
The House of Spies

––––––––
[image: ]


Alexander Templeman Spy Thriller Series Book One

––––––––
[image: ]


Ben Westerham

Also by Ben Westerham

––––––––
[image: ]


BANBURY CROSS MURDER MYSTERY SERIES

The Hide and Seek Murders

The Club of Death

The Hobby Horse Murder

A Legacy of Death

The Golf Club Murder

––––––––
[image: ]


DAVID GOOD PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR SERIES

The Strawberry Girl

Good Investigations

Good Girl Gone Bad

Too Good to Die

Smart Way to Die

The Good Con

Good and the Vanishing Act

As Good As Dead

––––––––
[image: ]


ALEXANDER TEMPLEMAN SERIES

The House of Spies

The Meyer-Hoffman Affair

––––––––
[image: ]


SHORTS IN THE DARK SERIES

Harry Minch

Memory of Murder

Collector of Crimes

Shattered Dreams

––––––––
[image: ]


50FOR30 SERIES OF MICRO SHORT STORIES

50for30 Series One

50for30 Series Two

––––––––
[image: ]


MULTI-AUTHOR ANTHOLOGIES

Breakneck

Published by Close9 Publishing

Copyright © 2022 Ben Westerham

All Rights Reserved

ISBN 978-1-911085-34-8

––––––––
[image: ]


This story is a work of fiction and so are the characters within it.

For Brenda Cartwright, mother, wife and grandmother,

to whom we said goodbye this Autumn.

It’s all English to me
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A word on the language that’s used in this book, so you know what to expect. The version of English that is used here is British. This ought not to present much in the way of a problem for non-British readers. If you do find the occasional word or phrase a little odd, then I hope you still understand the essence of what is being said.
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The story I am about to convey is one that I fear you, like any sane person, will find somewhat remarkable, perhaps even a little incredulous. I must make it clear, however, that it is, from beginning to end, entirely true, despite its most unusual nature.

It may, perhaps, remind you of some of those Boys Own adventures popular with the reading public for a good many years now, but I can assure you my tale is a faithful recounting, even if some of the more obscure details have become a little fuzzy with the passing of time.

Perhaps the years that have past and the momentous events that have occurred since my own modest adventure will make it a little easier for you, the reader, to accept the proposition that I present to you and not to think I am in possession of an unbalanced mind, capable of the most outrageous exaggerations.

As it is, I was for many years subject to the controls and strictures of His Majesty’s Government that prohibited me from saying a single word about my experiences, the subject matter being one considered too sensitive for public consumption. Indeed, before we proceed any further, I wish to make it clear that I am grateful for the recent lifting of these restrictions, since I would not otherwise have been able to share this tale with you now.

My story is set seven years ago, in the spring of 1912, though it remains so fresh in my mind that it could be less than a single year since. I should add, for the avoidance of confusion and muddle, that I lived then, as I do now, in a plain little house in Pimlico, London, and was at that time a single man of modest means, sufficient to keep body and soul together and to enjoy the occasional minor extravagance.

*
[image: ]


I HAD INTENDED TO PAY a visit to my godparents on the occasion of their thirty-second wedding anniversary. It had been some time since I had seen them and, what with their being at home for the weekend and my not being committed to some other, inconveniently timed, engagement, I eagerly sent word that I would be with them on the Friday evening. Their encouragement of my visit was most wholehearted, with only a mild rebuke for my previous and rather extended lack of attention.

I have always been thankful to my parents for their fine choice of John and Susan Buchan as my godparents since they have, at all times, undertaken the role wonderfully well and, if truth be told, they have rather spoiled me at every opportunity. Their one and only child, a son, George, is eleven years older than me, and has been living, since the age of twenty-one, in South Africa. I sometimes suspect that the attention they would otherwise have showered on him, had he remained in the country, they have instead directed towards me, seeing how I am rather more readily to hand.

