onto the market, what would you expect it to fetch? Max asked.


    The expert looked incredulous, although he had already been briefed on the sale of the red king at Phillips, and on the price the piece had fetched. Seven hundred and fifty thousand, possibly as much as a million, came back the reply.


    And if I was able to deliver the Kennington Set, and you were in a position to authenticate it, what amount would Sothebys be willing to advance against a future sale?


    Four hundred thousand, possibly five, if the family were able to confirm that it was the Kennington Set.


    Ill be in touch, promised Max, all his immediate and long-term problems solved.
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    Max checked out of his little hotel on the East Side later that evening, and took a taxi to Kennedy Airport. Once the plane had taken off, he slept soundly for the first time in days.


    The 727 touched down at Heathrow just as the sun was rising over the Thames. Having nothing to declare, Max took the Heathrow Express to Paddington, and was back in his flat in time for breakfast. He began to fantasize about what it would be like to dine regularly at his favourite restaurant and always hail a taxi, rather than having to wait for the next bus.


    Once hed finished breakfast, Max put the plates in the sink and settled down in the one comfortable chair. He began to consider his next move, confident that now the red king had found its place on the board, the game must end in checkmate.


    At eleven oclock  a proper hour to phone a peer of the realm  Max put a call through to Kennington Hall. When the butler transferred the call to Lord Kennington, his first words were, Did we get it?


    Unfortunately not, my lord, replied Max. We were outbid by an unknown party. I carried out your instructions to the letter, and stopped bidding at fifty thousand dollars. He paused. The hammer price was fifty-five thousand.


    There was a long silence. Do you think the other bidder could have been my brother?


    Ive no way of knowing, replied Max. All I can tell you is that they were bidding by phone, no doubt wishing to ensure their anonymity.


    Ill find out soon enough, responded Kennington, before hanging up.


    You certainly will, agreed Max as he began to dial a number in Chelsea.


    Congratulations, said Max the moment he heard the Hon. Jamess plummy voice. Ive purchased the piece, so youre now in a position to claim your inheritance, under the terms of the will.


    Well done, Glover, said James Kennington.


    And the moment you deliver the rest of the set, my lawyers have been instructed to hand over a cheque for four hundred and forty-five thousand dollars, said Max.


    But we agreed on half a million, snapped James.


    Minus the fifty-five thousand I had to pay for the red king. Max paused. Youll find its all spelled out in the contract.


    But James began to protest.


    Would you prefer me to call your brother? Max asked, as the front door bell rang. Because Im still in possession of the piece. James didnt immediately reply. Think about it, added Max, while I answer the front door. Max placed the receiver on the side table, and strolled out into the hall, almost rubbing his hands. He released the chain, undid the Yale lock, and pulled the door open a couple of inches. Two tall men wearing identical trench coats stood in front of him.


    Max Victor Glover? enquired one of them.


    Who wants to know? asked Max.


    Im Detective Inspector Armitage of the Fraud Squad, and this is Detective Sergeant Willis. They both produced warrant cards, with which Max was only too familiar. May we come in, sir?


    Once the police had taken down Maxs statement, which consisted of little more than, Ill need to speak to my solicitor, the two men departed. They then drove up to Yorkshire for a meeting with Lord Kennington. Having obtained a detailed statement from his lordship, they returned to London to interview his brother James. The police found him just as cooperative.


    A week later Max was arrested for fraud. The judge took into account his past blemished record, and did not grant bail.


    But how did they find out that youd stolen the red king? I asked.


    They didnt, Max replied as he stubbed out his cigarette.


    I put my pen down. Im not sure I understand, I murmured from the upper bunk.


    And neither did I, admitted Max, at least not until they charged me. I remained silent, as my pad mate began to roll his next cigarette. When they read out the charge sheet, he continued, no one was more surprised than me.


     Max Victor Glover, you are charged with attempting to obtain money by false pretences. Namely that on October seventeenth, two thousand, you bid fifty-five thousand dollars for a red king, lot twenty-three at Phillips auctioneers in New York, while enticing other interested parties to bid against you, without informing them that you were the owner of the piece. 


