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Peeing into a bottle is never easy. Naturally the task is made that much harder when the receptacle in question is an empty magnum of admittedly very good Washington State Pinot Noir 2005 and you are driving, as I was, at nearing the speed limit, on the Massachusetts Turnpike. If I had only had the presence of mind when I had lurched out of bed in the city-lit dawn, I would have chosen a container a little more suited to the job. Buck Burnett, my erstwhile surveillance partner, swore by orange juice cartons, customised for the task. Practical and easily disposable apparently.

Of course, I would not even have had to touch upon this less than attractive aspect of the professional life of a private detective had the subject in the car that I was following not had a bladder capable of resisting the same pressures as a bathyscaphe. Sadly, ever since we had left downtown Boston, hours earlier, he had not once indicated or manoeuvred in the direction of one of the brightly decorated gas stations that lined the highway and which now looked surprisingly less gaudy in the morning sun than they had in the neon night.

Really, of course, it was Buck’s fault, I mused. If he had not crashed his vehicle into another in a parking lot in Brookline and then got involved in an impressive contretemps with its owner, now he and I would still be engaged in a common or garden two-car moving surveillance. Swapping our positions but remaining in the box formation, Buck slowing down to pull back behind the target, whilst I zoomed in front, would have meant that I could have sped ahead, careered into one of the lay-bys, made use of one of the roadside loos and been back on the road within minutes - all the while remaining within walkie-talkie contact with Buck.

To take my mind off pressing matters I shifted my seat belt a little bit, and had another go at understanding the cruise control buttons on the steering wheel. Once I had given that up, I checked again hurriedly, with a knot of anxiety suddenly tied tightly in the pit of my stomach, that I still had visual on the subject’s vehicle - the private eye jargon meaning that I could still see it. This, thankfully, I did as he was now toodling along in the outside lane, an arm out of the driver’s window, no doubt humming bluegrass tunes, whatever they sounded like.

To keep my mind closely focused on the job, and off anything else, I consulted the Surveillance Manual that lay open on the passenger’s seat of the Dodge Stingray. It had been given to me the day before by Nelson Mason, the proprietor of Chestnut Investigations Inc. and my new boss. The pages fanned and flopped randomly, which was as confusing as it was irritating, so I pinned them open with the magnum and between snatched glances at the road, read the next section: 
THE SURVEILLANCE OPERATOR


1) Surveillance operators do not conform to any specific type in regard to physical characteristics such as gender, race, or size.

2) Surveillance operators should use timely reason and logic in reacting to a given set of circumstances.

3) Surveillance operators should have a keen sense of perception.

4) Surveillance operators must thrive from the thrill of the chase.







Well, this particular surveillance operator would have been more than happy to fulfil all the above criteria had he not thought he was going to explode as we crossed over the state border into New Hampshire that sunny early afternoon.

In quiet desperation I stared out of the driver ’s window. Although the scenery did not change in a hurry, I sensed a wildness about this state that was greatly different from the genteel atmosphere of Massachusetts. The inscription on the bottom of the state licence plates here seemed to underline this:




Live Free or Die

There was nothing complicated about following the subject now as the road was wide and there was just a convenient amount of traffic behind which to hide. What was not so convenient was the recognition, once more, that at some stage - the Pinot Noir bottle option having been discarded - I was definitely going to have to visit a ‘restroom’ - Must Pee or Die, in fact. I tried to take my mind off the problem again, this time by whistling along with  the radio, but soon discovered that tapping my foot along to the beat was in-advisable in my present condition. Switching it off, I contented myself instead with trying to build up a comprehensive list of American euphemisms for the lavatory.

As the sun began to tip over the horizon and I had just remembered ‘comfort station’, which was definitely in the top five along with ‘the john’ and ‘the little boy’s room’, the subject suddenly started to indicate.
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Russia Revisited
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Gazing over the emerald algae that lapped against the shores of the Charles River out to the elegant skyline of Boston, I had felt tired and confused by the choice available at the ‘Formal but Bohemian Eatery’ in which I sat. Take, for example, the sandwiches, the thousands of fillings and the myriad different breads: pain ordinaire or pumpernickel or rye, Italian rye, American rye, Marble rye, New York rye, light rye. Then, rather disappointingly, there was wheat bread or, indeed, rather bizarrely, flour-free bread - surely the black hole of baking. And the coffee: latte, mocha, cappuccino, espresso, machiatto, Romano, granita, ristretto or a long, skinny, semi-something, the list was endless.