Since my visit was to be for a single weekend, I packed just the one small suitcase and a heavy coat, which any sensible person considers an essential item for a trip to Scotland, even in the spring. I also took with me a small bottle of my godmother’s favourite scent, Christiane, something by Guerlain, I recall. This my godmother finds frustratingly difficult to obtain in Scotland, it seemingly being unavailable anywhere outside of Edinburgh.

My little apartment in Warwick Square looked the picture of order and silent contentment as I picked up my coat and suitcase and stepped out into the cool, rather brightly-lit hallway. It was seven-thirty-eight in the evening and I was pleased to find myself seven minutes ahead of schedule; not something I am wholly accustomed to, since I am, on occasion, rather tardy where my time-keeping is concerned.
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EUSTON RAILWAY STATION was rather quiet by normal standards. Nothing like the noisy, jostling crowds of people coming hither and thither that you find there earlier in the day and it made for rather a pleasant change; all the more so seeing how I had such a lengthy journey ahead of me. As there remained above an hour before my train was due to depart, I took temporary ownership of one of the tables at the dining rooms on platform six and ordered a strong coffee.

I picked up a copy of the afternoon’s newspaper, intending to while away the time perusing its pages. But it was a hopeless case and I found myself unable to do more than cast a roving eye over the headlines. My problem was that familiar little thrill of excitement one gets when about to set off on a long and eagerly anticipated journey, which began to grow inside me the moment I entered the railway station, and I wondered if I should be able to sleep at all on the overnight express. I was once again a schoolboy, setting off on a journey to some distant location with my parents, bursting at the seams with excitement.

I was not, however, left free to enjoy this happy state of burgeoning excitement for long. Barely ten minutes after sitting down, there was a firm tap on my shoulder. I looked around, startled from my daydream.

“Alexander Templeman, as I live and breathe. It is you.”

A familiar, round and somewhat blotchy face looked down at me, smiling broadly. It was one I had not seen for some years.

“George Latching. What a coincidence. How the devil are you?”

I jumped to my feet and we shook hands, both visibly delighted at such a fortunate and unexpected encounter.

“Can’t complain. Well, I probably could, but I’d be nit-picking. You travelling north or waiting for someone to arrive?”

“Travelling a long way north, as it happens. Scotland. Take a seat and let me get you something to drink,” I insisted, eager to catch up on old times.

“A cup of tea would do very nicely.”

George and I had attended the same school, Braunston Hall in Withering Dean, and although I’d kept in touch with a good number of the old boys, I’d not seen George for several years, after he’d moved to Nottingham to take up a position in the family firm. They were lace-makers and, I recalled, he was the fifth generation to take on the responsibility of managing the business. He’d put on a little weight, it seemed to me, his cheeks rather fuller than I remembered and his midriff perhaps somewhat more rounded. I wondered if I’d changed much myself, though found it hard to believe that I had.

The minutes flew by as we spoke eagerly about our school days, re-acquainting ourselves with friends and enemies, and revisiting deeds both happy and infamous. I found it hard to believe that my school days were already so far behind me, although I suppose eight years is not really a very great deal of time, in the great scheme of things.

Almost before we knew it, the time came for George to board the Nottingham-bound train and we shook hands warmly, having exchanged addresses and earnestly promised to visit each other at the first possible opportunity. As his train began to pull away, I looked again at my watch. There were only ten minutes remaining until my own was scheduled to depart. I picked up my bag, paid the bill and, with an added spring in my step after such a fortuitous meeting, boarded the Euston to Glasgow overnight express and made my way to my compartment.

It was a pleasantly warm evening, one that presented London at something of its best. The soft amber light of the setting sun had cast a most pleasing glow over the buildings I passed on my way to the station and the air retained just sufficient warmth to keep off a chill. I doubt I could have asked for a more pleasing evening for my departure.