    A heavy key turned in the lock and our cell door cranked open.


    Visits, bellowed the wing officer.


    So you see, said Max as he swung his legs off the bunk, I was charged with the wrong offence, and sentenced for the wrong crime.


    But why go through such an elaborate charade, when you could have sold the red king to either of the brothers?


    Because then I would have had to show them how I got hold of the piece in the first place, and if I had been caught . . .


    But you were caught.


    But not charged with theft, Max reminded me.


    So what happened to the red king? I demanded, as we stepped out into the corridor and made our way across to the visits centre.


    It was returned to my solicitor after the trial, said Max, and locked up in his safe, where it will remain until Im released.


    But that means I began.


    Have you ever met Lord Kennington? Max asked casually.


    No, I havent, I replied.


    Then Ill introduce you, old boy, he mimicked, because hes coming to visit me this afternoon. Max paused. I have a feeling that his lordship is about to make me an offer for the red king.


    And will you accept his offer? I asked.


    Steady on, Jeff, Max replied as we entered the visits room. I wont be able to answer that question until next week, when Ive had a visit from his brother James.
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    MIND YOUR OWN business, was Carols advice.


    But it is my business, I reminded my wife as I climbed into bed. Bob and I have been friends for over twenty years.


    All the more reason to keep your own counsel, she insisted.


    But I dont like her, I replied tartly.


    You made that abundantly clear during dinner, Carol reminded me as she switched off her bedside light.


    But surely you can see that its going to end in tears.


    Then youll just have to buy a large box of Kleenex.


    Shes only after his money, I muttered.


    He hasnt got any, replied Carol. Bobs practice is quite successful, but hardly puts him in the Abramovich league.


    That may well be the case, but its still my duty, as a friend, to warn him not to marry her.


    He doesnt want to hear that at the moment, said Carol, so dont even think about it.


    Explain to me, O wise one, I said as I plumped up my pillow, why not.


    Carol ignored my sarcasm. If it should end up in the divorce courts, youll just look smug. If the marriage turns out to be wedded bliss, hell never forgive you  and neither will she.


    I wasnt planning to tell her.


    She already knows exactly how you feel about her, said Carol. Believe me.


    It wont last a year, I predicted, just as the phone rang on my side of the bed. I picked it up, praying it wasnt a patient.


    Ive only got one question for you, said a voice that needed no introduction.


    And whats that, Bob? I asked.


    Will you be my best man?


    Bob Radford and I first met at St Thomas Hospital when we were both house officers. To be more accurate, we had first come into contact with each other on the rugby field, when he tackled me just as I thought I was about to score the winning try. In those days we were on opposite sides.


    After we were appointed senior house officers at Guys, we started playing for the same rugby team and regularly had a mid-week game of squash  which he invariably won. In our final year we ended up sharing digs in Lambeth. We didnt need to look far for female companionship as St Thomas had over three thousand nurses, most of whom wanted sex and for some unfathomable reason considered doctors a safe bet. Both of us looked forward to taking advantage of our new status. And then I fell in love.


    Carol was also a house officer at Guys, and on our first date made it abundantly clear that she wasnt looking for a long-term relationship. However, she underestimated my one talent, persistence. She finally gave in after Id proposed for the ninth time. Carol and I were married a few months after shed qualified.


    Bob headed off in the opposite direction. Whenever we invited him to dinner, he would turn up escorted by a new companion. I sometimes got their names muddled up, a mistake Carol never made. However, as the years passed, even Bobs appetite to taste some new delicacy from the table dhte became less hearty than it had been during his student days; after all, we had both recently celebrated our fortieth birthdays. It didnt help when Bob was named in the student rag as the most eligible bachelor in the hospital, not least because he had built up one of the most successful private practices in London. He had a set of rooms in Harley Street, with none of the expenses associated with marital bliss. But now that finally seemed to be coming to an end.


