AN ENGLISHMAN IN NEW JERSEY (The Good Samaritan) 

 By Jeremy Taylor

Henry Millfield had never been to America before. As soon as he entered the immigration hall, he could feel that things were different but not like in the films. Also his taxi driver didn't chew tobacco, swear at other drivers or, to the best of Henry's knowledge, try to rip him off.

   He had been warned about the unnerving friendliness of Americans in the service industry so the smiling receptionist at his hotel on the New Jersey side of the Hudson River had not frightened him too much. Even the porter had exchanged a friendly word with him though perhaps that was simply to get a bigger tip. Had a dollar been enough?

   From his hotel room on the ninth floor he had an amazing view of the Manhattan skyline. He had seen it a million times in films but its beauty still surprised him. 

   Henry had been sent by his British publishing company to finalise a deal with a large American publisher. The discussions on the first day were long and while the Americans were very friendly, Henry felt that he was being pushed into signing a contract which benefited the Americans far more than his own company.

   In the evening, Henry returned to his hotel, had a wonderful power shower which nearly knocked him off his feet and went down to the bar. There were a few couples talking secretly in various corners but the place was largely empty. Henry sat down at the bar and nodded to the bartender.

   He was sipping his lager and lime when he heard a commotion near the door. A woman had dropped her handbag and sent its contents all over the floor. Henry smiled. The woman reminded him of his wife - about forty eight, still attractive but starting to put on a little extra weight.

   “I tripped on the carpet, d'you think I should sue?” The woman climbed onto the stool next to Henry.

   “Sue?”

   “The hotel! I could have fallen over and busted something. They're lucky, the only thing that's damaged is my pride. But then, that's probably worth a coupla million, whaddya think?”

   “Um, I'm afraid I don't know much about these things, you see I'm...”

   “...from England!”

   “Yes, that's right.”

   “Oh, I love your English accent. Say something! What's your name?”    “Henry,” said Henry.

   “Like the Prince!”

   “The Prince?”

   “You know, Prince Henry!”

   “No, I think you're mistaken. There's Charles, Andrew and um...”    “Edward.”

   “That's right. But no Prince Henry.”

   “Henry, I'm disappointed in you.”

   “You are?”    “Sure I am. Do you know Princess Diana?”

   “Charles' ex-wife?”    “Right. And they had a coupla kids. Including...”

   “Prince Henry?” suggested Henry.

   “I'm sorry you have to say, Is it Prince Henry?”

   “What?”

   “You have to answer the questions with another question,” explained the woman.

   “I'm sorry, you've got me a little confused.”

   “Jeopardy!”

   “Jeopardy?”    “You don't know jeopardy?”

   Henry knew the word 'jeopardy' but had no idea what the woman was talking about.

   “The game show, Henry: Jeopardy!” The woman sang the theme tune hoping to jog Henry's memory.

   Henry's memory remained unjogged. “I'm sorry, we don't have Jeopardy in England.”

   “You don't?” The woman looked at Henry with the same pity as you would look at someone who didn't have access to clean drinking water. What did English people do at seven o'clock every evening?

   “Evening, Crystal,” said the bartender.

   “Oh, hi,” said Crystal. “Could I have a becherovka and tonic?”

   “Sure.”

   “A what?” asked Henry.

   “A becherovka. It's a new drink from some place in Europe. Wanna try some?”

   When the bartender gave Crystal her drink she pushed it over to Henry who sniffed at it suspiciously. “It smells funny,” he commented.

   “Aren't you gonna try it?”    “Um, no. I think I'll stick with my lager and lime.”

   “Lager and lime? Can I..?”

   Henry didn't want to but he pushed his drink towards Crystal. She took a sip and started nodding. “Not bad, not bad at all, Henry.” Then she picked up her glass and was about to down her funny drink but stopped herself and sipped from the glass instead.

   Henry tried to discretely remove the lipstick from the rim of his glass. “So, where are you from...Crystal?”

   “How did you know my name? Perhaps we've met before...”

   “No, I...”

