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Caveat lectorum – Let the Reader Beware!

From Police Constable to Political Correctness
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In 1891, the year in which The Adventures of Inspector Lestrade is set, Thomas Hardy had his Tess of the d’Urbervilles published in serial form by The Graphic, one of the country’s leading magazines. The editor was not happy with certain scenes which he felt would upset Hardy’s genteel readership. In one instance, when Angel Clare has to carry Tess over a minor flood, Hardy had to write in a handy wheelbarrow so that Tess and Angel had no bodily contact. When it came to Tess’s seduction by the dastardly Alec d’Urberville, the pair go into a wood and a series of dots follows ...

Even with all this whitewash, reviews of the revised version were mixed and it was many years before some of the Grundyisms* were restored to their original glory and Tess of the D’Urbervilles was established as another masterpiece of one of Britain’s greatest writers.

In the Lestrade series, I hope I have not offended anyone, but the job of an historical novelist – and of an historian – is to try to portray an accurate impression of the time, not some politically correct Utopian idyll which is not only fake news, but which bores the pants off the reader. Politicians routinely apologize for the past – historical novelists don’t. we have different views from the Victorians, who in turn had different views from the Jacobeans, who in turn ... you get the point. When the eighteenth century playwright/actor Colley Cibber rewrote Shakespeare – for example, giving King Lear a happy ending! – no doubt he thought he was doing the right thing. He wasn’t.

That said, I don’t think that a reader today will find much that is offensive in the Lestrade series. So, read on and enjoy.

*From Mrs Grundy, a priggish character in Thomas Morton’s play Speed the Plough, 1798.

Reviews for the Lestrade Series

––––––––
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‘THIS IS LESTRADE THE intelligent, the intuitive bright light of law and order in a wicked Victorian world.’

Punch

‘A wickedly funny treat.’

Stephen Walsh, Oxford Times

‘... M.J. Trow proves emphatically that crime and comedy can mix.’

Val McDermid Manchester Evening News

‘Good enough to make a grown man weep.’

Yorkshire Post

‘Splendidly shaken cocktail of Victorian fact and fiction ... Witty, literate and great fun.’

Marcel Berlins, The Times

‘One of the funniest in a very funny series ... lovely lunacy.’

Mike Ripley, Daily Telegraph

‘High-spirited period rag with the Yard’s despised flatfoot wiping the great Sherlock’s eye ...’

Christopher Wordsworth, Observer

‘Barrowloads of nineteenth century history ... If you like your humour chirpy, you’ll find this sings.’

H.R.F Keating, Daily Telegraph

‘Richly humorous, Lestrade has quickly become one of fiction’s favourite detectives.’

Yorkshire Evening Post

‘No one, no one at all, writes like Trow.’

Yorkshire Post 




❖ Alpha ❖

❖ Odd Fellowes ❖

❖The Trouble With Harry❖

❖ Victim of the Witch ❖

❖ Jenny ❖

❖ A Horseman Riding By ❖

❖The Wheel of Misfortune❖

❖ Up, Up and Away ❖
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The past is the only dead thing that smells sweet.

Early One Morning, Edward Thomas 
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❖ Alpha ❖
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H

arry Bandicoot straightened himself with a groan, leaning gratefully on the scythe. To his right and left, his tenants toiled under the August sun, leather-gaitered and steel-sickled to mow down the golden corn. Across the field the reaper clanked and rattled on its furrow, the great black horses lifting their iron hoofs as one, straining sinew and shoulder. Bandicoot caught the nearest rein, throwing the scythe to a labourer, and hauled himself on to the harvester.

‘Warm work, sir,’ the driver called, passing him a jug. Bandicoot nodded, swigging gratefully. His eyes crossed as it reached those parts other jugs could not and the driver noticed.

‘It’s the Missus’s,’ he explained.

‘Yes, I thought it must be,’ scowled Bandicoot, and remembering his upbringing and his status, ‘Good brew, Jack, good brew. Give my compliments to the Missus.’

Jack grinned broadly, tugging on his forelock, and cracked the horses into the furrow again.