    When Bob invited Carol and me to join him for dinner so that he could introduce us to Fiona, whom he described as the woman he was going to spend the rest of his life with, we were both surprised and delighted. We were also a little perplexed as we couldnt recall the name of his last girlfriend. We were fairly confident it wasnt Fiona.


    When we arrived at the restaurant, we saw the two of them seated in the far corner of the room, holding hands. Bob rose to greet us and immediately introduced Fiona as the most wonderful girl in the world. To be fair to the woman, no red-blooded male could have denied Fionas physical attributes. She must have been about five foot nine, made up of thirty inches of leg, attached to a figure honed in the gym and no doubt perfected on a diet of lettuce leaves and water.


    Our conversation during the meal was fairly limited, partly because Bob spent most of the time staring at Fiona in a way that should be reserved for one of Donatellos nudes. By the end of the meal, I had come to the conclusion that Fiona would end up costing about as much, and it wasnt just because she read the wine list from the bottom upwards, ordered caviar as a starter and asked, with a sweet smile, for her pasta to be covered in truffles.
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    Frankly, Fiona was the type of long-legged blonde whom you hope to bump into, while perched on a stool in a hotel bar, late at night and preferably on another continent. I am unable to tell you how old she was, but I did learn during dinner that she had been married three times before she met Bob. However, she assured us that, this time, she had found the right man.


    I was only too happy to escape that night and, as you have already discovered, I didnt waste much time making my wife aware of my views on Fiona.


    The marriage took place some three months later at the Chelsea Register Office in the Kings Road. The ceremony was attended by several of Bobs friends from St Thomas and Guys  some of whom I hadnt set eyes on since our rugby days. I felt it unwise to point out to Carol that Fiona didnt seem to have any friends, or at least none who were willing to attend her latest nuptials.


    I stood silently by Bobs side as the registrar intoned the words, If anyone can show lawful reason why these two should not be joined in matrimony, then they should declare that reason to me now.


    I wanted to offer an opinion, but Carol was too close at hand to risk it. I must confess that Fiona did look radiant on that occasion, not unlike a python about to devour a lamb  whole.


    The reception was held at Lucios on the Fulham Road. The best mans speech might have been more coherent if I hadnt consumed quite so much champagne, or if Id believed a word I was uttering.


    When I sat down to indulgent applause, Carol didnt lean across to congratulate me. I avoided her until we all joined the bride and groom on the pavement outside the restaurant. Bob and Fiona waved goodbye before stepping into a white stretch limousine that would take them to Heathrow. From there, they were to board a plane to Acapulco, where they would spend a three-week honeymoon. Neither the transport to Heathrow, which incidentally could have accommodated the entire wedding party, nor the final destination for the honeymoon, had been Bobs first choice. A piece of information I didnt pass on to Carol, as she would undoubtedly have accused me of being prejudiced  and she would have been right.


    I cant pretend that I saw a lot of Fiona during their first year of marriage, although Bob called from time to time, but only from his practice in Harley Street. We even managed the occasional lunch, but he no longer seemed to be able to fit in a game of squash in the evening.


    Over lunch Bob never failed to expound the virtues of his remarkable wife, as if only too aware of my attitude to his spouse  although I never at any time expressed my true feelings. I could only assume that this was the reason Carol and I were never invited to dinner at their home, and whenever we asked them to join us for supper, Bob made some unconvincing excuse about having to visit a patient, or being out of town on that particular evening.


    The change was subtle to begin with, almost imperceptible. Our lunches became more regular, even the occasional game of squash was fitted in, and perhaps more relevant, there were fewer and fewer references to Fionas pending sainthood.


    It was soon after the death of Bobs aunt, a Miss Muriel Pembleton, that the change became far less subtle. To be honest, I didnt even realize that Bob had an aunt, let alone one who was the sole heir to Pembleton Electronics.


    The Times revealed that Miss Pembleton had left a little over seven million pounds in shares and property, as well as a considerable art collection. With the exception of a few minor bequests to charitable organizations, her nephew turned out to be the sole beneficiary. God bless the man, because coming into an unexpected fortune didnt change Bob in any way; but the same couldnt be said of Fiona.