Eventually, I gave up and spent a happy ten minutes attempting to fold up the origami-style menu whilst I waited for my lunch guest to arrive. Watching a light aircraft, its advertising tail fluttering gaily like a movie star’s scarf, gently putter over the cranes and building sites of the latest phase of the Big Dig - the monstrous reengineering of the city’s transport routes - I wondered how I was to fill my afternoon. Tackle another chapter perhaps? This was after all why I had decided to accept a request to house-sit for some English  friends who were researching medical matters at Harvard University. They had headed back home for a stint of maternity leave, delighted by a new baby girl, and I was happy to have the house, in the ‘South End’ area of the city, to myself in which to attempt to finish off my latest book - an account of a recent sojourn in the French Alps. Boston’s attractions were unfortunately many and made it all the more difficult to get back to the task that needed to be completed by a rapidly approaching date. Going out for lunch was, I knew, just another excuse although I was much looking forward to seeing Makepeace after all this time. Perhaps later, for digestive purposes, I would just take a stroll down Newbury Street to admire the spectacular boutiques and their equally spectacular customers before dragging myself back to my desk.

Some minutes later I was considering my longer-term future - a regular and unnerving pastime - when I was distracted by a rich baritone voice behind me.

‘Hey, Will, long time no see!’

‘Well, Jack, this is great!’ I responded happily, rising to my feet and turning. ‘It must be fifteen years at least, I should think.’

Fifteen years it might have been but I recognised him immediately. Although he had swapped the quasi-military buzz cut - sported when I had first met him in St Petersburg, Russia - for a regulation city slicker hairstyle with side parting, it was his face that remained immediately recognisable. His cheek bones were movie-star high, and his features were gaunt, slightly lined, the attractive result of too much laughing. Two of the bluest eyes were twinkling with amusement as he came up to the table and flung a photographer ’s padded holdall onto the floor and pulled open the pop buttons of his army surplus jacket. Dropping it over the back of his chair he punched me cheerfully and not too painfully on the upper arm and sat down.

‘So, what’s new, buddy? You gotta tell me everything you’ve been up to.’

‘And so have you!’

Carefully, I gave Jack a rundown of my movements over the last ten years and he the same. It is not easy. People get bored very easily, although the only reason that Jack’s nicotine-stained fingers fidgeted together as we spoke was the non-smoking atmosphere of the café. Within the first minute or so of meeting him again I was reminded that he is almost more talkative than I am.

Philippines, Saudi, Afghanistan - he gave me his impressions and we swapped judiciously chosen anecdotes.

‘I suppose pretty much everybody that I knew out there in St Petersburg has moved on by now,’ I said and Jack nodded.

‘Yeah pretty much all gone - even the Russians!’ He laughed his choky, smoky laugh and we pondered awhile on the speed at which people change location, and even career, in the modern world. Heaven knew I’d held down a few different jobs in the last few years. The small band of European friends that I had made when I lived in the Solomon Islands a few years earlier now lived in France, Vietnam, Australia, Vanuatu, New Zealand and South Africa respectively. Interestingly, not one of us, for reasons that ranged from the political to the personal, had returned to their country of origin.

In the early nineties, after the Wall came tumbling down, Eastern Europe, pretty much unseen by Western eyes for a generation, became a magnet for any young or not so young would-be adventurers. It was virgin territory. Almost a clean sheet for the jaded Lonely Planet generation. For them it seemed almost as exciting as it had been discovering Africa in the nineteenth century. My younger brother, possessed of a rather more rugged approach to life than me and a  good degree in Russian, decided to up sticks, at about the same time as I was settling into a rather cosy teaching job in the West Country, and chance his luck in the then limited world of ‘free’ journalism in the former USSR. Replying to an advertisement in a magazine he gained employment as the news editor of an English-language daily in St Petersburg and quickly found himself accommodation in the shape of a small apartment just off Nevsky Prospect not far from the Fontanka Canal. Naturally, as soon as the first school holidays came around, I had flown out to investigate his strange new world.

By coincidence, my birthday fell some time during the course of my stay and he offered to organise a party for me. I accepted, of course, but wary of my brother’s culinary skills, I offered to buy and cook the food for the evening celebration.

‘OK, you do the food then and I’ll get the drink. Who do you want to invite?’

As I had met no one apart from a couple of barmen in the few days since I had been in the ‘Venice of the North’ I suggested that he invite anybody he chose, making this a slightly surreal surprise party. I did know that the bash was to take place, I just would not know anybody coming to it.

The following day I visited the covered market some streets away from my brother’s apartment with his girlfriend, soon to become my sister-in-law. We shopped for meat and vegetables, all of which were plentiful, and then she led me by the elbow to what she considered the most important corner of the food hall, the gherkin counter. Five or six trestle tables had been placed end to end along one wall. Laid out on them were bowl after bowl of gherkins pickled to a greater or less degree. As she expertly ordered I could not help noticing that the gherkins were  being scooped from recycled bed pans and popped into clear plastic bags, the diagrams on which made clear that they had originally been designed as blood transfusion bags. As we packed them into the wicker shopping basket I trusted that they too had not been recycled.