‘Rider comin’, Mr Bandicoot,’ a young voice called. The squire looked up to the top of the harvester, shielding his eyes from the glare of the sun. ‘From the ’All, I’d say.’

He looked across in the direction of the pointing finger and saw a horseman galloping across the meadow and clashing through the stream.

‘Can you make out who it is, Jem?’ Bandicoot asked the boy.

‘It do look like Tom Wyatt,’ the boy called back, cupping his hands to shout over the grinding of the machine.

Bandicoot climbed still higher so that he stood beside the driver and saw that young Jem was right. The groom was lashing Bandicoot’s bay for all he was worth and was standing in the stirrups as he took the crest of the hill and burst through the corn.

‘You’ll flatten it, you bloody idiot!’ Jack bellowed, but Bandicoot’s hand on his shoulder quietened him.

‘You know Tom better than that, Jack,’ the squire said. ‘He’ll have his reasons.’

Wyatt was yelling now, plunging through the harvest field and waving hysterically. He drew rein within inches of the plodding blacks who threw up their heads and looked at him.

‘You look flushed, Tom,’ Bandicoot greeted him, taking in the groom’s open waistcoat and matted hair. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘It’s Mrs Bandicoot, sir,’ Wyatt gasped, kicking himself free of the stirrups. ‘She’s started.’

‘Started what?’

There was a silence in which all eyes turned to the squire. Jack, the driver, tugged on the squire’s belt with one hand and began to light his pipe with the other. ‘Whelping, sir,’ he whispered, ‘beggin’ your pardon an’ all.’

‘Good God! She’s three weeks early!’ Bandicoot stood bolt upright like a recently castrated calf and leapt in one fluid movement into the saddle of the bay. It was as well it had been recently vacated by the groom.

‘Carry on, Jack,’ Bandicoot shouted, and drove his heels into the animal’s flanks, crashing back through the devastation caused by the groom.

‘That I will, sir,’ Jack chuckled and threw his jug down to Tom Wyatt. The groom pulled off the stopper.

‘Your Missus’s?’ he asked.

Jack nodded, and the groom replaced the stopper.

* * *
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SQUIRE BANDICOOT HURTLED through the stream, his legs straight in the stirrups, his head low to miss the branches. The two miles felt like twenty as he thrashed the bay’s neck with his reins. The animal swerved on the gravel and then he was weaving between the gnarled old trees of the orchard, ducking and bobbing. The swans flapped noisily from the lake as his hoof beats frightened them and he saw a flurry of activity on the terrace ahead. Another groom caught the lathered, snorting bay as Bandicoot leapt from its back, running like the Old Etonian he was up the slope.

‘Oh, sir,’ wailed the hysterical girl on the terrace as he arrived.

‘What is it, Maisie?’ He held her heaving shoulders and attempted to sound calm.

‘It’s bad news, sir,’ she sobbed.

Bandicoot stared at the tearful eyes and the red, throbbing nose.

‘What? What?’ he shouted.

‘It’s Grizzle. She’s . . . she’s dead,’ and the maid sank to her knees, sobbing uncontrollably.

Bandicoot looked helplessly around him. It was something he had been doing now for more than thirty years. He was quite accomplished at it. It was with exquisite relief he welcomed the arrival of Miss Balsam, as gnarled as any of the trees he had just ridden past and a little riper, to boot.

‘Tsk, girl,’ she snarled at the maid, who bobbed up, curtsied to the squire and left, wailing.

‘Grizzle? What’s happening, Nanny Balsam?’

‘Grizzle?’ Miss Balsam repeated. ‘Oh, that tiresome child. I think she must be referring to the frog of the same name.’

‘A frog, Miss Balsam?’ Bandicoot couldn’t understand it. Everyone had been sane when he left the Hall that morning. What could have happened since?

‘A pet, I understand.’ Miss Balsam was shepherding the squire to a chair on the terrace. ‘Cook accidentally trod on it this morning. I am, as you know, trained in resuscitation, but I fear I drew the line at Rana ternporaria. Had it been Rana esculenta, of course . . .’