   “Not in this life,” said Crystal in an eerie voice. “But in a life before. Whaddya think, Henry? Perhaps we were married in a previous life!”

   Crystal's mention of marriage made Henry think of Margaret.

 “I don't believe in reincarnation.”    “You don't?” asked Crystal and looked at Henry with the same pity as she would look at someone who didn't have cable television. “Anyway. How did you know my name? Are you psychic?”

   “No, when you ordered your drink, I heard the barman call you Crystal.”

   “Oh,” said Crystal. “You're very observant.”

   “So, Crystal, you didn't answer my question.”

   “What question was that, Henry?” Crystal put her forefinger on the corner of her mouth.

   Henry felt a stirring in his trousers. “Where are you from... Crystal?” Henry was slowly getting used to the American habit of using the other person's name in conversation. It was supposed to make them feel comfortable. It always made Henry feel decidedly uncomfortable.”

   “Me? I'm from Detroit.”

   “Where they make cars,” said Henry, remembering his schoolboy geography.    “How did you know that?” asked Crystal.

   “We learned about it at school.”

   Crystal was not keen on logical explanations. “I think maybe you're psychic, Henry. You just don't realise your own powers.”

   Henry thought that highly unlikely but said, “Do you think so?”

   “I don't think so,” said Crystal. “I know so! I'm half psychic myself.”

   Henry smiled and nodded at his half psychic drinking companion. “So, Crystal, what are you doing in New Jersey?”

   “Oh, just meeting friends. They said they'd be here at...” Crystal looked at her watch. “Oh my God, it's ten o'clock. They're half an hour late!”

   “Can you call them?” asked a practical Henry.

   “I can try.” Crystal disappeared off to the reception area. Henry took a sip of his lager and lime. Minutes later, a very worried Crystal came back into the bar.

   “What's wrong?” asked Henry.

   “Nobody home!”

   “Well, they must be on their way. They'll be here in a minute... Crystal.”

   “I hope you're right, Henry. Barman, another becherovka and tonic and a lager and lime for my good friend - English Henry.”

   “Coming right up, Crystal.”

   “Oh, Henry, what am I going to do? My friends have forgotten about me! They've probably gone off to some all night party.” Crystal took out a handkerchief and blew her nose.

   Practical Henry could think of one solution which both horrified him and at the same time caused further agitation in his trousers. He couldn't. He shouldn't He wouldn't. “Well, Crystal. If you need somewhere to stay tonight...”

   “Yes, Henry?”

   “I was thinking, now of course, I understand if you think it is a very stupid idea and of course maybe you are...um, not happy with the idea, but I was wondering, perhaps you could share my room.”

   “Could I Henry?”

   “If your friends don't turn up in the next half hour or so, I think that it is a very sensible arrangement.”

   “Oh, Henry. Sensible, English Henry, I don't know how to thank you. Of course normally I would pay for my own room and not trouble you but I had my credit cards stolen yesterday and...”

   Henry's improbability alarm bell started ringing in his head but something in his trousers reached up quickly and turned it off. After all, what was he? Nothing more than a Twentieth Century Good Samaritan.

   Thirty minutes and five seconds later, Henry and Crystal left the bar and took the lift up to Henry's room on the ninth floor.

* * * * *

   As soon as Henry Millfield woke up, his alarm bells started ringing. Only this time there was nothing to turn them off. His turning off switch was having a very well- deserved sleep. He rolled over and looked at Crystal. One large firm breast stuck out through a fold in the sheets. Henry suspected it was not entirely real and peered at its underside for a tell tale scar. “Good morning, Henry.”    “Morning, Crystal. Did you sleep well?”

   “I hardly slept a wink, thanks to you, Henry. You were amazing.”

   “Was I?” asked Henry as images of squeezing into his power shower cubicle with Crystal passed before his eyes. “Thank you. Would you like some breakfast. I can call room service.”    “No, it's all right, Henry. I gotta get going.” Crystal swung her legs out of the bed and started retrieving her clothing from various parts of the room.