Some hours later I was making the most of my brother ’s single frying pan in the kitchen-cum-bathroom of his apartment, and was listening to the plastic People’s Radio when a clinking in the stairwell announced his return from work.

‘Here we go, then,’ he announced as he negotiated the front door and deposited two plastic bags onto the table in the sitting-cum-dining-cum-bedroom. ‘This should cover it.’

Poking cautiously at the bags I peered in to see what he had bought.

‘Here you are. Some wine.’ He pulled out two bottles of red wine and held them out by their necks for me to inspect. The labels were written entirely in Cyrillic and on each was pictured the rear view of a peasant woman bent over what might possibly, observed with an open mind, have been grapevines.

‘Bulgarian, all the rage right at the moment, doncha know?’ he joked. At that time in Russia no other wine existed except something from Georgia that would have permanently stained your insides.

‘Looks fine,’ I said doubtfully. Back then my oenological knowledge was minimal. Today, after a very great deal of practice, it is much improved but even in those days I imagined that the words on the label were probably some kind of a health warning.

My brother emptied the rest of the plastic bags, despatching them to the floor, to reveal their contents. On the table stood an army of bottles of vodka all from Finland - surprisingly the best to be had in Russia.

‘Blimey, how many have you got here? One, two, three,  four, five . . . ten! That’s ten litres of vodka. How many people have you invited for goodness sake?’ I looked around the comfortable but distinctly limited flat.

‘Oh, twelve, I think, at last count,’ my brother said airily, lining the bottles up like soldiers in a war game. ‘Why? Don’t you think it will be enough?’

The evening turned out to be a pretty international affair. Shortly past eight o’clock through the door trooped two Germans, two, possibly three, Finns, some English, some Americans and Canadians, a number of Russians, the inevitable Irishman and a New Zealander who got very grumpy when someone suggested he might be an Australian. Now that I do the maths perhaps we were more than twelve but despite the cultural and linguistic mish-mash of the evening everyone seemed to get on very well. Appreciative remarks about the food were made and, initially anyway, the Bulgarian red wine was sipped delicately from an eclectic variety of glasses. After the warming but rather heavy Russian bread-and-no-butter pudding, brought by one of the guests, a young man called Sergey at the far end of the table stood up quite unexpectedly and raised his glass announcing something in Russian most gravely as he did so.

‘Oh, God, yes, I nearly forgot.’

My brother looked unexpectedly flustered. Leaping from his seat he dived into the bottom of the sideboard. He re-emerged clutching two bottles of Finlandia and these were quickly passed around the table so that glasses might be filled. Finally some order was restored and Sergey gestured that one and all should stand, but as I struggled to my feet I found myself pushed down again by well-meaning hands.

‘So a toast! A toast to our most illustrious visitor who celebrates his birthday today,’ the young Russian roared and my brother simultaneously translated with similar gusto.

Of course, I was delighted and lifted my glass as everyone  raised theirs to me. I had certainly never been called illustrious before. Now he mentioned it, though, I wasn’t sure that it didn’t suit me rather well.

In those days I had perhaps a slightly less practised eye for working out the way that things are done in different cultures and countries. Here, now, I realised immediately that the Russian approach to vodka toasts did not involve anything as effete as sipping. A dozen heads snapped back as glasses were drained in a single fiery shot. Half a second elapsed and then twenty-four eyeballs simultaneously bulged as two dozen buttocks hit their seats again. Of course, the initiated amongst us managed to hold back the desire to cough, splutter, clutch their throats and make any number of unseemly noises. Nonetheless, after another seven or eight toasts that included ones to absent friends, the government (anybody’s), the weather, the food, the apartment, and the cat (which as far as I knew my brother did not possess), everybody seemed to have developed a certain expertise in the consumption of vodka shots.

It was well past midnight before my brother began to check through the bottles to see if there was enough for one last round. Just as he was beginning to think we might have to draw a veil over the proceedings, which would have been no bad thing, there was first a ring at the door and then a loud thumping. Someone went to release the latch and after quite a lot of crashing and bashing a figure appeared in the doorway of the room where we sat by the light of two slightly noxious oil lamps. Wielding two bottles of vodka in one hand above his head and in the other some Russian champagne was the man who was now sitting opposite me in this genteel coffee house in Boston. (By way of public information I think it worth suggesting that this latter beverage is best avoided. It tastes exactly like washing-up water with bubbles.)

‘Do Svidania,’ he roared and in a single breath expended my entire knowledge of the Russian language before addressing himself to my brother with no excess of formality. ‘Hey, you goddamn Limey, I told ya I’d make it. Not gonna miss a party like this!’

