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            Returned to Sender

         
 
         Detective Inspector Arnold Box stood in an obscure rear corner of St Swithin’s Hall, and cast a professional eye over the motley audience who were listening intently to a lecture on Anglo-German Friendship. A rough poll-count had shown him that there were over fifty men occupying the rows of pine chairs. So far, nothing untoward had happened. A venerable and respectably dressed old man had passed a collection box for the Dockside Mission along the rows, and there had been a decent clinking of copper. Then the lecture had begun.
         
 
         The lecturer, a scholarly man of seventy or so, with an abundant shock of white hair, spoke perfect English, with just the trace of a foreign accent. At a table behind him on the platform, sat a distinguished gentleman in evening dress. Box recognized him as Sir Charles Napier, the Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.
         
 
         Most of the men in the audience looked harmless enough. There was the usual crop of elderly eccentrics who turned up for these political discussions, men with untidy hair and pince-nez, men clutching baggy umbrellas, and parcels of tracts. There were a few roughs there, too, one or two tramps sheltering from the cold, and a number of cocksure young men in loud suits, who had come there presumably for a laugh, or a row. For the moment, though, they were all listening intently to the lecturer’s exposition of the theory of just and unjust wars.
         
 
         St Swithin’s Hall, a huge wooden tabernacle of a place, had been designed specifically for public meetings and concerts. It rose gauntly at the top of some steps in an alley sandwiched between Walbrook and St Swithin’s Lane. A good deal of the London fog seemed to have seeped into the hall, merging with a cloud of thick pipe smoke to create a blue haze. Gas mantles flared on their brackets between the windows, their rising heat causing the festoons of British and German flags strung along the walls to nod and tremble.
         
 
         Superintendent Mackharness had summoned Box to his first-floor office at King James’s Rents in mid-afternoon, and told him to ‘look in’ on this particular meeting, which was to begin with a lecture delivered by the eminent German scholar and retired diplomat Dr Otto Seligmann, President of the Anglo-German League of Friendship.
         
 
         ‘I want you to look in, Box,’ Mackharness had said, ‘and see that all’s well. You know what kind of people can turn up at these political affairs, so stay for an hour or so, and see how things shape. It’s the last day of the old year – well, I don’t need to tell you that – and there may be some imprudent revellers loose on the streets. But the City Police will be there in sufficient numbers, so if anything unpleasant happens, leave them to deal with it. You’d better take Sergeant Knollys with you.’
         
 
         ‘This Dr Seligmann, sir—’
 
         ‘Dr Otto Seligmann, Box,’ the superintendent had volunteered, ‘is very well esteemed in high political circles – a well-known enthusiast for peace, and so on. He’s the president of this Anglo-German League. And Sir Charles Napier, the Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office – you’ve heard of him, I suppose? – well, he’s the vice-president, and he’ll be there too, as chairman of the meeting. He and this Dr Seligmann are old political friends and allies. So do as I say, Box, and get down there this evening. The lecture starts at eight o’clock.’
         
 
         Inspector Box did not pay much attention to Dr Otto Seligmann. Of greater interest to him was a little knot of men who had congregated near one of the rear exits. There were plenty of vacant seats, but they had curtly refused to sit down. They were well-dressed and prosperous-looking men, but there was potential danger in the way they carried themselves, with a sort of half crouch, as though contemplating a lunge at some potential adversary. As they listened intently to the speaker, Box could see the mounting anger convulsing their faces.
         
 
         It had always seemed extraordinary to Arnold Box that men could work themselves up to fever pitch over political niceties. What was so special about Anglo-German friendship, that it could bring this lot out of their warm houses on such a bitterly cold night? Did they really understand what the speaker was saying? Did they really care? Had they no wives, no mothers and fathers, no children, to occupy their leisure time in the evenings?
         
 
         Next Tuesday, his aged and ailing father would be placed under the surgeon’s knife at the Royal Free Hospital in Gray’s Inn Road. When the decision had been made, last October, to sever his leg, January had seemed a long way off. Since Christmas, he had started to feel a mild panic, which he refused to recognize as fear. It was Saturday today. What might have happened to Pa by next Saturday? They could do wonderful things, nowadays. But they couldn’t provide an antidote for fear.
         
 
         Dr Otto Seligmann was still talking. Sir Charles Napier, Box noticed, had shifted his position behind the table, and was making renewed efforts to fix his attention on the speaker. Even professional diplomats could experience boredom. If he and Seligmann were old friends, then he had probably heard it all before.
         
 
         A sudden marked change in the speaker’s tone suggested that he was going to stop.
         
 
         ‘So that, gentlemen,’ said Dr Seligmann, ‘is my plea. Trust in the good sense of the various and varying peoples of Germany. Do not allow yourselves to be swept up by your British fear of foreigners. There must be no war in our time. Let that be the slogan, the watchword, of the Anglo-German Friendship League. No war in our time!’
         
 
         Was that it, then? Had he really finished? Dr Otto Seligmann had been talking for over an hour. Really, it had been more than flesh and blood could stand! Box saw his sergeant, Jack Knollys, suddenly open his eyes, and sway slightly, as though he had been asleep on his feet. A giant of a man, he had taken up his station next to the knot of angry men. There were another six police officers in the hall, an inspector, a sergeant, and four constables. They were all City Police, there to see fair play, and keep the peace.
         
 
         Dr Seligmann sat down, to a half-hearted barrage of clapping, a few cheers, and a bit of foot-stamping. Sir Charles Napier stood up, and thanked the speaker for all his time and effort. He was sure that the audience had been fascinated by the many insights that they had been given into the complexities of the issue under debate, and that they would take his words to heart. Dr Seligmann, he said, would now be happy to answer any questions.
         
 
         One man had already stood up from amid the serried ranks of chairs, and had waved his hand in the air to attract the chairman’s attention. Hello, thought Box, what’s this? It was one of the cocksure young men, a fellow of about thirty, with a shock of yellow hair.
         
 
         ‘If what you say about Germany is true, Dr Seligmann,’ said the young man, in a loud and belligerent voice, ‘what about the French in 1870? That wasn’t very peaceful of Germany, was it?’
         
 
         Strewth! A troublemaker. Some kind of nark with a mouth too big for his mind. Why couldn’t they just sing the National Anthem and go home?
         
 
         Dr Otto Seligmann sprang to his feet.
 
         ‘My friend!’ he cried. ‘I am only too well aware of the shadow cast by the events of 1870. I myself was present at Versailles in that year, when the German Empire was promulgated with great triumph from the old palace of Louis XIV, the Sun King! I witnessed Prince Bismarck proclaiming our Prussian King, William I, as Emperor of Germany—’
         
 
         The knot of well-dressed men near the exit suddenly gave a rousing cheer, and waved their hats in the air. Some members of the main audience turned round to look at them, and one or two joined in their cheering. Box was suddenly alert. He moved closer to Sergeant Knollys. The elderly German scholar on the platform held his ground.
         