‘Miss Balsam!’ Bandicoot was near to breaking point. ‘Letitia . . .’

‘. . . is doing very nicely without you, thank you very much,’ and she pushed him bodily into the wicker. ‘Men!’ She clicked her tongue.

‘Has she . . . ? Is she . . . ? I must go to her!’ He stood up.

‘Never!’ Miss Balsam’s five foot one bowled over Squire Bandicoot’s six foot two with all the force of her sensibilities and her sex. ‘What goes on in that room,’ she wagged her finger at the leaded window above, ‘is no business of yours.’ Then calmer, ‘You’ve done your part. Now let Lettie do hers.’

She patted his bewildered curls. ‘You need an amontillado,’ and she swept indoors.

Bandicoot fumbled for his hunter. ‘Half-past three,’ he said aloud, and began to pace the terrace. He looked up at the window to see shadows and reflections flitter this way and that. He heard no sound inside but the occasional roar of Miss Balsam. ‘Towels!’ interspersed with ‘Hot water!’

‘Beggin’ your pardon, sir.’ A voice caused Bandicoot to spin round to see the red-nosed Maisie standing with a glass of sherry wine on a tray of Bandicoot silver. ‘Your armadillo, sir,’ she sniffed.

‘My . . . ? Oh, I see. Thank you, Maisie . . . and I’m very sorry about your frog.’

The tray clashed loudly on the terrace and the maid hauled up her petticoats and rushed away howling.

An iron-grey head poked itself through the leaded panes. ‘Be quiet down there!’

Bandicoot sat down and sipped his sherry as quietly as he knew how. With all his other worries, the last thing he wanted was to cross Miss Balsam now. He watched the sunshine ripple on the waters of the lake and old Wiggins trailing the far bank with his nets, trawling for pike. One of them would get him, one of these days, and old Wiggins would take his place in the trophy room of Bandicoot Hall, framed and glazed with the rest. The swans had come back now, gliding in on silent wings to ruffle the still surface of the water. From the reeds to his left, Grizzle’s relatives kept up their watery lament, throaty organs swelling in the afternoon stillness.

Then he heard an alien sound and it took him a while to place it. It was a slap, of skin on skin, followed by a cry, sharp, surprised, indignant. It wasn’t little Emma, whose six-month noise had a more worldly tone to it. Bandicoot dropped his glass and dashed through the French windows, tearing back the heavy velvet, hurtling across his study and through the hall. Servants appeared from nowhere, anxiously peering after the Master, as he bounded up the stairs three at a time. There was a second slap as he reached the landing and another appalled noise joined the first. But Bandicoot did not hear it. Only his own heart thumped and banged in his ears. Raised to the scrum and the Wall Game, the Old Etonian lowered his shoulder for the charge. No footling time wasting with the niceties of door handles for him. Time was of the essence. And he knew that it and something else waits for no man.

In the event, Miss Balsam obligingly opened the doors for him so all Bandicoot had to do was to trip neatly over Joris, the cat, and catch his nose a sharp one on the bedstead.

‘Harry!’ Letitia looked at him in some alarm, blood trickling over his lips and all.

‘Letitia!’ he shouted back and saw, flanking his pink, radiant wife, two other heads, smaller, wrinkled like little old men.

‘Harry,’ she said, ‘I’d like you to meet Ivo,’ she lifted the little old man on her right arm, ‘and Rupert,’ she lifted the little old man on her left arm.

Bandicoot stood there.

‘Like this, Mr Bandicoot,’ said Miss Balsam, placing the squire’s arms just so, ‘hold them like this.’

He took first one little wrapped bundle, then the other.

‘Hello, old man,’ he said to Ivo, ‘Hello,’ to Rupert.

They both looked at him blearily, each with one eye open. Letitia beamed proudly. ‘Before you take them to see the horses, Harry,’ she said, ‘could I hold them for a while?’