Precisely on time, the train began to pull out of the station, crawling through a vast, swirling cloud of smoke, the wheels squealing as they bit against the steel rails. A handful of well-wishers waved off loved ones and, for a moment, I felt a pang of sadness as I was myself leaving someone behind. I had said farewell that afternoon to Caroline Carsons, to whom I hoped soon to become engaged, with a promise to return with one of Scotland’s finest tartan scarves as a present. Although not altogether convinced myself that it passed muster as a suitable gift, Caroline was adamant that was what she wanted and who was I to argue? Now, alone, with no one to wave me off, I re-affirmed my determination to speak to Caroline’s father about my desire to marry his daughter. It would be my most urgent business upon my return to London.
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THE TRAIN MADE GOOD time and I retired to my compartment and bed a little before eleven, after enjoying a late supper and a glass or two of whiskey in the company of two most entertaining men of business, who were to alight at Rugby. So agreeable was their company that I rather regretted the fact they would not be there to talk to over an early breakfast in the buffet car.

I slept well, not being someone who finds their sleep interrupted by overnight travel, and, as a result, awakened early enough to be one of the first to be seated for breakfast. It’s a meal I never miss, not if I can help it. A good breakfast sets you up for the day, I do believe, and I’d rather forgo luncheon and dinner if I could have only the one meal in the course of a day.

By then we were already steaming through the open countryside north of Carlisle, so I returned to my compartment and packed away my few things ready for our arrival in Glasgow, my anticipation at staying with my godparents growing once again now that the longer leg of my journey was approaching its end. We pulled into the station at eight-fourteen, a mere four minutes late and a very commendable effort given the distance we had travelled.

As anyone who has been there could tell you, Glasgow Central station is large and impressive, considerable rebuilding work having been completed only as recently as 1905, and it was thronging with people setting about their daily business, a great cacophony of sound filling my ears as I stepped off the train. It might have been pleasant to linger a while to study the architecture, but I had little time for such luxuries as my connecting train departed only eleven minutes later and I had first to ascertain which platform I needed to make my way to.

After a near miss, which would have seen me boarding a train to the west coast, I found myself staring out the window of a local service as it pulled slowly out of the station. Before long, we were passing through the town of Kilmarnock, having already called at several smaller halts, and heading towards the stop at which I would alight, in the hamlet of New Cumnock.

As I gazed once more at the outside world, the green and brown hues that had predominated since we left Glasgow began to dissipate and, in places, disappear into a shifting whitewash of thickening cloud. It seemed a heavy spring fog was moving in from the sea, only a handful of miles away to the west. I ran a hand over my coat as it lay across my lap, thankful I had not succumbed to the temptation to think the weather during my stay might be only ever fine. I did, however, wonder how difficult a proposition it would be for me to locate my godparents’ rather isolated house in the thickening fog. How embarrassing it would be for me if they should find it necessary to send out a search party to rescue me, if I ended up wandering aimlessly in the fog.
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New Cumnock is a village, a small one at that, and the railway station nothing more than a minor halt with a modest ticket office; but rarely can a sight have been more welcome, for it was my final stop. I was the only passenger to alight there and none, as far as I could see, boarded the southbound train.

I was greeted by almost complete silence, the still thickening fog nullifying any sounds that may have been there in the background. It was also distinctly chilly and I buttoned up my coat before making my way towards the ticket office, where the station master had some unwelcome news. The bus I had intended should take me most of the way to the house was out of service and a replacement was not available.

Ordinarily, my godfather would have met me at the station with his horse and buggy, but he was away on business, I knew, and not due back until later in the day. It seemed I faced the disconcerting prospect of having to make my way to the house on foot; a relatively easy enough task for someone like me with at least a basic knowledge of the area, but an altogether different matter in the thickening mass of white cloud.

The station master must have sensed my concern because I had not long stepped out on to the street and begun to steel myself for this last, unexpectedly challenging leg of my journey when he reappeared at my side. He informed me that a farm labourer with a horse-drawn cart, who had just dropped off some supplies at the station, had other stops to make and, if I cared to offer him a modest payment for his troubles, was willing to make a detour to my godparents’ house. The man also knew where this was located, so would have no need for me to make an attempt at providing directions.