 
         ‘But don’t you see, my friend, that there was no need for the rise of faction and dissent? To people like me, the establishment of that new empire meant that Europe could look forward to a new era of stability and prosperity! Already, in the sixties, we had averted war by the subjugation of Denmark and Austria—’
         
 
         ‘Very pacific, I must say!’ shouted the man in the audience. ‘Very peaceful for the good folk of Denmark, and the Frenchies you butchered in Alsace—’
         
 
         Another man sprang to his feet, overturning his chair as he did so. He began to jabber in a shrill, angry voice. No one could hear what he said, but a murmur began to weave its way through the audience. It was turning into a crowd, thought Box, and a crowd will soon turn into a mob.
         
 
         One of the knot of men standing near Sergeant Knollys began to shout something in what Box took to be German. It sounded like an accusation: ‘Verräter!  Verräter!’  The man’s face was convulsed with hatred, and a vein pulsed and throbbed in his temple. He shook his fist at Seligmann, and at the same time his companions picked up the word as a furious rallying-cry, and howled it as a special imprecation in the general direction of the platform.
         
 
         Somebody unseen began to winch the heavy velvet curtains closed across the stage.
         
 
         ‘Right, Officers,’ Box shouted. ‘Get him  out, and shut him  up!’ He had jabbed an urgent finger first at the raging German, and then at the young man with the yellow hair.
         
 
         Sergeant Knollys had evidently been waiting for the word. He put two massive arms round the shouting German, lifted him bodily off his feet, and virtually ran out of the hall with him through the door leading to the vestibule. At the same time, one of the uniformed City Police hauled the original troublemaker out of his seat, and dragged him away into a side-room.
         
 
         As though by magic, the atmosphere in the hall returned to normal. The German’s companions suddenly became very meek and embarrassed, and left the hall, though not before darting venomous glances at the now inscrutably curtained platform. They were followed by the venerable old man, who was still clutching his collection box. The inspector gently restrained him, and propelled him out of the hall and into the front vestibule overlooking St Swithin’s Lane. Sergeant Knollys was just coming through the entrance. He was smiling rather grimly to himself.
         
 
         ‘All’s well, sir,’ he said. ‘Our German friend assures me that he meant no harm. He’s very sorry for any trouble he may have caused. I’ve taken his name and address. He’s a pork-butcher by trade, so he tells me.’
         
 
         Box permitted himself a rueful laugh.
 
         ‘What a waste of police time, Sergeant Knollys! It’ll be in the papers, tomorrow. “Scuffles broke out”. That’s what they’ll write. You don’t know our venerable friend here, do you? This is Birdy Sanders. He goes round shaking an imitation charity box, and collecting coppers for himself. It won’t do, Birdy! You’re a wicked old man, and you won’t get to Heaven at this rate. See to him, will you, Sergeant?’
         
 
         Inspector Box handed the collecting-box to Knollys, and re-entered the hall. It was cold in the vestibule, where a chill wind managed to blow the outer doors open and closed with a dull thudding sound. The bare boards were wet and stained with recent deposits of mud. A single tear began to roll down the old man’s cheek.
         
 
         Through the flapping doors, Knollys glimpsed a dark figure slowly mounting the steps up from the street. Presently a tall, round-shouldered  man of fifty came into the vestibule. He wore the instantly recognizable peaked cap and long double-breasted overcoat of a constable in the River Police. He was a hollow-cheeked man with a drooping moustache and bright, irreverent eyes.
         
 
         ‘I’m told Inspector Box is here tonight,’ he said. ‘We’ve something down at Waterman’s Pier that he’d like to see. It’s only a few minutes’ walk from here. This side of London Bridge. Are you one of his posse, or has he just took you up for assault and battery?’
         
 
         ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Knollys, Constable. I’ll tell Mr Box you’re here.’
         
 
         The constable nodded towards the wretched old man who was standing in absorbed misery beside Knollys.
         
 
         ‘This your old dad, then? Or shouldn’t I have asked?’
 
         Knollys laughed. He looked out at the bleak, cold alley, where a few winking lights could be seen at the corner of St Swithin’s Lane. The last day of December, 1892, had chosen to furnish the inevitable crowds of revellers with a bleak prospect for the New Year. He thrust the collecting box into the old man’s hands.
         
 
         ‘Hop it,’ he said. ‘Don’t let me see you round here again.’
 
         Uttering shrill cries of thanks and blessing, the old man stumbled away down the steps, clutching the box of coppers to his chest.
         
 
         ‘Have you got a name, Constable?’ asked Knollys. ‘Or do you prefer to go around incognito?’
         
 
         ‘Joseph Peabody, 406, Lower Station, Blackwall Hulks. You go in there, Sergeant, and tell your gaffer Joe Peabody’s here. We’ve something waiting for him down at Waterman’s Pier. Something that’s on the turn, and won’t keep.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It was dark in the narrow lanes beyond Walbrook, but Joe Peabody moved surely and swiftly, bearing steadily downhill towards the river. After about ten minutes or so, the three men emerged on to a wide pier, where the darkness of the alleys was banished by the blaze of light from gas standards along the quay. They could see that the river was alive with ships of every description, and winking mast lights seemed to cross and re-cross each other in the gloom.
         
 
         Two men were waiting on the pier. They stood beneath an iron arch, flanked by two lanterns, stamping their feet, and blowing on their hands. It was becoming bitterly cold.
         
 
         ‘Good evening, Inspector Cross,’ said Box, ‘you’ve something for me, I’m told?’
         
 
         Sergeant Knollys knew about the River Police, but he had never encountered one of them at close quarters until Joseph Peabody had treated him to a bit of mild impertinence back at St Swithin’s Hall. Inspector Cross looked no different from his constable, or from the shivering sergeant accompanying him. In their long thick coats and peaked caps, they all looked the same.
         
 
         ‘“Good evening” be damned, Arnold! There’s nothing good about it. And what’s all this “Inspector Cross” business? I’ll not waste words, as we’ll all be dead of the cold if we stay out here jawing much longer. Just on an hour ago, we tied up the galley at this pier, having come up on shore patrol from Blackfriars. We’d just stepped up on the boards when we saw a little steam launch down there, hugging the shore. It sounded its whistle, as though to attract our attention, and then – well, you tell him, Jimmy.’
         
 
         The shivering sergeant took up the tale.
 
         ‘Somebody on the launch chucked a dead body over the side. Before any of us could move, Inspector, the launch was off and away. There’s a little skiff down there, and we used that to bring the body in—’
         
 
         ‘We’ve laid it out on a table in the pier-master’s office over there. As soon as ever Dr Kelly comes, we’ll go in and take a proper look.’
         
 
         At that moment, a rowing-boat approached the pier, propelled by yet another huddled member of the river force. Sitting upright in the boat, was a stout man wearing a fur-collared coat and a dark wide-awake hat. He seemed to be complaining angrily in a strong Irish brogue about being disturbed from his dinner at such an inopportune time.
         