‘Oh, my darling, of course,’ and he very carefully handed them back. He was about to assert himself as Master of the House and kick out the roomful of women, when he turned and saw they had gone. All save Miss Balsam, who handed him a cigar. ‘Noisome things, of course,’ she smiled, ‘but fitting at times like these,’ and she hurried away, dabbing her eyes. On the landing, Miss Balsam rested against the double doors, her work done. How many babies, she wondered, had she helped into the world? And why, oh why, did they not stay as innocent as the little boys inside?

Bandicoot sat gingerly on the counterpane. ‘My dearest,’ he said, ‘how are you?’

‘Fine, Harry,’ she smiled, looking lovingly at her three men.

He smoothed her cheek. ‘It’s funny,’ he said. ‘All the way up here from the fields, all I could think of was Sarah Lestrade and poor old Sholto. What if, I thought. What if?’

Letitia caught for a moment the eyes wet with tears. ‘Harry Bandicoot!’ she said sharply. ‘Floreat Etona. We loved Sarah. And we love Sholto. And most of all we love their little Emma. But we have our own children now. They’ll grow together. Emma and the boys. Brothers for her. A sister for them.’

‘You’re right,’ he smiled, sniffing hard. Then, springing to his feet, ‘I must send Sholto a telegram.’

‘In a moment, Mr Bandicoot,’ she said softly. 

He knelt again, resting his head on her breasts between the boys. ‘In a moment, Mrs Bandicoot . . .’
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H

er Majesty’s carriage disappeared in a flutter of flags, the rattling wheels and jingling harness drowned in a deluge of cheering. Queen’s weather shone down on the Queen’s day. It had been meticulously planned, this Diamond Jubilee, and the Home Secretary himself sat braced and upright in his Whitehall office, surrounded by telephones, wires, constables with reputations for running. Her Majesty had made it clear that nothing must go amiss. At the recent coronation of His Imperial Majesty the Tsar, three thousand peasants had been trampled in the rush. It must not happen here. It could not, Mr Keir Hardie had retorted in the Commons. Thanks to the Independent Labour party there was not a single peasant in England.

From the Home Secretary to the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, ashy-grey under the gusting plumes of his cocked hat, sitting his horse with the obvious discomfort of a lifetime’s martyrdom to haemorrhoids. Still, he had made his pile. He must sit on it. His strained, flinty eyes watched for the blue helmets in the crowd, edging it, ringing it, the white gloves flying up to salute as the royal cortege passed. From the Commissioner to the Assistant Commissioner, and to the Superintendents and so on down to the Inspectorate, that unsung body of men who now mingled with the great, cheering, radiant British public along the royal route. Those in braided patrol jackets and peaked caps like Athelney Jones, bobbing up and down on his river launch, were obvious enough. Others, like Sholto Lestrade, straw-boatered in his lightweight serge, were scarcely distinguishable from real people. Only the parchment skin gave it away, and the tired eyes and the look that was weary of the world.

From his window overlooking Whitehall, Mr Gladstone took in the scene, the scrawny turtle neck craning out of the upright collar, the eyes wild and dancing. He summoned his private secretary.

‘Please convey to Her Majesty my heartfelt congratulations on Her Jubilee,’ he said in his impeccable Lowland Scots, ‘and may I be the first to suggest to Her Majesty that there could not be a finer moment for Her Abdication.’

Gladstone’s wild eye caught a commotion in the surging crowds below. Immediately behind the Queen’s carriage a scuffle had broken out. In the mêlée, a man with parchment skin and a face that was weary of the world was struggling with another. They pirouetted into the trotting cavalcade of the Life Guards and the straw-boatered man somersaulted neatly off the right shoulder of the black stallion caracoling in a hopeless attempt to avoid him. Gladstone saw the Queen glance back; seeing the man roll upright again and hop around clutching a crushed foot, she commented to the Princess of Wales in her carriage that she was rather amused and would confide the fact to her journal. How kind of the man to provide this thoughtful entertainment for her. And how clever of him to know that such slapstick never failed to delight her. Her view had been a little impeded, however, as she had had to turn round. Perhaps his timing could have been better.