    When I called Bob to congratulate him on his good fortune, he sounded very low. He asked if I could possibly join him for lunch, as he needed to seek my advice on a personal matter.


    We met a couple of hours later, at a gastro pub just off Devonshire Place. Bob didnt talk about anything consequential until after the waiter had taken our order, but once the first course had been served, Fiona was the only other dish on the menu. He had received a letter that morning from Abbott Crombie & Co, Solicitors, stating, in unambiguous terms, that his wife was filing for divorce.


    Cant fault her timing, I said tactlessly.


    And I didnt even spot it, said Bob.


    Spot it? I repeated. Spot what?


    How Fionas attitude to me changed not long after shed met my aunt Muriel. In fact, that same night, she literally charmed the pants off me.


    I reminded Bob of what Woody Allen had said on the subject. Mr Allen could not understand why God had given man a penis and a brain, but not enough blood to connect the two. Bob laughed for the first time that day, but it was only moments before he lapsed back into a maudlin silence.


    Is there anything I can do to help? I asked.


    Only if you know the name of a first-class divorce lawyer, Bob replied, because Im told that Mrs Abbott has a reputation for extracting the last drop of blood on behalf of her clients, especially following the latest law lords ruling in favour of spouses.


    Cant say I do, I responded. Having been happily married for sixteen years, I fear Im the wrong man to advise you. Why dont you have a word with Peter Mitchell? After all, with four ex-wives, he ought to be able to tell you whos the best advocate available.


    [image: img-27]


    I called Peter first thing this morning, admitted Bob. Hes always been represented by Mrs Abbott  told me that he keeps her on a permanent retainer.


    During the next few weeks, Bob and I returned to the squash court regularly, and I started beating him for the first time. He would then join Carol and me for dinner afterwards. We tried to steer clear of any talk about Fiona. However, he did let slip that she was refusing to leave the stage gracefully, even after he had offered her half of Aunt Muriels bequest.


    As the weeks turned into months, Bob began losing weight and his golden locks were turning prematurely grey. Fiona, on the other hand, seemed to go from strength to strength, taking each new hurdle like a seasoned thoroughbred. When it came to tactics, Fiona clearly understood the long game, but then she had the advantage of having experienced three away victories, and was clearly looking forward to a fourth.


    It must have been about a year later that Fiona finally agreed to a settlement. All of Bobs assets were to be divided equally between them, while he would also cover her legal costs. A date was set for a formal signing in chambers. I agreed to act as a witness and give Bob, as Carol described it, much-needed moral support.


    I never even took the top off my pen because Fiona burst into tears long before Mrs Abbott had read out the terms, declaring that she was being cruelly treated and Bob was causing her to have a nervous breakdown. She then flounced out of the office without another word. I must confess that I had never seen Fiona looking less nervous. Even Mrs Abbott couldnt hide her exasperation.


    Harry Dexter, whom Bob had selected as his solicitor, warned him that this was likely to end up in a lengthy and expensive courtroom battle if he couldnt agree to a settlement. Mr Dexter added, for good measure, that judges often instruct the defending party to shoulder the injured partys costs. Bob shrugged his shoulders, not even bothering to respond.


    Once both sides had accepted that an out-of-court settlement could not be reached, a day was fixed in the judges calendar for a hearing.


    Mr Dexter was determined to counter Fionas outrageous demands with equally fierce resistance, and to begin with Bob went along with all his recommendations. But with each new demand from the other side, Bobs resolve began to weaken until, like a punch-drunk boxer, he was ready to throw in the towel. He became more and more depressed as the day of the hearing drew nearer, and even began saying, Why dont I just give her everything because thats the only way shell ever be satisfied? Carol and I tried to lift his spirits, but with little success, and even Mr Dexter was finding it harder and harder to convince his client to hang in there.


    We both assured Bob that we would be in court to support him on the day of the hearing.