 
         ‘You’re just a gang of galley-slaves! What do you mean by disturbing a respectable doctor with your dead bodies? Pirates, most of them. Why don’t you leave them to float out to sea? Come on, man – help me up the ladder.’
         
 
         Inspector Cross surveyed the newcomer from head to foot with a detached interest, as though the big, bluff Irishman was a specimen in an anatomical museum.
         
 
         ‘You’re very civil, as always, Dr Kelly,’ he said. ‘Now, here’s a little thought for you to ponder, before we look at the latest pirate to be fished out of the river. We’re policemen, Doctor, so we have to account to higher authority for every corpse that we find. But you – you can bury your  mistakes.’
         
 
         Dr Kelly bellowed with laughter, in which the River Police joined. They moved swiftly across the quay towards the pier-master’s office.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The dead man taken from the river lay on a trestle table, which had been dragged under a flaring gas burner suspended from the ceiling. Box looked at him, noting his heavy features, and the stubble on his chin. His black hair was plastered close to his skull by the river water, and his rough seaman’s suit of dark serge was heavy with moisture.
         
 
         Inspector Cross pulled open the man’s jacket to reveal his bloodstained shirt and waistcoat. He pointed to a torn inside pocket, and turned to Box.
         
 
         ‘There was something in that pocket, Arnold, that decided us to send for you. We knew you were up there at St Swithin’s with Sir Charles Napier. We’ll talk about that later. Come on, Doctor, take a look at this man, and tell us what he died of. Jimmy, you give him a hand.’
         
 
         Dr Kelly seemed to be no respecter of persons, living or dead. With the help of the River Police sergeant he closely examined the man’s chest, where a gaping wound had been revealed beneath the shirt, and then turned him over on to his front with a sickeningly wet thud. For five minutes or so he poked and pummelled the body, then stood back, wiping his hands on his overcoat.
         
 
         ‘Well, now,’ he said, ‘I can’t do anything much till you’ve brought him up to Horseferry Road mortuary tomorrow. As you can see, he’s a man in his early forties, a trifle overweight, but nothing that would have mattered much. He’s been shot in the back from close up with some kind of medium calibre pistol, and the bullet’s passed right through him. Shot in the back, so perhaps he was running away from somebody. That’s all. Give me a hand again, Jimmy.’
         
 
         Dr Kelly and the sergeant hauled the heavy body on to its back again, and then they left the pier-master’s office, accompanied by the man who had rowed the doctor to the pier. They could all hear a fresh outbreak of banter, accompanied by the doctor’s full-throated laugh, which turned into a fit of luxurious coughing as he descended the iron ladder to the rowing-boat. Inspector Box broke the silence.
         
 
         ‘Why did you send for me, Bob?’ he asked Inspector Cross. ‘This is divisional work. Nothing to do with me.’
         
 
         Cross jerked his head towards Constable Peabody, who had said nothing at all since Box, Knollys and he had arrived at the pier.
         
 
         ‘Joe there will tell you what it’s all about. I’m going back to the galley. I’ll wish you good night. And you, Sergeant.’
         
 
         Inspector Cross strode out on to the quay, closing the door firmly behind him.
         
 
         Joe Peabody glanced uncertainly at Knollys, seemed to make up his mind about something, and then spoke.
         
 
         ‘You know what I am, don’t you, Mr Box? Mentioning no names, of course.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Joe. I know what you are. So what do you want to tell me?’
 
         PC Joseph Peabody glanced at the dead man. He shook his head slightly, and then gave his attention once more to Box.
         
 
         ‘This man, Inspector, is Stefan Oliver. He was a Foreign Office courier, one of Sir Charles Napier’s people. You’ll understand, sir, that I know something about him – being what I am. When Bob Cross opened his jacket to search for a wound, he found something thrust in the inside pocket.’
         
 
         Joe Peabody produced a stout linen-backed envelope, to which a number of wax seals had been attached. It was only lightly stained, and Box could read a series of letters and numbers written in bold Indian ink on the front of the packet. It had been roughly torn open, but the contents were still intact. Box carefully drew out two folded sheets of notepaper, and opened them by the light of the flaring gas burner. They proved to be two sheets of blank paper.
         
 
         ‘I wanted you to see that, Mr Box. I know that in the nature of things you can’t be one of us, but you’ve worked with us before. That’s a Foreign Office cipher written there, on the cover, and this packet was to be delivered to Sir Charles Napier himself. You’ll understand, Mr Box, that I know what this is in general terms, because I can read the cipher, but I don’t know anything at all about the particular nature of this packet. It’s nothing to do with us – our crowd, you know. But I think it was what they term a “dummy run”. A rehearsal, if you get my meaning. But somebody thought it was the real thing, and shot Stefan Oliver in the back in order to get that letter.’
         
 
         ‘But whoever it was, Joe, put the letter back in his pocket. Why should he do that?’
         
 
         Joe Peabody carefully closed the envelope, and concealed it in his coat. He turned away towards the door.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know, Inspector. Not for certain, anyway. I’ll see that this packet gets to Sir Charles Napier. But I’m thinking of how that fellow in the steam launch tooted his whistle to attract our attention, and then dumped poor Stefan there into the river. He wanted us to see him! Sir Charles was only a quarter of a mile away from here – I expect he’s still up there, at that meeting, or whatever it is.’
         
 
         ‘So you think—’
 
         ‘I don’t think anything special, Mr Box. But it did just occur to me that Stefan Oliver was being sent back to his master by an assassin with a sense of humour. You know, sir: like you can do with a letter. “Not at this address. Return to Sender”.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         In St Swithin’s Hall, the audience were dispersing, and the lights were being turned low. The heavy velvet curtains had once again been winched closed. Dr Otto Seligmann and Sir Charles Napier sat at the table on the stage, talking together in low voices.
         
 
         ‘What did you make of that row, Seligmann? Louts? Or something else?’
         
 
         Dr Seligmann did not reply for a moment. He poured himself a glass of water from a carafe that had been provided for the lecture, and Napier saw how his hand trembled. Seligmann thought of his opponents, and their growing belligerence. Years ago, he had engaged in courteous arguments with men of differing minds, men whose interpretation of German history had differed from his. They had usually agreed to differ, but always with a strong measure of courtesy.
         
 
         It was different, now. His opponents were turning into deadly enemies. He had seen their impotent reflection in the enraged knot of German so-called ‘patriots’ earlier in the evening. Frustrated exiles, they longed to see their native land develop into the colossus of Europe. He recalled the ringleader of that knot of men, the puce-faced lunatic who had shouted ‘Traitor! Traitor!’ – a vile slander, which his brainless friends had taken up as a battle-cry. Their obvious hatred of him, and of his mission, had unnerved him.
         