* * *
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SERGEANT DIXON HAD been on the Front Desk at the Yard, man and boy, for more years than he cared to remember. Rumour had it he had been a sergeant when Inspector Lestrade had arrived as a rookie. Rumour had it he had been a young constable in Sir Robert Peel’s three thousand back in ’29. Rumour had it he had joined the Bow Street Runners under Magistrate Fielding on account of how he already owned a red waistcoat and that was really the only entry requirement. But that, as most men tacitly admitted, was silly. The Runners had been established in 1748 and they only took men who were young and fit. Dixon was already over the hill by then.

So the sergeant had seen the Sights. All of them. Or so he thought. But even his omniscient jaw fell slack at the apparition which greeted him in the foyer of the Yard that summer evening. A huge officer of the Life Guards in full dress uniform, complete with helmet and cuirass, stood before him, towering over him like a lamp standard.

‘Evening, sir.’ Dixon found himself saluting. ‘Can I be of service?’

The Life Guard looked him up and down. ‘Sorry,’ he said through his chin-chain, ‘should have enlisted years ago. Anyway, we’ve already got a mascot. Lestrange in?’

‘Beg your pardon, sir?’ Dixon was never at his best on the twilight shift.

‘Sergeant Lestrange. Is he in?’

‘If you mean Inspector Lestrade, sir, yes, he is.’ Dixon was trying hard to remember to close his mouth after each word. He reached for the machine-with-wires on the wall. ‘Who shall I say . . . ?’

‘Don’t bother.’ The officer strode for the stairs, dragging his sword across Dixon’s polished floor. ‘I’ll find him.’

‘I’m afraid you can’t . . .’

But the officer had gone, clattering up the staircase three at a time. Dixon wrestled manfully with the gadgetry which whirred and clicked at him.

‘Dew?’ he screamed down the tube.

‘Do what?’ a confused voice retaliated.

‘Is that Constable Dew?’

‘How dare you, Dixon! This is Assistant Commissioner Frost and you’ve got your wires tangled again. Get a grip, man, or I’ll have your stripes. What will I have?’

‘My stripes, sir,’ and he clutched his ear as his superior rang off with more venom than was usual. As he replaced the receiver, a plainclothesman wafted through the hall.

‘Dew!’ Dixon barked.

‘Hello, sarge,’ the constable beamed back.

‘Hello my arse! Get in that lift!’ He ushered the flustered constable through the metal grilles, slamming them shut.

‘What’s up, sarge?’

‘You are!’ shouted Dixon, pressing buttons like a thing possessed. ‘Third floor. Tell Mr Lestrade there’s a ten-foot soljer on his way up.’

‘On his way up?’ Dew shouted down through the floorboards.

‘That’s right,’ Dixon bellowed to the receding cage. ‘I can still see his spurs, so ’is ’ead must be outside the guv’nor’s office by now.’

But the officer was faster than Dew. Legs were, after all made before lifts.

‘Oswald Ames,’ he introduced himself, ‘Second Life Guards. Oh my God . . .’

He unhooked his chin-chain and swept off the glittering helmet, to crash down heavily and unasked on to the leather-backed chair.

‘Of all the horses in all the Jubilee processions in the world, you had to walk into mine.’

Across the paper-strewn desk from him sat a parchment-faced man in an old lightweight serge. His eyes were tired, his face was world-weary. And his foot was resting on a stool, swathed in bandages.

‘Forgive me for asking,’ said Ames, ‘but why is that stool swathed in bandages?’

‘You can’t get the staff nowadays,’ the other man answered.

His door swung back. ‘Mr Lestrade,’ gasped Constable Dew, ‘there’s a ten-foot soldier on his way . . . up . . . to . . .’

‘Captain Ames,’ Lestrade read the pips on the man’s shoulder cords, ‘this is Constable Dew. Despite all appearance he makes an excellent cup of tea. Will you join me?’

‘Tea? Is it Kokew Oolong?’

‘It’ll just be a jiffy, sir,’ Dew was at pains to promise. He hustled through to the adjoining closet. Having made one faux pas already, he was not anxious to make another.