He peered curiously about the room through the thick cigarette smoke before his bright blue eyes lighted on me and he rasped a laugh.

‘So this must be the birthday boy! Recognise the Randall features anywhere!’ He waved over at me and I greeted him with a smile that had come automatically, gleefully to my lips as my brother introduced the newcomer.

‘Ladies and Gentlemen. Mr Jack Makepeace!’

Lurching across the room, Makepeace, as I discovered he was universally known, slung an arm around my neck and gestured to the guests to replenish their glasses with the vodka he had brought. Its garish label announced it to be a brand known as Okhta. At the time it cost fifty pence a litre and, as a sign of quite how bad it is, has now officially been banned for human consumption by the Russian government. The several hundred thousand litres of unconsumed Okhta are regularly used to clean office floors. But all this did not stop us that night. When my brother and I found ourselves at the top of a tower overlooking the Neva River dressed in fur hats and old Soviet military greatcoats, each gripping an unsteady Makepeace by a shoulder, life was for living and the talk was for talking. That was until daylight broke in the east and we extinguished the cardboard butts of our last cigarettes in the greying slush. Slowly, at the first hiss of the grand underground trains, we crept off to bed to wake a dozen hours later as fresh as if we had just come round from a general anaesthetic.

Makepeace, the son of some farmers from Connecticut, had spent some time in the military before chucking it in to  learn the guitar and travel the planet. He had decided to take American entrepreneurship around the world with him and was the first to have brought it to the USSR. This at least was his claim. By the way things were working out for him, it must have been something of a new concept for the local population. He was importing radios and hoping to sell them to the masses who after umpteen years should, by all reason, have grown tired of Soviet marching tunes. Regrettably, the radios were not flying off the shelf. Someone had pointed out to Jack that this might well have been because there were as yet no commercial stations broadcasting.

‘But they’ll come,’ Jack had announced confidently. ‘They  will come.’

And indeed they had, any number of them. By this stage, sadly, Jack had gone bust and had finally, after a stint as a freelance photographer - a sure sign of a dip in fortunes - been reduced to returning to America, where he had been employed making public information movies. Of an adult nature, my brother had maintained, perhaps jokingly, on one of the occasions that we had reminisced about my first meeting with Makepeace. Despite the fact that over the fifteen or more years since that memorable evening in Russia we had often thought about him, we had only communicated sporadically with Makepeace. Time zones and distance made it more difficult for us all, more than most, to keep in touch but the fondness that we had for him remained undiminished.

So it was that when my brother heard that I was proposing to house-sit in Boston he had reminded me that our man was a New Englander and had suggested, no,  demanded, that I look him up as soon as I arrived.

 



‘So yeah, doing some writing and that? That’s what your bro told me, isn’t it?’ Makepeace asked as we applied  ourselves again to the lunch menus having enjoyed a traveller’s digression about meetings, coincidences and other serendipitous experiences.

‘Yes, that’s what has kept body and soul together for the last few years,’ I replied enthusiastically and then was very nearly swept from my chair by a tidal wave of guilt about the unfinished manuscript that lay on the desk in the flat back in the South End.

‘That’s just great!’

‘Yes, yes, it has been. But, uh, anyway what about you? The last my brother told me you were out in Manila selling armoured SUVs to the Philippine government. What happened there?’

Makepeace looked crestfallen and I was immediately sorry I had asked. Happily his good cheer returned almost immediately.

‘Oh, that was pretty good. You know it was like . . . a good experience. I loved that shit. Of course you’ve always got a problem when the Mob get involved so I pulled out.’

‘Oh yes, of course you would have. Absolutely. If that sort of, uh, thing, uh, went down,’ I concurred with some degree of enthusiasm.

‘Yeah, I had some trouble with them. Bad times, you know. Had to get out pretty quick. Decided I’d spend a little bit of time at home. Hasn’t been so bad so far. Bit of R’n’R. You know what I mean?’

‘Oh yes. What? Oh, Rock ’n’ Roll. Jolly good idea . . . Er . . . Too right.’

I stopped talking. Not for the first time it seemed like a good idea.

‘Hey,’ Makepeace said, quickly changing the conversation for no better reason than he seemed to be boring himself. ‘So, do you like baseball?’

‘Oh, well . . .’ I replied vaguely. Then, suddenly seized  with curiosity again, I pushed Jack Makepeace a little harder. ‘So what are you doing now that you’re back?’

‘Oh, this and that,’ he replied evasively.

‘Well, looks like you’re busy,’ I said nodding to the padded bag that he had brought in and which now lay on the floor. ‘Looks like you’re into photography or film or something?’ The moment I said this I regretted it as I remembered my brother’s suspicions about the nature of Jack’s filming activity.