 
         ‘They were not louts, Napier. They were part of the great and growing army of the prosperous ignorant. You and I have known each other – what? – twenty years, and for most of that time we have watched together the gradual degeneration of peace in Europe. What you saw tonight will tell you that things are coming to a head. The war party’s out for blood, and soon, violent words will be replaced by violent deeds.’
         
 
         Sir Charles said nothing for a while. He was thinking of the deep trust that had grown up between him and the elderly German former diplomat turned scholar. When those men had called him a traitor, Sir Charles Napier had felt personally affronted.
         
 
         ‘Do you think that those men were part of an organization?’ he asked at last. ‘We’ve a lot of Germans in London, and the vast majority of them are quiet, decent citizens. But there are societies – clubs, debating groups – where various forms of mild subversion are practised. I wondered whether our friends tonight came from that quarter.’
         
 
         ‘They may well have done so, Napier. But the real danger to peace lies in Berlin. There are new ideas abroad there that have taken hold of the heady imagination of the young, and the calculating opportunism of the older cynics. You have heard of Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche? He exhorts us all to reject what he calls the “slave morality” of Christianity, and replace it with a stern new ethic, leading to the development of the superman …. You don’t have many ideas in England, Napier, so you don’t understand their danger—’
         
 
         ‘Oh, yes I do, Seligmann! That’s why I agreed to go along with your plan to warn these people off – these dreamers in Berlin.’
         
 
         Dr Seligmann looked very grave. To the English diplomat watching him, he seemed the very picture of despair.
         
 
         ‘The dreamers are bad enough, Napier, but behind them is a cold and orchestrating intelligence, the Baron Luitpold von Dessau. That man is the prime exponent of the new pan-German militarism. He’s currently the darling of the Reichstag. He’s a friend of that madman Nietzsche. But von Dessau is something more than merely a fanatical nationalist. He’s innately prudent, a quality that he inherits from his father, a careful diplomat whom I knew long ago at Jena. Von Dessau would only ever match his words with deeds if he knew that the way was clear to do so—’
         
 
         ‘Which brings us,’ Sir Charles Napier concluded, ‘to the day of destiny – Friday, 13 January, when von Dessau addresses a mass rally in Berlin of the Pan-German Congress. That, my dear Seligmann, will be a tinder-box waiting to be ignited, and if the orators there get their own way, Europe will be plunged into war.’
         
 
         Seligmann sighed, and began to gather up his papers. How painful it was to talk about Germany to this British minister as though his native land was an enemy country! But they were living in dangerous times, and Napier was an old and trusted friend.
         
 
         ‘They’ll all be there on Friday, the thirteenth, Napier. That date! It sounds as though it was a deliberately perverse choice, perhaps a device of that madman Nietzsche! All the half-crazed brotherhoods will be there, encouraging each other to condone and commit excesses. The Eidgenossenschaft,  the Prussian Banner, the Junkers of the First Hour – all the deadly demons who want to push the borders of the Reich east to Moscow, and west to the English Channel—’
         
 
         Sir Charles Napier laughed.
 
         ‘They’d better not try, Seligmann! If they ever do, we’ll be ready for them!’
         
 
         ‘Ah, but will you?’ asked the old German scholar softly. ‘You cannot be sure. And that is why I have written a secret memorandum to von Dessau, which one of your couriers will place in his hands on the very eve of his accursed rally. I cannot in honour tell you what I have written in that memorandum, my dear Napier, but I can promise you that it will strike von Dessau like a thunderclap! Once he reads it, he will use all his great influence to stifle at once the danger of German aggression in our time.’
         
 
         ‘And you won’t tell me what that memorandum contains?’
 
         ‘I cannot, Napier! I have almost compromised my own integrity as a German in revealing certain things to von Dessau that should have remained a close and fast secret.’
         
 
         ‘Very well. You can, of course, trust me to see that your memorandum is delivered sealed and intact. I will undertake to see it delivered at the time of our choosing by one of my special couriers. Until that time, Seligmann, it will repose in the Foreign Office strongroom.’
         
 
         ‘Excellent! Your man came as planned to Chelsea earlier this evening, to conduct the rehearsal. I expect all will be well.’
         
 
         ‘I trust so. We have fourteen days before von Dessau attempts to unleash the dogs of war. Have your memorandum ready and sealed in the packet that I gave you by next Tuesday, 3 January. It will be collected by a man called Fenlake. Lieutenant Arthur Fenlake.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Inspector Box and Sergeant Knollys walked back up from Waterman’s Pier. They said nothing until they had emerged from the gloomy alleys to the south of Walbrook, and were within sight of the vast meeting-hall in St Swithin’s Lane. Its windows were now dark, and the collection of ostlers and coachmen who had been there earlier, had disappeared from the street.
         
 
         ‘Let’s walk up to the Mansion House, Sergeant Knollys, and take a cab from there back to the Rents. This is the coldest New Year’s Eve I’ve ever known. There’s no need for us to go back into that hall. It’s nearly ten now, and they’ll be done by half past.’
         
 
         Knollys did not seem to hear what Box was saying. He stopped in the lane, and glanced back towards the dimly lit alleys that led down to the Thames.
         
 
         ‘Sir,’ asked Sergeant Knollys, ‘what was that constable talking about? PC Peabody? For a rough-and-ready riverside character he seemed to know far more than was good for him.’
         
 
         ‘Joe Peabody is a constable in the River Police. He’s been a galleyman since he was a lad. He joined the force when they still had the old floating station near Somerset House. But he’s also a recruit into a special body of men who assist the security services. I don’t know much about them, but I once found myself on the fringes of some business that involved them, and the man who runs them. That’s when I met Joe Peabody.’
         
 
         ‘So he’s got special powers—’
 
         ‘No, Sergeant. He’s just a police constable. But over and above his daily work, he’ll do little portions of a job for someone, without necessarily knowing why he’s doing it. This time, he recognized the man in the river for what he was, and told his inspector. Bob Cross knows about Joe, and asks no questions. And it might be a good idea, Sergeant, if you did likewise.’
         
 
         At the Mansion House they hailed a cab to Whitehall. Quite a throng of New Year’s Eve revellers were making themselves heard on the crowded pavements as they rattled towards the Strand.
         
 
         ‘You’re on duty all day tomorrow, aren’t you, sir? A bit of a tall order, is that.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t mind, Sergeant. Somebody’s got to step into the breach on a Sunday. It’s not as though it’s a bank holiday, like in Scotland. Mahogany, they call it.’
         
 
         Knollys hid a smile behind his hand.
 
         ‘Do they, sir? Mahogany? Well, I never knew that!’
 
         ‘Oh, yes. And in any case, I’m off duty all day Monday, in lieu. I arranged that months ago with Old Growler. So on Monday afternoon, Sergeant, I shall accompany my friend Miss Whittaker to the theatre, followed by a slap-up dinner at Simpson’s.’
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry I won’t be able to come with you, sir. But duty calls, I’m afraid.’
         