‘Have you come to apologize or to press charges, Captain?’ Lestrade asked.

‘Neither, actually. Didn’t realize you were the johnny one collided with today. Couldn’t really see what happened. Sun was glancing off the Old Girl’s tiara. Couldn’t see a bally thing.’

‘Well.’ Lestrade began to unwrap his foot from the stool. ‘There I was, minding everyone else’s business in the crowd, when I felt my pocket being picked. I grabbed a hand and the fellow and I had a bit of a set to. Unfortunately it spilled out into your path. The rest you know.’ 

‘I see. Well, fortunes of war. Not too badly crushed, are you?’

‘No, no.’ Lestrade winced. ‘Nothing that three months in a sling won’t cure.’

‘Good. Good.’ Ames unhooked his sword and rested it against the desk. ‘Does your chappie do a bit of tartaring? Got some caviar on the old tunic this morning. Got a bash with Bertie tomorrow. Can’t go looking like something the cat’s brought in.’

‘Quite.’ Lestrade smiled quietly. ‘Dew,’ he called to the closet.

A macassared head appeared round the door. ‘Sir?’

‘How are you at cleaning drink stains off serge?’

‘Melton.’ Ames reminded him of the quality of the material.

‘How are you at removing Melton stains off serge?’

‘I’ll have a go, sir.’ Dew was the stuff the Yard was made of. Granite.

‘On second thoughts, one had better stick to one’s batman.’

‘As you will, Captain.’ Lestrade leaned back, resting his hands on his waistcoat. ‘Now, you and I, I’m sure, have had an exceedingly long day. I wonder if . . .’

‘Oh, my dear fellow, of course. Remiss of me. The purpose of my visit.’

Lestrade beamed.

‘I understand you’re on the case.’

‘Case?’ Lestrade leaned forward.

‘Yes.’ Ames did the same. ‘Isn’t that what you detective johnnies call it?’

‘Er . . . yes . . . we do,’ affirmed Lestrade, and eyeing the daunting pile of paperwork, ‘Which one exactly?’

‘My dear fellow.’ Ames was amazed. ‘The case. Archie Fellowes.’

‘Fellowes?’

‘Brother officer. Army and Navy Club. Tragic. Quite tragic.’

‘Ah!’ Bells were clanging in Lestrade’s brain. He ferreted among the papers. ‘Yes. Captain Archibald Anstruther Fellowes. Second Life Guards. Found in the river at Shadwell Stair two days ago.’

‘Quite. Utterly tragic. You are on the case?’

‘Well, it’s really a matter for the River Police. Inspector Jones . . .’

‘Tosh!’ Ames stood up to his full six foot eight and rammed on his helmet. ‘One has it on good authority that you are the best there is, Lestrade.’

‘That’s very flattering . . .’

‘Flattering my numnah! It’s a fact. Archie was a chum. Sorry he’s gone. Can’t be natural. Must be sorted. Not in keeping, y’see.’

‘What isn’t?’

‘Suicide. Chaps in the Life Guards don’t do it. And if they do, they use this,’ he hooked up his sword, ‘or their Webleys. They don’t just jump in the bally river. Not dignified, y’see. Must be sorted. Good night.’

And he scraped a lump out of the door frame on his way out.

‘Has he gone, sir?’ Dew appeared with steaming mugs.

Lestrade listened as the sword clattered away down the stairs.

‘I think so,’ he said.

‘I didn’t understand most of that conversation, sir,’ Dew admitted.

‘Quite, Walter. That’s why you’re a constable. Where’s that idiot who bandaged my foot?’

A pallid face appeared around a pile of paperwork.

‘Sir?’

‘Ah . . . Constable Lilley, isn’t it?’ Lestrade began unwrapping the swathes. ‘I think you must have been reading your St John’s Ambulance first-aid book upside down. What do you know about Shadwell?’

The pallid face became blanker. ‘It’s in London, sir.’