There was something about the way the station master conveyed this news that I should have taken more notice of, but I was all too happy to accept the offer and made no attempt to identify what it was that lay behind the slight sense of reticence I detected. It seemed I had enjoyed a considerable degree of good fortune, since, if I had arrived in the village only a few minutes later, the farm labourer and his cart would have already departed.
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THE FARM LABOURER, who went by the name of Fraser Brooke, was a surly looking fellow with a large, unkempt beard and eyes that shifted around disconcertingly, as if he never wanted to linger on anything or anyone for very long, and he had the most enormous hands I believe I’d ever seen.

As I clambered up on to the cart and took up station next to him, his stale, alcohol-laced breath took me by surprise and I had to turn my head away for a moment to recover. I suspected at once what had lain behind that sense of unease I’d noticed on the part of the station master, who had already made his way back to his office. I supposed beggars were not to be choosers and attempted to engage my new associate in conversation, but what few words he uttered in reply were barely comprehensible and I decided it was best thereafter to let him concentrate on his driving.

As we clattered away from the station, past several stone-built cottages that were typical in appearance of those in the region, I couldn’t help but notice the fog had now become so thick that I doubted we could see more than twenty yards in front of us. My sense of relief at finding someone to take me to the house grew more certain. By now, I wasn’t sure I’d even be able to find my own way out of the village, let alone to the road that would take me to my godparents. I tugged at my coat lapels, so as to bring them closer about my cheeks and sunk my head down into my shoulders, all the better to keep out the growing chill.

After twenty minutes or so, we turned off the main road and on to a bumpy dirt and stone track, over which the small, brown horse struggled for sure footing. It led us up a shallow incline, to a tumbledown farmhouse, where my still largely silent driver jumped off, hauled a sack of some unseen supplies from the back of the cart, and dropped it at the feet of the old woman who came to the door in response to his loud, heavy knock. He appeared to expend as few words on her as he had on me, which made me feel a little less unwelcome than I had up until that point.

We called at two further cottages after that, though quite where they were in relation to each other was hard to say, since I was by now completely befuddled by the fog which, it seemed to me, was already looking well set for a lengthy stay, with no whisper of a breeze to blow it away. It was as we left the first of these two cottages that I found it necessary to reproach my driver for the first time, though little good it did me. Before moving away, he pulled a small flask from an inner pocket of his heavy, leather jacket, unscrewed the lid and took a hearty draw on the contents. The smell left me in no doubt that it was alcohol he was drinking. Whiskey seemed most likely, given that we were in Scotland. Since he was obviously already under the influence and our journey was a hazardous one, I felt I couldn’t let this incident go unchallenged and suggested to the man that he ought to save his drink for the end of the day.

Rather than heed my practical advice, he looked at me for a time, his eyes brooding under dark, bushy brows, took another drink from his flask, then made himself very clear. “You can always take to your feet if you no like my company.”

The sudden and unexpected clarity of his speech caught me off balance and I dithered as to a response. He had the upper hand, after all, and I realised I stood little chance of finding my own way back to the village, let alone my godparents’ house, so I offered no resistance and we made our way back to the road in what was by now our customary silence.

I have no idea how far we had travelled, but I do know almost an hour had elapsed since we had left the railway station, and I supposed we could not have gone particularly far from the village as a result of our slow speed and the several stops. All the same, I began to grow increasingly restless for our arrival at Hillside House. My driver had resorted to his flask several times more since our last stop and was by now humming some odd, erratic tune I could not make out as we swayed from side-to-side, the reins light in his large, dirty hands. I must admit to some concern that he might, in fact, have no idea as to our whereabouts, nor give a care in the world about his passenger.

We had crested a gentle rise, where my hope of finding a break in the fog proved to be forlorn, then began to descend the other side. As we did so, my driver seemed content to let the horse pick up a little speed and you could almost say we ran on at a trot, despite the limited visibility, which caused me to grip with both hands the wooden bench on which we were seated.