 
         Box was silent for a moment. He glanced out of the window at the crowds congregating at the brightly lit doors of public houses and taverns. Each of those men and women had a right to call upon his services. Knollys had meant his remark as a tease, but it held its own truth.
         
 
         ‘You’re right, Sergeant. Duty always calls. I’m thinking of that poor murdered man, Stefan Oliver. Shot in the back – for what? It’s none of our business, and in the nature of things it won’t be made public. But I wonder …. How did Joe Peabody know that I’d be up there, listening to old Dr Seligmann? And why me,  Sergeant? Maybe it’s a hint from higher up. Maybe I’m going to be drawn into this business of Stefan Oliver whether I like it or not.’
         
 
         His mind conjured up once more the bleak environs of Waterman’s Pier, and the lifeless body of the Foreign Office courier. Duty had called for him, too, and had led him to his death. What had that cynical old constable said about him? Someone had delivered Stefan Oliver like a badly addressed parcel: Returned to Sender.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2
 
            Calls of Duty

         
 
         Laughing and chattering, the matinée audience erupted on to the pavement in front of the Savoy Theatre. The busy Strand was thronged with people, most of them warmly wrapped against the bright, frosty weather of the second day of the New Year. Steady streams of horse traffic poured along the wide carriageway on their way to and from the City and the West End.
         
 
         Detective Inspector Box stole a glance at the beautiful, raven-haired young woman who was linking his right arm. Miss Louise Whittaker seemed unusually quiet. No doubt she’d rally in a minute, and say something provocative to catch him out. She was very clever – a scholar, no less, which he would have thought an occupation more fit for a man. But there, the world was changing.
         
 
         The young lady linking his left  arm suddenly made a comment. He hadn’t met young Miss Vanessa Drake before. She looked no more than twenty or so, very fair and slim, but with a kind of controlled jauntiness that suggested hidden reserves of strength.
         
 
         ‘Mr Box,’ she said, ‘you must enjoy working in that beautiful new building on the Embankment. New Scotland Yard it’s called, isn’t it?’
         
 
         Louise Whittaker burst into laughter, but said nothing. Her friend Vanessa looked at her anxiously.
         
 
         ‘Oh, dear,’ she whispered, ‘have I said something wrong? I’m so sorry!’
         
 
         ‘Nothing to be sorry about, Miss Drake!’ Box assured her. ‘It’s just that Scotland Yard’s a sore point at the moment, and a bone of contention. I’ll tell you all about it at dinner.’
         
 
         How young and vulnerable she looked! Her youth seemed to be emphasized by the dark-blue, high-collared coat that she wore, and by the designedly frivolous hat adorned with dyed feathers. There was something else, too. This girl was troubled. It showed in the sudden shadows that fell across her bright blue eyes when she thought that no one was observing her. Perhaps she’d be more forthcoming once they had availed themselves of the delights of Simpson’s, Mr Crathie’s splendid eating-house in the Strand.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Box spent quite a long time admiring the overpowering luxury of Simpson’s Tavern and Divan, especially the awesome shrine to food and drink occupying the centre of the big dining-room. It was a sort of altar, piled up with offerings of decanters and glasses, flowers, and frothy confections, with four great silver-plated wine coolers for company, one at each of its four corners. When the efficient, dedicated waiters were not gliding around serving the crowd of hungry customers, they appeared to pause near the great altar, as though to offer brief prayers for support and sustenance.
         
 
         ‘Aren’t you going to tell Vanessa about the delights of Scotland Yard? You promised, you know.’ Louise Whittaker glanced at Box mockingly, treated him to a rather unnerving smile, and then continued her task of eating breaded whitebait.
         
 
         Inspector Box put down his knife and fork on his plate, and turned to Vanessa.
         
 
         ‘You see, Miss Drake,’ he explained, ‘when the main body of the force moved to that fairy palace on the Embankment in ’91, a goodly number of us were left behind to hold the fort in what remained of Scotland Yard. The real  Scotland Yard, you know. So I work in a dilapidated old heap of bricks called King James’s Rents, which you’ll find just a few yards on across the cobbles from Whitehall Place. I’d invite you to visit, but you’d probably catch pneumonia, or plague, or whatever else has soaked into the walls along with the mildew—’
         
 
         ‘So you don’t like it there?’
 
         ‘What? Yes, of course I like it,’ Box replied, defensively. ‘They left the best men behind there when they made tracks for the fairy palace. Yes, Miss Drake, I like it very much!’
         
 
         ‘And so you should, Mr Box,’ said Vanessa. ‘Your days are filled with excitement, whereas mine – well, I seem to spend my time envying other people whose lives aren’t as humdrum as mine! So, hurrah for – what did you call it? – hurrah for King James’s Rents.’
         
 
         They turned their attention to the serious business of eating lunch. The two young women began a desultory conversation, leaving Box to his own thoughts for a while. What a fibber he was! If word ever came down from above, he’d be off like a shot to Norman Shaw’s brand-new building, with its acres of windows, and bright electric lighting. Until then, he’d continue to soldier on in a soot-stained old office where the spluttering gas mantle stayed lit all day, and people stumbled on the dark narrow staircases linking the warren of rooms and landings.
         
 
         It had been a marvellous afternoon, and very pleasant to have two girls in tow. Vanessa Drake’s young man, apparently, had been forced to cry off at the last moment, but had urged her to go with her friend Miss Whittaker. Vanessa’s beau was a soldier, and had to do what he was told without demur. Well, Box could understand that. He was a man under orders himself.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Louise Whittaker and Arnold Box walked Vanessa Drake home to her lodgings near Dean’s Yard, Westminster, and then made their way to Baker Street, where they climbed into one of the Light Green Atlas buses that ran out to Finchley. They journeyed through Lisson Grove and St John’s Wood until the Finchley omnibus reached its terminus at Church End, and the two steaming horses were uncoupled from the heavy vehicle. Arnold Box hurried down the curving rear stair in time to hand Miss Louise Whittaker down the steps from the interior saloon.
         
 
         They walked decorously side by side along one or two pleasant roads of new, redbrick houses, skirted a playing field, and then came to the wide avenue of modern villas where Miss Whittaker lived.
         
 
         Louise Whittaker opened her smart black-painted front door with a latch-key, and after they had attended to the business of hanging up their coats and hats on the hall stand, she preceded him into the front room. Miss Whittaker indicated a chair near the fireplace, and Box sat down.
         
 
         Arnold Box was no stranger to Miss Whittaker’s study. He had met her more than two years previously, when she had appeared as an expert witness in a fraud case. He had visited her a number of times since then – purely in a professional capacity, of course – and had taken tea with her several times, once in an ABC tea-shop in a quiet road near the British Museum, when he had been spotted by a beat constable. He hadn’t heard the last of it at King James’s Rents for weeks.
         