‘Oh, well, being as observant as that maybe you should be in my new line of business too!’ Jack laughed. ‘Yeah, well, now that you ask. I have had a bit of a change of direction. I’ve been working pretty much full time as a private investigator.’

‘Ha, ha, a private eye! What, a private detective? Ha, ha!’

I was still laughing as the pneumatic waitress came over to take our order.
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‘Oh yes, I suppose you do find it all rather bizarre. Sorry about that,’ Makepeace replied not very apologetically. After our mountains of food had finally appeared and we had done our best to wade our way through them, I had eventually controlled myself and asked him to be serious.

‘A private detective! Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘Here you go, this should prove it for you,’ he said as he reached deep into the pocket of the jacket that hung on the back of his chair. After a moment or two of digging around he pulled out a card and spun it by one of its sharp edges across the table to me. It landed face down and I slowly picked it up like a nervous tarot card reader. I really did not know what to expect.

It was white and plain. At the top was a fanciful crest featuring an eagle and some doubtful Latin. Below was written:
Jack J. Makepeace 
PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR 
CHESTNUT INVESTIGATIONS INC.





At the bottom were some telephone numbers and an email contact but no postal address.

It was just a business card but I looked up at Makepeace astonished. Smiling, he explained.

‘When I got back from Manila I was kinda all washed up, you know. No money, not really got anything lined up that was kinda interesting. Way back I did some film classes, you know, just video and that, so I answered a small ad in the back of the Globe, you know. Just asking for a cameraman to make short movies.’

He grinned at me and I looked back quite innocently.

‘I know what you’re thinking, aren’t you . . . ?’

‘Thinking? No, not thinking anything, no . . .’

‘You’re thinking the adult industry, right? Bit of triple X action, right?’

‘What? Oh, no! Adult films? Oh, do you mean . . . Oh no, oh no . . .’

My face blazed.

‘Well,’ he chuckled. ‘That was exactly what I was thinking. But no, it weren’t nothing like that. Maybe wish it had of been. No, just kidding.’

‘Oh.’

‘So yeah. Just turned out to be a small outfit. Got themselves recruited by the City of Boston to make public information clips for local TV.’

‘Oh, public information, really?’ It was difficult to get the correct measure of seriousness into my voice.

‘Yeah, kids crossing the road, what to do with your trash . . . You know the kind of thing. Kinda boring but OK, I guess.’

‘Well, yes certainly not as interest—But OK, yes . . .’

‘Stuck it for about six months then one day this guy who does the sound, he tells me he was working part-time for a PI firm. Sounded kind of interesting. Started to  do some work for them. Now I’m pretty much on the payroll.’

Makepeace picked up the bill that had arrived via the shiny, happy waitress, who wished us a good day and teetered off. Waving me away and pulling his wallet from his hip pocket he counted out some notes; I thanked him and we stood to go.

‘Are you all set?’ he asked as he scooped up his bag and swung it over his shoulder.

‘Sure am!’ I replied. So intrigued was I by what he was telling me that I did not bother to think about where I was off to next.

‘Yeah,’ he continued. ‘So, it’s been pretty good. Gotta pack it in pretty soon though. Had a bit of an accident in Petersburg. Involved an elevator shaft and a bottle of vodka but unfortunately no elevator. Long story. So, yeah, well anyway one of my knees went south. Got it patched up but it’s gone to hell just recently. Got an operation booked for next week and then rehab. Waiting to see the specialist now. Takes one heck of a long time with the physio and that.’ He shrugged and grinned. Only then, as we headed for the moving staircase that took us down into the heaving hell that was the shopping mall, did I notice his pronounced limp.

‘Well, that’s very bad luck. Sorry to hear that,’ I said quite genuinely, and then rushed on perhaps a little too quickly. ‘So, what kinds of things do you . . . er . . . investigate?’ I looked over my shoulder then turned back to him and ducked my head as I whispered, ‘I mean, what sort of “cases” do you cover?’ I felt rather thrilled.

‘Oh, this one I been working this morning, it’s pretty much bread and butter for us guys. Just a covert surveillance. ’ He slapped his bag. ‘What we call a cheatin’ spouse case. Husband thinks his wife’s running around town with  another guy. Client just wants to know where she goes, where all his dough gets spent. I follow her around, take a few snaps, write down her movements, write up a report. That’s the dull bit, of course. Find out what the old man wants to know, if there’s a guy, who the guy is. Maybe see if maybe she’s got a drug problem or something.’

Stepping out into the street I skipped along, trying to keep up with Jack, who, despite his knee problem, was zooming over the pavement occasionally flipping his watch down his wrist and glancing at it.