   Henry went to the bathroom and started splashing water onto his tired face and pushed a warm and wet flannel down his Marks and Spencer's underpants.

   “Okay, Henry, I'm going.”

   Henry took a towel and went back into the bedroom. “Okay, well, it was a real pleasure to be of assistance to you Crystal.”    “Er, Henry, aren't you forgetting something?”

   “Oh,” said Henry and kissed Crystal's cheek.

   “Very funny, wise-guy. Now how about some greenbacks.”

   “Greenbacks?” asked Henry. Were they birds or amphibians?

   “Dollars, sweetheart. Two hundred and fifty of them.” Crystal stuck out her hand. 

   Suddenly the reality of the situation hit Henry. “But, but, I thought you loved me!”

   “I did love you, Henry,” said Crystal. “And it's going to cost you two hundred fifty bucks. Surely you didn't think that I really fancied you, did you?”

   “But I helped you... your friends...”    “You believed that bullshit? My God, Henry, grow up. This is nearly the Twenty First Century.”

   “I'm not paying,” said Henry.

   “What?”

   “I'm not paying,” repeated Henry. “You tricked me.”

   “Sure it was a trick and tricks cost two hundred fifty bucks.”    Crystal's wordplay was lost on Henry.

   “I'm still not paying.”

   Crystal grabbed the front of Henry's underpants and dug her nails in deep. “You gonna pay up?”

   Henry's shaking head quickly changed to a nod. Slowly, Crystal released her talons. “There's a good boy.”    Crystal pocketed the money and, after a blowing a kiss to Henry, left the room.

* * * * * 

That evening, Henry did not want to visit the bar again but he had heard all sorts of horrible stories about people who stepped outside the hotel door after dark. At about quarter past nine, Henry entered the bar. There were more people than the night before and there were only two bar stools still free. The first one was next to an oldish woman who smiled at Henry. Not on your nelly, thought Henry and levered himself up onto the other stool. There was a couple on his left and a couple of men on his right. He was safe. 

   When he ordered his lager and lime, Henry noticed a few heads turn in his direction. He smiled. The novelty of having an English accent was something that Henry still enjoyed. “You English?”

   “Yes,” said Henry, a little wary of the rather rough looking character next to him. “Where are you from?”

   “Argentina,” said the man.

   Pictures of the Falklands War, The General Belgrano and HMS Sheffield shot before Henry's eyes.

   “Is all over now,” said the Argentinian. “Crazy Galtieri, crazy Thatcher, crazy war, yes?”    “Yes,” agreed Henry, “crazy war.”    “Bob Jones,” said the Argentinian's friend and extended his hand to Henry. Henry shook it. 

   “Millfield, Henry.”

   “So what brings you to this part of the world, Henry?” asked Bob.

   Henry told him of his publishing company and the deal he was trying to negotiate. “Something's wrong, Henry. You look tense.”    Henry looked at Bob and the Argentinian. Could he trust them? He wasn't too keen on the Argentinan but Bob seemed like a fairly normal kind of man. Anyway, it was troubling him and it would do him good to get it off his chest. “I was in here last night when this woman came in...”

   It took Henry about ten minutes to tell the whole story. Well, he didn't tell them the whole story but enough of it. They listened in silence. When he finished, Henry expected a few consoling words or a pat on the arm. He did not expect gale of laughter and the slap on the back. “Oh, Henry, that is the funniest story I've heard for a long long time,” said Bob. “Is it really true?”    “Every word,” said Henry, trying to laugh with Bob and the Argentinian.

   “Listen, Henry,” said Bob. “I've got a bottle of scotch upstairs. “Why don't the three of us leave this dumb bar and go and have a few shots?”

   Henry was quite fond of scotch and these two guys were not bad company. “All right,” said Henry. “Let's go!”

   “That was a great story, Henry,” said Bob as they waited for the lift. “And I think it did you a lot of good telling it, you're less tense now.”    “That's true,” said Henry, who hadn't realised how tense he had been.

   “But if you're still feeling tense,” said Bob as they stepped into the lift, “Carlos here can give you a wonderful massage.”
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