 
         ‘Repose yourself, Mr Box,’ she said, ‘while I make us both a cup of tea. Coffee’s all very well, but it doesn’t quench the thirst.’
         
 
         Louise Whittaker left the room, and presently Box could hear the vigorous rattle of the sink pump as his hostess filled a kettle in the kitchen. It was followed by the chink of cups on saucers. Box glanced across the room at the large desk in the window bay. Many books and papers were spread out on it, and there seemed to be a positive barrage of ink wells and pens. This quiet room was a kind of sanctuary, a temporary refuge from the hectic life of the Metropolitan Police, the irascible Superintendent Mackharness, and all the inconveniences of King James’s Rents.
         
 
         But today, it was not quite the same. He had tried not to think of his old father during the afternoon. ‘Don’t go worrying about me, boy,’ he’d said. ‘Enjoy yourself with your lady friend. I’m only lying in there, on Monday, while they do some tests, you see, and make everything ready. Mr Howard Paul will do the job on Tuesday. About midday, so he says.’
         
 
         Louise Whittaker returned, carrying a tray of tea things, which she placed carefully on a small round table near the fire. As she poured the tea from a patterned china teapot, she talked to him in a low voice. He watched her spoon sugar into his cup, and noted how carefully she poured the milk. She had real silver spoons ….
         
 
         Twelve  o’clock,  at  the  Royal  Free  Hospital  in  Gray’s  Inn  Road,  on  Tuesday,  3 January,  1893.  Tuesday was tomorrow.
         
 
         ‘So what did you think?’
 
         Arnold Box started guiltily out of his reverie.
 
         ‘Think? Think about what?’
 
         Miss Whittaker sighed with amused impatience.
 
         ‘There! I knew you hadn’t been listening. I was asking you, What did you think of Vanessa Drake? Not her pretty face, you know, or her cornflower-blue eyes, or her corn-yellow hair – but her.  What did you think?’
         
 
         ‘There’s something worrying Miss Drake,’ Box replied. ‘I noticed it almost at once, and evidently you did, too. Perhaps Miss Drake has confided in you?’
         
 
         He left the question hanging in the air. It was a stilted way of putting it, but then, he was never entirely at ease with Miss Whittaker. She was gazing into the fire, and he saw her bite her lip with evident vexation. He waited for her to make up her mind.
         
 
         ‘Mr Box,’ she said at last, ‘I’ve known Vanessa since she was a very young girl of sixteen, with her own way to make in the world. She earns her living as a skilled needle woman – she is, in fact, a vestment maker with Watts and Company in Westminster. Well, she has fallen for a young man, a soldier. Or he has fallen for her. He was supposed to have come with us today, but cried off at the last moment.’
         
 
         Louise sipped her tea for a while without speaking. Box saw how she was eyeing him with some kind of speculative concern. Did he, perhaps, look as worried as he felt?
         
 
         ‘According to Vanessa,’ Louise continued, ‘this young man – Arthur, she calls him – is a steady, decent fellow, but she thinks he’s being led astray by an older man, who’s introducing him to gambling of a dangerous nature. That’s why she looks worried.’
         
 
         Whenever she speaks of men, thought Box, she describes them as though they were a quite distinct species. A young man. A steady, decent fellow. Arthur, she calls him. Well, why not? That was his name, no doubt.
         
 
         ‘This young man, Miss Whittaker, this Arthur – you say he’s a soldier. Do you happen to know what kind of soldier? It makes a difference, you know.’
         
 
         ‘Well, he’s an officer. And the man who’s leading him astray is an officer, too.’
         
 
         Miss Whittaker suddenly blushed. It was an unusual reaction, thought Box.
         
 
         ‘You must wonder why I’m telling you all this, Mr Box. We’ve had such a splendid outing, a genuine holiday for a single afternoon, and now I must spoil it by seeming to ask you favours. But is there anything that you could do? In an official capacity, I mean. For Vanessa’s sake, at least.’
         
 
         ‘Well, Miss Whittaker, gambling’s curbed and reined in by statute law, but it’s very difficult to police it. It’s a moral delinquency, but not a crime in itself—’
         
 
         ‘So nothing can be done!’ He saw his friend’s face flush with anger. He held up a restraining hand.
         
 
         ‘There’s plenty that can be done when gambling leads to folk flouting the law. And there are some legally prohibited games – ace of hearts is one of them, basset, dice (unless you’re playing backgammon), faro, roulette – but of course you can’t have a policeman standing behind every gambler when he’s behind locked doors with his friends. Still, Blackstone says that gambling “promotes public idleness, theft and debauchery”, so if you can give me a few more details, I’ll ask around, as they say. See a few people I know.’
         
 
         Box was understandably pleased to see the look of respect that came to Miss Whittaker’s eyes as he spoke. It wasn’t often that he was able to parade his own specialist knowledge in front of her. She was the clever one, not he.
         
 
         ‘Vanessa told me that her Arthur had become very friendly with this senior man …. He’s in the Artillery, and his name’s Lankester. Major Lankester.’
         
 
         ‘Major Lankester. And do you know where he and this Arthur are supposed to do their gambling?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know exactly where it is, Mr Box. But it’s a sort of club or society, run by a man called Gordon. Mr Gordon.’
         
 
         Box smiled, and sat up in his chair. Gordon! This was more like it!
 
         ‘Well, now, Miss Whittaker, I’ll be delighted to look into this little matter for you. Mr Gordon is not entirely unknown to us at Scotland Yard. I’d be very happy to pay him a call. And I’ll ask him about this Major Lankester, and what he’s doing to Miss Vanessa Drake’s Arthur. I expect Arthur’s got another name?’
         
 
         ‘His name’s Fenlake. Lieutenant Arthur Fenlake.’
 
         ‘Fenlake. Bear with me a while, Miss Whittaker, while I make a note in this little book of mine.’
         
 
         He scribbled a few lines in his notebook with a stub of pencil that he carried in his pocket. When he had finished, he saw that his hostess’s eyes were fixed on him, and he realized that she was no longer thinking about Vanessa Drake’s problems.
         
 
         ‘What’s the matter, Mr Box? There’s something worrying you. Why don’t you tell me what it is? Drink some tea, and then tell me.’
         
 
         Box sipped his tea obediently, and began to order his thoughts. He was unwilling to intrude his own private concerns into this calm and ordered sanctuary. He brought professional problems here, conundrums that his clever friend would help him to solve, or at least to clarify. Personal worries – well, that was a different matter.
         
 
         ‘It’s my old pa, Miss Whittaker. I don’t know whether I’ve mentioned him to you before? He’s a retired police sergeant – a uniformed man, he was – and he keeps a cigar divan and hair-cutting rooms in Oxford Street. He wasn’t a detective officer.’
         
 
         ‘And what happened to him? How old is he?’
 