    Carol and I took our places in the gallery of court number three, matrimonial division, on the last Thursday in June, and waited for proceedings to begin. By ten to ten the court officials began to drift in and take their places. A few minutes later Mrs Abbott arrived, with Fiona by her side. I stared down at the plaintiff, who was wearing no jewellery and a black suit that would have been more appropriate for a funeral  Bobs.


    A moment later Mr Dexter appeared with Bob in his wake. They took their places at a table on the other side of the courtroom.


    As ten oclock struck, my worst fears were realized. The judge entered the courtroom  a woman who immediately brought back memories of my old school matron  a martinet who didnt believe that the punishment should fit the crime. The judge took her place on the bench and smiled down at Mrs Abbott. Theyd probably been at university together. Mrs Abbott rose from her place and returned the judges smile. She then proceeded to do battle for every jot and tittle in Bobs possession, even arguing over who should end up with his college cufflinks, saying that it had been agreed that all Mr Radfords assets should be divided equally, so that if he had one cufflink, her client must be entitled to the other.


    As each hour passed, Fionas demands expanded. After all, Mrs Abbot explained, hadnt her client given up a rewarding and happy lifestyle in America, which included a thriving family business  something Id never heard mentioned before  to devote herself to her husband? Only to discover that he rarely arrived home in the evening before eight, and then only after hed been out with his friends to play squash, and when he eventually turned up  Mrs Abbott paused  drunk, he didnt want to eat the meal she had spent hours preparing for him  she paused again  and when they later went to bed, he quickly fell into a drunken slumber. I rose from my place in the gallery to protest, only to be told by an usher to sit down or I would be asked to leave the court. Carol tugged firmly on my jacket.


    Finally, Mrs Abbot reached the end of her demands, with the suggestion that her client should be given their home in the country (Aunt Muriels), while Bob would be allowed to keep his London apartment; she should have the villa in Cannes (Aunt Muriels), while he kept his rooms at Harley Street (rented). Mrs Abbott finally turned her attention to Aunt Muriels art collection, which she also felt should be divided equally; her client should have the Monet, while he kept the Manguin. She should have the Picasso, he the Pasmore, she the Bacon, etc. When Mrs Abbott finally sat down, Mrs Justice Butler suggested that perhaps they should take a break for lunch.


    During a lunch, not eaten, Mr Dexter, Carol and I tried valiantly to convince Bob that he should fight back. But he wouldnt hear of it.


    If I can hold on to everything I had before my aunt died, Bob insisted, that will be quite enough for me.


    Mr Dexter felt certain he could do far better than that, but Bob showed little interest in putting up a fight.


    Just get it over with, he instructed. Try not to forget whos paying her costs.


    When we returned to the courtroom at two oclock that afternoon, the judge turned her attention to Bobs solicitor.


    And what do you have to say about all this, Mr Dexter? asked Mrs Justice Butler.


    We are happy to go along with the division of my clients assets as suggested by Mrs Abbott, he replied with an exaggerated sigh.


    Youre happy to go along with Mrs Abbotts recommendations, Mr Dexter? repeated the judge in disbelief.


    Once again Mr Dexter looked at Bob, who simply nodded, like a dog on the back shelf of a car.


    So be it, said Mrs Justice Butler, unable to mask her surprise.


    She was just about to pass judgement, when Fiona broke down and burst into tears. She leant across and whispered into Mrs Abbotts ear.


    Mrs Abbott, said Mrs Justice Butler, ignoring the plaintiffs sobs, am I to sanction this agreement?


    It seems not, said Mrs Abbott, rising from her place and looking somewhat embarrassed. It appears that my client still feels that such a settlement favours the defendant.


    Does she indeed? said Mrs Justice Butler and turned to face Fiona. Mrs Abbott touched her client on the shoulder and whispered in her ear. Fiona immediately rose, and kept her head bowed while the judge spoke.


    Mrs Radford, she began, looking down at Fiona, am I to understand that you are no longer happy with the settlement your solicitor has secured for you?