‘Wow!’ I let slip before adopting an entirely more thoughtful demeanour. ‘Really. I see. Very interesting. Yes, so do you think that she is, you know well, er . . . “running around” then?’

‘Hell, no. Not this one. You can see she’s not cheating for a start and she doesn’t have any real problem - apart from a little too much shopping and a lot too much food. But she ain’t out on her own there. Just bored, I guess. Guy’s a jerk.’

‘I see. So what other stuff do you do? Must be plenty,’ I added, hoping to tease some more exciting stories from him.

‘Look, sorry, Will, actually I got to head for the office right now. Gotta do an undercover for a big fraud case we’re on. Kinda tricky one but we’re getting there.’ We had stopped on the kerb and Makepeace was looking back down the traffic searching out a cab.

‘Undercover? Really? Fraud, is it? I see . . .’

Makepeace smiled at me, his face cracked with lines, as he crushed out the second Marlboro he had smoked since we had arrived in the open air.

‘Find it kinda intriguing, don’t ya, buddy? I guess it is.’ He thought for a moment and checked his watch again. ‘How ’bout you come on over to the office with me? I gotta  drop this shit off and get some other gear. If you like I’ll introduce you to the other guys. They’re always good for a talk and a coffee. That is unless you gotta get back to your book?’

‘Book? Oh, no. There’s absolutely no rush about that.’

This was, in fact, quite untrue but this was too interesting a lead to pass up. No one would mind. I was just going for a chat.

‘OK, OK,’ laughed Makepeace as a taxi screeched up and we climbed in. He gave some instructions to the driver, who nodded from his plastic, bullet-proof-screened position behind the wheel but did not stop for a breath talking what, I think, was probably Haitian Creole into his mobile phone. We sat back on the hard wipeable seats as he took us down along the Charles River and back over the bridge at Fenway Park, home to the Boston Red Sox. Before long we found ourselves driving past Boston University and on into the old quarter of the town. Swinging back and around onto Charles Street, we pulled in left and up one of the steep, narrow streets of red-brick town houses and low apartment blocks with their black, zig-zagging fire escapes that made up ‘historic’ Beacon Hill. The taxi driver pulled over after a tap on the plastic from Makepeace who struggled his way along the back seat and popped out of the door.

‘Right here,’ he said pointing up. Looking up through the leaves of the plane trees that lined the road I could see a window behind which was drawn a Venetian blind and onto which was stuck a large, silvered transparency. As I peered more closely I suddenly realised that it was the outline of a piercing human eye.

An all-seeing eye.

A private eye!

By the time that I had made my way up three narrow  sets of stairs I was quite puffed. Makepeace and I stumbled into a crowded suite of rooms and through the glass panel door of an office. As we did so I saw a huge man sitting on a groaning swivel chair behind an overloaded desk.

His hair like an ill-tended horse’s mane sat over his enormous crown completely covering his ears on either side and hanging over his shoulders in thick tresses. Its whiteness reminded me of the snowcapped summit of some enormous mountain whose sides ran down over great jowls and dewlaps of cheeks onto wide, enormous, sloping shoulders and down over the foothills of a colossal stomach. His collapsed features and his heavy breathing gave a sense that he was not in the first flush of health. Nevertheless, as I caught his gaze, within the first few seconds of meeting this man I thought I detected a certain integrity, a genuine humanity that hangs over some people like an ineffable scent.

Before Makepeace could introduce us the great man spoke.

‘Hey,’ he said, sticking out an oversized Punch and Judy hand, on the little finger of which he wore a heavy rhinestone ring. ‘The name’s Mason, Nelson Mason.’

Amused by the 007 form of introduction, I smiled at him.

‘The name’s Randall, William Rand—’ I replied, but before I could finish he interrupted me with a wheezy cough and a laugh.

‘Good to meet you, Randy, good to meet you.’

‘No! No, no, no, my name is not—’

Over the last few years I have become increasingly exasperated with people’s inability to get my name right. How difficult is it?

‘So I guess you’re a Limey, is that right, Randy?’ Mason continued and I was so amused by the Limey bit that I quite forgot my irritation.

‘Yes, well I’m English, that’s right, but my name is not—’

Before I could get any further, rather as Vesuvius might erupt, Mason slowly and shudderingly stood to his feet.

‘Goddamn bladder. Goddamn bladder like a goddamn peanut. Gotta go to the bathroom. Goddamn . . .’

With that he lumbered for the door. Makepeace smiled at me and I grinned back in bewilderment.

Finally, Nelson Mason made his shambling return, pulling closed what must have been a good two foot of trouser zip. Sitting down again, heavily, he winked at me and asked me if everything was OK.

‘A friend from England,’ Makepeace introduced me rather belatedly and peremptorily, made his muttered excuses and left the room.