I cannot be altogether sure of what happened next, but my recollection is that an animal of some sort, a fox perhaps, ran out in front of us, causing the horse to take fright. I supposed the poor horse must have been taken aback at the sudden appearance of this wild animal, whatever it was, and, spooked in the extreme, bolted forward without hesitation or warning. It was fortunate indeed that I was holding on to the seat, because I suspect that otherwise I would have been thrown clear and no doubt risked injury in landing on the uneven track.

Worse still, my driver allowed the reins to slip through his hands, no doubt a situation not helped by his inebriated condition, and, as he struggled to steady himself, groped ineffectually down by his feet in search of the reins.

“Good God, man,” I shouted, fear beginning to take command of me. “Take hold of those reins again before we’re hopelessly out of control.”

There was some mumbled reply that I could not make out, but already I was aware our speed was continuing to build and our path growing ever more erratic, as out of the fog a low stone wall loomed at my side of the cart before shrinking back into the cloud as we surged first to one side and then the other, leaving me desperately struggling to keep my seat.

“Slow, yer bugger,” came the command from my right, but the horse paid no heed.

My heart was now racing and my breathing rapid, every muscle in my body tensed for a sudden, violent impact. Deep, guttural oaths began to rain down on the terrified horse from its owner, who, I noticed, had by some miracle managed to lay one hand on the reins. But, at the very moment it seemed salvation was at hand, there was an especially violent lurch to the right. The world became a confused, swirling mass of blurred images, all blending one into another and a cacophony of screaming, grating sounds filled my ears.
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I OPENED MY RIGHT EYE, a little at first, then fully, and saw... nothing. All was white; an odd, soft white that seemed not to be solid, but shifting, almost imperceptibly. For a while, as I stared into this void, I had absolutely no idea where I was or why, nor even, for that matter, who I was. It was a truly peculiar sensation; one that, I admit now with some embarrassment, caused me to think that perhaps I had left behind my earthly life and passed on into another realm. Though why that might have happened I could not explain.

Before I could develop these thoughts further, reality began to push in on me. My head was first to make itself known, with a terrible, throbbing pain that caused me to wince in discomfort, so much so that I felt nauseous. As I struggled to come to terms with my aching head, I became aware that the whole of my right side was cold and damp and, as I turned my head with care a little to the side, I realised I was lying on the ground. It was then that my memories came flooding back and I realised that the farm cart I had been travelling in had overturned, sending me crashing against the stone wall I had stared down on with such horror only moments before. The all-consuming whiteness into which I faced was the fog that had slowly but surely engulfed us since we left the railway station; it seemed undiminished by the passing of time.

That thought made me wonder how long I had been lying there in the road. Taking care, least I might have suffered further as yet unannounced injuries, I reached inside my jacket with my left hand, searching for my pocket watch. Having located it and lifted it into view, I brought my eyes to focus on its face. It was ten thirty-three. I had been unconscious for something like ten minutes, probably a little less. My head throbbed yet more at the effort required to focus and when I tested the most sensitive area with the fingers of one hand they came back sticky, coated with a thin layer of partially-congealed blood.

First checking my battered body for broken limbs or other serious injuries – of which there seemed to be none, thank God – I eased myself inch by painful inch back on to my feet, so unsteady at first that I had to reach out a hand to purchase support against the very wall that had done me damage. I stood for a moment and listened; the silence was total. The fog seemed to be even thicker than it was before we had crashed, visibility now little more than ten feet at best, or so I guessed.

As I stood there, nausea returned and I had to lean bodily against the dulled, damp edges of the stone wall for further support. It took some little while for the sensation to pass, whereupon I began to consider my situation.

In other circumstances, where the expectation of being found by some passing stranger might have been greater, I would have stayed where I was and waited for assistance, but there seemed so little likelihood of such an event, in so remote a place, that I made my mind up I would have to find my own way to some sort of help. A farmhouse, perhaps.

Rather than wander off aimlessly, I thought it best to first attempt to locate the farm labourer and the
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