    Fiona nodded demurely.


    Then may I suggest a solution, that I hope will bring this case to a speedy conclusion. Fiona looked up and smiled sweetly at the judge, while Bob sank lower into his seat.


    Perhaps it would be easier, Mrs Radford, if you were to draw up two lists for the courts consideration, that you believe to be a fair and equitable division of your husbands assets?


    Id be happy to do that, your honour, said Fiona meekly.


    Does this meet with your approval, Mr Dexter? asked Mrs Justice Butler, turning back to Bobs solicitor.


    Yes, mlady, said Mr Dexter, trying not to sound exasperated.


    Can I take it that those are your clients instructions?


    Mr Dexter glanced down at Bob, who didnt even bother to offer an opinion.


    And Mrs Abbott, she said, turning her attention back to Fionas solicitor, I want your word that your client will not back down from such a settlement.


    I can assure you, mlady, that she will comply with your ruling, replied Fionas solicitor.


    So be it, said Mrs Justice Butler. We will adjourn until tomorrow morning at ten oclock, when I will look forward to considering Mrs Radfords two lists.


    ***


    Carol and I took Bob out for dinner that night  a pointless exercise. He rarely opened his mouth to either eat or speak.


    Let her have everything, he finally ventured over coffee, because thats the only way Im ever going to be rid of the woman.


    But your aunt wouldnt have left you her fortune if shed known this would have been the eventual outcome.


    Neither Aunt Muriel nor I worked that one out, Bob replied with resignation. And you cant fault Fionas timing. She only needed another month after meeting my dear aunt before she accepted my proposal. Bob turned and stared at me, an accusing look in his eyes. Why didnt you warn me not to marry her? he demanded.


    When the judge entered the courtroom the following morning all the officials were already in place. The two adversaries were seated next to their solicitors. All those in the well of the court rose and bowed as Mrs Justice Butler resumed her place, leaving only Mrs Abbott on her feet.


    Has your client had enough time to prepare her two lists? enquired the judge, as she stared down at Fionas counsel.


    She has indeed, mlady, said Mrs Abbott, and both are ready for your consideration.


    The judge nodded to the clerk of the court. He walked slowly across to Mrs Abbott, who handed over the two lists. The clerk then walked slowly back to the bench and passed them up to the judge for her consideration.


    Mrs Justice Butler took her time studying the two inventories, occasionally nodding, even adding the odd Um, while Mrs Abbott remained on her feet. Once the judge had reached the last items on the lists, she turned her attention back to counsels bench.


    Am I to understand, enquired Mrs Justice Butler, that both parties consider this to be a fair and equitable distribution of all the assets in question?


    Yes, mlady, said Mrs Abbott firmly, on behalf of her client.


    I see, said the judge and, turning to Mr Dexter, asked, Does this also meet with your clients approval?


    Mr Dexter hesitated. Yes, mlady, he eventually managed, unable to mask the irony in his voice.


    So be it. Fiona smiled for the first time since the case had opened. The judge returned her smile. However, before I pass judgement, she continued, I still have one question for Mr Radford. Bob glanced at his solicitor before rising nervously from his seat. He looked up at the judge.


    What more can she want? was my only thought as I sat staring down from the gallery.


    Mr Radford, began the judge, we have all heard your wife tell the court that she considers these two lists to be a fair and equitable division of all your assets.


    Bob bowed his head and remained silent.


    However, before I pass judgement, I need to be sure that you agree with that assessment.


    Bob raised his head. He seemed to hesitate a moment, but then said, I do, mlady.


    Then I am left with no choice in this matter, declared Mrs Justice Butler. She paused, and stared directly down at Fiona, who was still smiling. As I allowed Mrs Radford the opportunity to prepare these two lists, continued the judge, which in her judgement are an equitable and fair division of your assets  Mrs Justice Butler was pleased to see Fiona nodding her agreement  then it must also be fair and equitable, the judge added, turning her attention back to Bob, to allow Mr Radford the opportunity to select which of the two lists he would prefer.
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