‘Hey, isn’t that just crazy? I just love you Limey guys.’ Nelson Mason clearly did not find the circumstances of our meeting nearly as odd as I did. ‘Here let me give you a gift. Hold on. Yeah. OK. Now you know who is the greatest of all you guys?’

‘Er, no, no I’m not sure I do,’ I replied politely surprised.

‘Yeah, the greatest Englishman who ever lived - it’s that Sherlock Holmes.’

I didn’t see the purpose of pointing out the illogical nature of this statement and anyway there was no room for interruption.

‘Yeah, the greatest is that Sherlock Holmes guy, he’s the best.’

‘Yes, that’s true, er . . . I guess. The best . . .’

‘Yeah, we only got Elmore Leonard, Mickey Spillane, Columbo, Perry Mason, even Magnum, jeez - but you guys, you got your Hercule Poirot, well, OK, he’s like a European, and that English Lord, Sir Peter Wimsey and Miss Jane Marple, she’s a cutie, isn’t she? She just kills me. Yeah,  hell, there’s a whole load of great ones. Even so, they don’t mean shit next door to Sherlock. I mean Sherlock, he’s seriously the best.’

Nelson Mason clearly felt this sentiment peculiarly strongly because now he slapped down one hand like a huge ham on the table top.

‘Hey, Nelson,’ called a woman’s voice from a reception area. ‘Hey Nelson, aren’t you gonna ring that Susie back this afternoon? Says her husband’s setting off next Tuesday and she needs to meet with you to set up a surveillance, give you the background.’

‘OK, OK, Rita,’ Nelson replied to the unseen Rita. ‘Give me a break, why don’t you? Jeez!’

Then he gasped and coughed and spluttered horribly. Finally he appeared to be on the way to recovery, although he still did not look very well.

‘Oh, hey, Rita, this here is a new buddy of mine from England. I want you to meet him - Randy, Randy Williams. Why don’t you give him a coffee or a soda or something? What’ll you have, Randy?’ Without waiting for my answer, he carried on talking to the unseen Rita, all the while rummaging in one of the drawers of his desk. ‘While I’m thinking about it, get me a glass of water will you please? Thank you, Rita, thank you.’

He then collapsed into another frightening bout of expectoration. I half stood, put out my arm, retrieved it and sat down. Any comfort or assistance I could bring him was beyond my capabilities.

Concerns that I might have had that Nelson was on the point of expiring were put to the back of my mind as around the corner and through the door came an angular, spiky figure. A woman in a smart business suit, who could not have been any greater contrast to the seething mass that was Nelson, introduced herself.

‘Hey, Randy, good to meet you.’

Meekly, I shook her hand. Resistance was useless. Randy, it appeared I was to remain.

‘How you doing?’ said the woman. ‘I’m Rita, Rita Martinez. I run the show round here so don’t let anyone tell you any other way. You here for the internship?’

Not entirely sure what an internship was I nodded and shook my head and smiled all at the same time, as I was now, after years of blundering into unfamiliar and confusing situations, well practised at doing.

Rita appraised me nonetheless, staring intently at me through her titanium-rimmed glasses, and put a number of ticks and rather more crosses in the boxes of a mental questionnaire. She then turned on her heel and disappeared in a I’ve-got-a-whole-lot-of things-going-on sort of fashion.

‘Hey, now buddy. OK, don’t worry about that. Here, now where’s that gift I want to give you?’ Nelson started to pull open and slam shut the drawers of his large mahogany desk. Finally, after opening one of them for at least a second or third time, he grunted with satisfaction and pulled out a slim black box. Wiping it with the back of his forearm, he handed it across the piles of dusty folders.

‘There you go, Randy. That’s something to take back to the folks. Little reminder of your time visiting with us? All the clients get one.’

Thanking him I took the box and, sitting back into my seat, lifted the lid. Inside, on deep red-purple silk was a large and shiny magnifying glass. Down the handle ran the inscription ‘Chestnut Investigations Inc.’. As I looked back up at Nelson, immobile behind his desk, I was suddenly overcome by a deep fascination for what it was that these people were employed doing in these strange, antiquated offices.

Private detectives!

How many times have I imagined myself as the resolver of great mysteries? As a child I had received, also as a present, a small detective kit which included a plastic magnifying glass so much smaller and less realistic than the one I held now, some plastic noses by way of disguise, and a fingerprint kit. This latter had unfortunately left black smudge marks all over the house and, to my chagrin when I arrived at school the next morning, all over my face.

Many of us, no doubt, at some stage have believed ourselves to have uncovered some crime or injustice, some mystery to be resolved and have, at least in our imaginations, come up with more or less fantastic solutions. Ever since I had taken to writing about the places that I had visited and in which I had lived I had made it my business to become as observant as possible. Perhaps I would be rather well suited to be a private eye, I thought, and laughed quietly to myself. It was certainly very interesting meeting Nelson and being here in his office. I wondered what his colleagues were like. The great man must have read my mind.