‘So it is.’ Lestrade fixed the young man with an odd faraway look in his eyes. ‘At dawn tomorrow morning, you and Dew will meet me at the church of St Paul in that godforsaken part of Stepney and we’ll do some sleuthing. Or rather we’ll talk to Inspector Jones, which sadly is not the same thing.’

* * *
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THE LIGHTERS AND BARGES were already steaming their way across the river when the three policemen arrived. The constables, Dew and Lilley, helped the straw-hatted inspector aboard the Metropolitan Police Launch Calliphora Vomitoria to meet its ‘Captain’, who stood with his arms locked fore and aft around his great hulk.

‘He looks like Nelson, sir,’ Lilley whispered in some awe to Lestrade who transferred his weight to Dew at that moment.

‘Before or after the sniper got him?’ Lestrade asked. ‘Besides, he’s got too many eyes and arms and things.’

‘Morning, Lestrade!’ Inspector Jones bellowed. ‘Cast off!’

‘It’s an old knitting term,’ Lestrade explained to the green constable. ‘Morning, Jones. You know Constable Dew.’

Jones grunted.

‘This is Constable Lilley.’

He grunted again. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure? Oh, hurt our foot, have we?’ He noted Lestrade’s discomfort as he hobbled gratefully to a chair bolted to the aft deck. The engines roared into life, coughed and died.

‘Tickle it, man!’ Jones roared to someone Down Below. He reverted to the question of Lestrade’s foot, ‘In what did you put that?’

‘It was a chance meeting with a cavalry charger,’ Lestrade explained, ‘which brings me neatly to the purpose of my visit.’

‘And I thought you’d come for some tips on police work.’

The engines roared again. ‘Bring her head round!’ Jones thundered. Dew and Lilley looked about them wondering where the lady was to whom the inspector was referring.

‘Captain Fellowes,’ Lestrade shouted above the din.

‘Ah, yes. What about him?’ Jones, ever the sensitive policeman, sensed intrusion.

‘He was on my desk last night,’ said Lestrade.

‘Good God!’ Jones knelt beside him, not the easiest of manoeuvres for a man with his hands stuffed in his waistcoat. ‘How is that possible? When I saw him last he was on a slab in the mortuary.’

‘I was speaking metatarsally, Athelney.’ Lestrade thought he’d better humour his man. Years bobbing up and down on bilge water had obviously taken their toll.

‘Oh, I see.’ Jones stood up. ‘But it’s my case, dammit. He was found in my river.’

The constables, Jones’s and Lestrade’s, pricked up their ears. A fight between superiors was always good for a laugh.

‘But presumably he landed in your river having jumped from my land.’

‘Since when is Shadwell your patch?’

‘Since when is the Thames yours?’ Lestrade countered.

Jones bridled and stared fixedly at the prow. ‘Keep her head round!’ he snarled to a constable at the helm behind him.

Dew and Lilley exchanged glances.

Lestrade tried a different tack, with the wind this time. ‘A man is dead, Athelney,’ he said as quietly as he could above the throb of the Reardon Wesleys. ‘I don’t know why the case should have come my way, but it has and I’ve got to do something about it. Perhaps we can work together?’

Jones snorted in time to his pistons. ‘Rowlocks!’ he retorted.

‘All right.’ Lestrade leaned back in the chair with the air of a man who knows when he’s beaten, ‘What’s it to be?’

Jones looked at the scarred, yellow face beneath the scarred, yellow boater. ‘I’ve got a son coming up to age in a year or so . . .’ he said.

‘Go on.’

‘Get him in at the Yard.’

‘Come on, Athelney. You know I can’t do that. Any more than you can.’

‘I can’t,’ Jones reminded him, ‘because I’m stuck out at Woolwich Reach half my bloody life. But you, you’re in the old Opera House itself. On terra forma you can do some good . . .’

‘Well, I could have a word with Abberline I suppose . . .’

‘Not good enough.’ Jones remained obdurate.

Lestrade blew outward until his moustache ends rose. ‘All right then. I’ll see Frost.’

Jones beamed. ‘When?’

‘How old’s your boy?’

‘Seventeen this month.’

‘When the time comes, then.’