         ‘He’s seventy-three. Well, way back in ’75 he was shot by a villain called Spargo. Joseph Edward Spargo. Shot in the leg. This Spargo went on to commit a murder, and he was hanged at Newgate in 1880. Pa has suffered with that leg for eighteen years, and the upshot of it is, that he’s to have it cut off before it kills him. Amputated, that’s what they call it.’
         
 
         ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Louise Whittaker’s voice held a tinge of reproach, as well as sympathy. ‘I thought there was something troubling you this afternoon. Why didn’t you tell me?’
         
 
         ‘Well, Miss Whittaker, it’s not the kind of thing a lady wants to hear—’
         
 
         ‘This  lady does! To think of all the times we’ve had tea together – it’s become a kind of ritual – and yet you never told me about your father and his predicament. When – when is the operation to take place?’
         
 
         ‘Tomorrow, miss—’
 
         Miss Whittaker sprang to her feet. She shook her head in evident exasperation, but Box was startled to see the tears standing in her eyes.
         
 
         ‘Tomorrow?  And yet you entertained Vanessa and me, and put up with my begging for favours when all the time – tomorrow?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, miss. Mr Howard Paul’s going to do it, at the Royal Free Hospital. Pa went in there today. This morning. So, I’ve been a bit anxious, as you can understand. But don’t you worry about it, Miss Whittaker. I’ll go now, and have a word straight away with our gambling friend, Mr Gordon. Whatever’s going on there with this Arthur Fenlake and Major Lankester, I’ll make sure I know all about it.’
         
 
         Arnold Box got to his feet. How beautiful she was! And she’d been sorry for Pa!
         
 
         As he approached the door, Louise Whittaker suddenly put her arms round his neck and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
         
 
         ‘You great silly boy,’ she said.
 
         Arnold Box blushed, and blundered out of the room.
 
         
             

         
 
         Discretion, as Arnold Box well knew, was the hallmark of Mr Gordon’s establishment in Eagle Street, Holborn. It looked sober enough from the outside, a genteel four-storey residence clad in immaculate stucco, one of a row of town houses built in the 1860s. Behind the respectable façade, though, all was luxury. Mr Gordon’s gaming-house boasted crimson flock wallpaper, crystal chandeliers, and sumptuous Persian carpets. A suite of rooms on the first floor contained the gilded gaming salon, and an elegantly appointed supper-room for the use of the clients. There was an excellent cellar, and the kitchen, too, was above reproach.
         
 
         Mr Gordon, a supple, olive-skinned man with curly black hair and expensive garments, was rumoured to hail originally from Italy. Some of his associates addressed him as Mr Giordano, which always brought a slight frown of annoyance to the olive brow. Mr Gordon liked to think of himself as one of the Bulldog Breed. He operated strictly within the law, so he said, and it was very difficult to prove otherwise.
         
 
         ‘It is my practice, always, Inspector Box,’ said Mr Gordon, ‘to assist the police.’
         
 
         ‘I know it is, Mr Gordon.’
 
         Inspector Box looked round the gilded and ornate room.
 
         ‘Have you taken the precaution of insuring these premises, Mr Gordon?’ he asked.
         
 
         ‘Indeed I have, Inspector. These crystals, these antiques – priceless! But tell me, Mr Box, have you come about something specific? Or do you wish to recommend an insurer?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve come to ask you what you can tell me about a young man called Lieutenant Fenlake, an Artillery officer. I’m told that he frequents this place of yours.’
         
 
         Mr Gordon paused for a moment, evidently to gather his wits.
 
         ‘I have a high-class clientele of ladies and gentlemen here, Mr Box. Among them was Lieutenant Fenlake. He made a few desultory visits at first – about six months ago, it would be – but then he came more and more frequently. I could see he was fatally attracted to the gaming tables—’
         
 
         ‘Would I be right, Mr Gordon,’ Box interrupted, ‘in thinking that Lieutenant Fenlake was lured into this place by a fellow officer? Someone who, perhaps, wished to corrupt him by letting him amass impossible debts? This is all in confidence, of course. I’m referring to a man called Major Lankester.’
         
 
         Box saw immediately from the bewildered expression on Gordon’s face that he was completely wrong in his assumption. Mr Gordon was suddenly in the mood to tell all.
         
 
         ‘What you have said, Inspector, could not be further from the truth! Mr Fenlake and Major Lankester are officers in the same unit – the 107th Field Battery of the Royal Artillery. Major Lankester has been a member of this club for many years. He is a seasoned gambler, who plays for high stakes, and who usually gets up from the table richer than when he sat down. At least—’ Mr Gordon stopped abruptly. Evidently he wished to change the subject.
         
 
         ‘Young Fenlake, though – well, he was not so fortunate in his choice of recreation. There came a time when he incurred a debt to me that he was unable to repay. I began to insist that he fulfilled his obligation. These are debts of honour, you understand. I told him that I would be obliged to inform his commanding officer if he did not pay me.’
         
 
         Box watched Mr Gordon as he moistened his drying lips. He’s beginning to skate on thin ice, now, he thought. There were unpleasant ways of making a man pay his ‘debts of honour’.
         
 
         ‘The upshot of the business was that Major Lankester came here, bringing the unfortunate Fenlake with him. Major Lankester informed me that he would pay young Fenlake’s debt himself from his own future winnings, which I considered a very handsome thing for him to do. Then, in my presence, he said: “Fenlake, you must cease immediately your visits to this house. You are too young to be embroiled with villains like Gordon here, and your work is too valuable to be jeopardized by such foolishness”.’
         
 
         ‘So Lieutenant Fenlake never came here again?’
 
         ‘He didn’t, Inspector. Major Lankester was as good as his word, and very quickly paid off Mr Fenlake’s debt. I don’t know why, but his doing so impressed me very deeply.’
         
 
         Inspector Box rose to his feet and glanced once more around the ornate room.
         
 
         ‘You know, Mr Gordon,’ he said, ‘all this finery, these crystal chandeliers and sham antiques – they look very tawdry and sordid in the light of day. I expect they appear better in candlelight. Watch out for naked lights! Good afternoon.’
         
 
         As Box stepped out into Eagle Street, he felt a chill north wind blowing. It seemed like an ominous signal of bitter squalls ahead. He turned up the collar of his coat, and made his way towards Farringdon Street.
         
 
         
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Mr Howard Paul, visiting surgeon to the Royal Free Hospital, removed his frock coat and turned back his shirt cuffs. One of the three theatre nurses handed him his rubber apron, and when he had lifted it gingerly over his head in such as way as not to disturb his well-brushed but sparse hair, she tied the linen tapes behind him at the waist.
         
 
         He nodded briefly to the three young doctors who were present, and glanced swiftly around the room to see that all was in order. Sister, as always, stood guard over the tray of instruments as though she feared that somebody would steal them. Dr Avebury, the anaesthetist, was ready with his bottle. A young male nurse attendant was adjusting the carbolic spray apparatus on its little round table near the door. Mr Howard Paul addressed the elderly, white-haired man lying on the operating-table.
         