Putting a huge glass of water down, he tapped two fingers on his lips.

‘Hey, Randy, I want you to meet the rest of the team. Yeah, let’s do that. Hey, Makepeace,’ he yelled. ‘The other guys in the office right now?’

‘Oh yeah, everyone here except Delray.’ Jack popped his head round the door and his smile twinkled. ‘Delray, he’s out doing that surveillance on the porn star, remember?’

Porn star?

No!

Surely, I must have misheard him.


Ponster perhaps?

What was a ponster?

‘Should be back soon. Look, I gotta go. Gotta get on that  building site fraud.’ Jack stepped into the room and it took me a couple of seconds to realise that he had changed. Gone were the casual but smart clothes of earlier. The man-about-town look had been replaced. Now he was wearing the dusty jeans and chequered shirt of a construction worker. His hair was greased back, an earring shone in one ear, and on a tanned forearm was a faded tattoo with a special message for ‘Mom’. Under that same arm was tucked a hard hat. ‘Later, guys. Will be in touch, OK?’

‘Bye,’ I said.

‘Oh yeah, sure, later, Makepeace. Hey, by the way, that buttonhole camera working out OK for you?’ remembered Nelson. ‘Forgot to ask. I’ll be pissed if it isn’t. It’s top of the range. That’s what Jimmy Methis told me.’

‘It’s sweet. We got some great stuff. Later, guys.’

Nelson grunted something that might have been satisfaction and looked up from a battered file with which he was fiddling.

‘Hey, Ernie,’ called Nelson, through the open door. ‘Hey, why don’t you come right on through here one minute? I want you to meet someone.’

In a corner of the room next to Nelson’s, tucked away amongst the normal technological paraphernalia of a modern-day office, sat a young, short and stocky Asian-American man. He was staring through thick, black-rimmed glasses with something that resembled devotion at his computer screen.

‘Come on, buddy, let’s go. Time is money.’ Nelson urged him into action.

Ern turned to us, flicking back his centrally parted hair with a metal pen. For someone who I realised later remained resolutely impassive practically all the time, he managed to look slightly annoyed. He half lifted himself out of his seat, before clicking a couple of times on his mouse, and  sitting down again. Then with a final inaudible sigh he stood upright and came over to us. He was dressed in a rather fashionable white lab coat.

‘Hey, Ernie, I want you to meet a friend of mine, he’s from England, you know. Ernie Vinh, this is Randy er . . . Williams. Ernie is our forensic expert.’

‘Forensics, really . . .’

Gearing up for a full-on introduction à l’américaine, I was about to produce a series of ‘how’re you doing’s and ‘just great to see you’s and fully expected several ‘welcome’s and ‘how pleased we are to have you here’s in return, but Ernie, taking my hand rather begrudgingly, just said ‘Hi.’ Upon which he turned away, walked back and sat back down at his desk.

Slightly bewildered, I smiled at Nelson who, his hands folded over his sizeable chest, just raised his eyes heavenward and called out to Rita.

‘Hey, Rita, why don’t you just get Buck in here? He can meet with Randy. You sure gonna be interested in meeting him, Randy. He’s an ass, by the way.’

I smiled and nodded and Rita flicked a switch on her desk intercom and issued a short instruction.

While I waited I pulled down two slats in the Venetian blind in what I hoped was the approved fashion and looked out through the silvered eye. Makepeace was just pulling out in a big four-wheel-drive truck, complete with rust and big headlights.

A few minutes later a man appeared in the doorway. It was Buck Burnett. He was dressed as if he was about to go and rescue hostages from a kidnap crisis, which, for all I knew at that moment, he might have been. Entirely in black, he sported a logo-less baseball hat, what appeared to be some kind of flak jacket with endless pockets, and a long leather coat. Little did I know when I shook hands with  him that afternoon, my knuckles cracking audibly, how much time I was to spend with Buck. He appeared to be living out some kind of would-be private investigator fantasy. Somewhere between James Bond and the Terminator he had got it horribly wrong. If Buck Burnett was trying much too hard to look like a private eye then it might be said that my next acquaintance, Delray Drummond, a young African-American in his late twenties, was making anything but an attempt to create that impression. Dressed in that ubiquitous uniform of American football shirt, jeans and trainers, Delray bounced up to me when he got back to the office. We were introduced a few minutes after Buck Burnett had bid me farewell by shooting me several times with his fingers and calling me ‘kid’. Delray stuck out his hand for a firm yet soft, slightly complicated handshake and smiled broadly at me.
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