 
         ‘How are you, Mr Box?’
 
         ‘I’m very well, thank you, sir.’
 
         Mr Howard Paul could hear the tremor of fear in the man’s voice, which a recent injection of morphine and atropine had done little to mitigate. He was securely strapped to the table, and the tourniquets were in place, though not yet screwed tight. The waiting was as much an ordeal as the operation itself. He wouldn’t keep him waiting too long.
         
 
         ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ said Howard Paul, ‘this patient is Mr Toby Box, a retired police sergeant, aged 73. He was referred to me in October last by Dr Hooper, of Bryanston Street, and has very sensibly agreed to the amputation of his infected leg. He has been severely crippled for many years as the result of a criminal attack, and both Dr Hooper and myself fear gangrenous complications, and resultant necrosis.’
         
 
         He gave a slight signal to the theatre sister, and at the same time the doctors and nurses moved close to the table. An attendant turned up the twin glass-shaded gas lamps positioned over the patient to their brightest glow. Howard Paul heard Toby Box draw in his breath sharply.
         
 
         ‘Now, Mr Box,’ said Howard Paul, ‘a nurse is going to place some cotton wool, and a pad of gauze over your nose and mouth – that’s right, there you are! There’s nothing to fear, and you will feel no pain. None at all. Just breathe as normally as possible. That’s right.’
         
 
         Dr Avebury, the anaesthetist, moved close up behind the patient, and began to pour ether on to the thick pad of gauze. The patient flinched, and a nurse placed the fingertips of one hand briefly on his forehead. It would take from ten minutes to a quarter of an hour to render the patient unconscious. It was essential to allow the vapours to be thoroughly diluted with air, otherwise the patient could go into fatal convulsions.
         
 
         ‘Miss Maynard,’ said Howard Paul in a low voice to one of the young doctors, ‘what would you say was the chief danger attending this operation?’
         
 
         ‘The chief danger, sir, is haemorrhage from the severed arteries.’
 
         ‘Good.’ He noted that the female student doctor’s voice was calm and sufficiently detached. The anaesthetist continued his measured pouring of ether on to the gauze. The patient was nearly unconscious. Another two or three minutes would do it.
         
 
         ‘Mr Hobbes,’ said Howard Paul to a smart young man in a light grey suit, ‘what must we fear when the cutting is over and done with?’
         
 
         ‘Sir, there is the immediate fear of shock, then secondary haemorrhage, and the onset of sepsis.’
         
 
         ‘Very good. Are we ready, Dr Avebury?’
 
         ‘We are, sir.’
 
         ‘Good. Then let’s get on with it.’
 
         The attendant screwed the tourniquets tight. The sister placed a scalpel into Howard Paul’s outstretched hand. The young attendant stationed at the door turned on the carbolic spray.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Arnold Box stood at the narrow side window of a room on the fourth floor of the hospital building in Gray’s Inn Road, looking out on to an array of roofs and tall, gently smoking chimney stacks. The small room was some kind of office, with a closed roll-top desk and a few chairs arranged against the walls. There was a cloying smell of something peculiar to hospitals – carbolic? Chloroform?
         
 
         Who was this? He turned from the window as he heard footsteps on the stairs. Two figures passed the open door, two ladies talking quietly to each other, and with a calm authority that showed them to be doctors. This hospital specialized in training women in medicine. The two ladies pushed open the doors to the ward on the right of the landing, and disappeared from Box’s line of view.
         
 
         His mind seemed to be filled with images of violence and vulnerability. He saw again the old German scholar on the platform at St Swithin’s Hall, valiantly arguing what seemed a very flimsy case with the yellow-haired young man in the audience. Then he saw the face of the German pork-butcher, twisted with passion and hatred, an ordinary tradesman with the potential for killing as part of his nature. And Stefan Oliver, shot in the back and flung contemptuously into the river, only to be thrown about on a trestle table by Dr Kelly, as though he was a carcass in an abattoir ….
         
 
         Here they were! Mr Howard Paul was a tall, handsome man with a healthy farmer’s face and kindly grey eyes. He paused for a few moments on the landing, talking in low tones to two other gentlemen. Then he came into the small office, and shut the door. He sat in an upright chair near the roll-top desk.
         
 
         ‘Well, Mr Box,’ he said, ‘I think that all’s going to be well. The surgery was a little tricky here and there, because whoever extracted the bullet all those years ago made rather a mess of the procedure – but we did well.’
         
 
         The door opened, and a nurse slipped into the room. She deposited a small glass of amber liquid on the desk beside Howard Paul, and quietly withdrew.
         
 
         ‘There’ll be a protracted period of convalescence,’ Howard Paul continued, ‘because I’ve taken the leg off above the knee, and it will be a very long time before we can consider fitting a prosthetic – a false leg, you know. But believe me, Mr Box, removing that leg will have prolonged your father’s life.’
         
 
         Mr Howard Paul picked up the small glass, and began to sip its contents. Box realized that it was brandy.
         
 
         ‘I’m keeping him here at the Royal Free for several weeks, so that I can keep an eye on him. I’m here virtually every day, you see. The great danger now, Mr Box, is sepsis. Alien infection, you know. He’s in the recovery-room at the moment, but in an hour’s time he’ll be moved to the surgical ward.’
         
 
         Mr Howard Paul drained his glass, and took a notebook from his pocket. He scribbled something on a sheet of paper, tore it out, and handed it to Box.
         
 
         ‘There are fixed visiting times here, Mr Box, but because of the shifting nature of your duties, I’ve written a special pass that will get you in here at any reasonable time of day – or night.’
         
 
         ‘That’s very kind of you, sir.’
 
         ‘Not at all. It’s only right and proper, considering the work you do. You can come and have a little look at your father now, Mr Box, while he’s still in the recovery-room. After that … well, he’d be better left alone with us here for the next forty-eight hours.’
         
 
         Toby Box lay quite still, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling with encouraging regularity. The scanty white hair that fringed his bald head lay neatly around the pillow, as though the attendant nurse, a young woman in starched white apron and cap, had arranged it like that. Maybe she had. His face was as white as marble.
         
 
         Arnold Box looked at his father for a while without speaking. He could smell the ghastly hospital scents more strongly in the small room – ether? Chloroform? – and behind them, the reek of congealing blood.
         
 
         ‘Pa,’ said Arnold Box aloud, ‘you’re not going to die on me, are you?’
 
         The eyelids flickered for a moment, and the eyes partly opened. They looked in Arnold Box’s direction, but did not focus.
         
 
         ‘Not yet awhile, boy,’ Box’s father whispered.
 
         Mr Howard Paul smiled, nodded to the attendant nurse, and deftly guided Inspector Box out of the room. 
         

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/logo_online.jpg
ROBERT HALE - LONDO!






OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/9780709096689_cover_epub.jpg
NORMAN‘RUSSE
THE

HANSA
PROTOCOL