‘We found him there.’ Jones pointed to the scummy water slapping against the green encrusted pier poles.

‘Who?’ Lestrade had lost track of the conversation.

‘Captain Fellowes. Your Tinbelly.’

Lestrade peered over the side. All he saw was his own reflection. ‘You checked the place, of course?’

‘Of course,’ Jones told him. ‘We found three kettles, a bedstead, some old bronze thing the British Museum is having a look at and more dogshit than you’ll find in Battersea.’

‘What about the body?’

Jones disappeared into the cabin behind him, thumping a constable as he passed. ‘Watch your helm, Soulou.’

‘Dew, get your bearings.’ Lestrade called his constable to him. The man fumbled in his pockets. ‘I mean, where are we, man?’ He steadied himself on the deck.

‘All engines stop,’ he heard Jones bellow.

The constable scanned the horizon. ‘I can’t see much behind this pier thing, sir,’ Dew confessed.

‘That’s the Stair, laddie,’ Jones told him, re-emerging. ‘The Highway, behind those wharfs. The Narrow, to starboard.’ All eyes except Dew’s looked right. ‘New Basin, to port.’ All eyes except Dew’s looked left.

‘He’d been in the water for two days, I’d say,’ Jones explained, checking the notes he’d brought from the cabin. ‘Some of his skin was coming away. What with the weather and all, a few more hours and he’d have been unrecognizable. If he’d swollen up much more he could have floated out to Erith. Then the herrings could have had him.’

There was no sound on the river now but the gentle lapping of the waters and the gentle vomiting of Constable Lilley over the side.

‘Any other damage?’ Lestrade asked.

‘Better ask the coroner.’ Jones shrugged.

‘Well, I was hoping for an answer,’ Lestrade said.

‘Point taken.’ Jones produced a hearty beef sandwich from his patrol jacket pocket. ‘Elevenses. Any of your chappies . . . ?’ but the colour of Constable Lilley made him aware of the futility of the question. ‘He was pretty battered around the head,’ Jones munched, ‘but he would be. It’s my guess he went in somewhere around Kew, perhaps Mortlake, and probably got stuck a few times. Chiswick Eyot’s a bastard for that. Not to mention Oliver’s Ait.’

‘Now, Athelney, for the big one. Did he jump or was he pushed?’

Jones shrugged. ‘You’re the policeman,’ he said.

Lestrade smiled broadly. ‘Can I have that in writing? Thanks for your help, Inspector. Put me and my lads ashore, will you? Where is the good Captain now? Branch Road?’

Jones nodded. 

‘Come on Dew, Lilley, get me up these stairs, will you? We’ve got a body to view. It’s all right, Lilley, you can stay outside.’

* * *
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SHOLTO LESTRADE CIRCLED the bloated remains of Captain Archibald Fellowes, holding the boater over his nose to avoid some, at least, of the smell of Thames water and formaldehyde. Beneath the green-white skin, flaking off the frame, he could vaguely discern a once-handsome face, the moustache drooping over the tight, blue lips. He was, as Jones had told him, battered around the head, but it wasn’t particularly pretty. The coroner was not in that morning, still sleeping off, as was most of London, the exhilaration of the Queen’s Jubilee. But Lestrade had seen the Sights before. He knew that Jones was right. Those blows were caused after death, not before. Pier poles, anchor chains, stone corners and bridge supports had all taken their toll. The mortuary attendant had provided Lestrade with the clothes the deceased had been wearing when found. A lightweight suit, brown laced shoes, all bearing Savile Row labels, and oddly for a man in civvies, a medal. What was particularly odd about it was where it had been worn. Not pinned to his lapel, apparently, but wedged between his teeth.

‘Between his teeth?’ Lestrade repeated, unsure of his hearing.

‘That’s right,’ the attendant told him, picking his nose thoughtfully. ‘Held there by rigor mortis – and his gold fillin’s.’

Lestrade looked again at the gong in his fist – a bronze four-pointed star with the legend ‘Ashanti’ and the date ‘1896’.

‘Last year,’ he murmured to himself.

‘That’s right,’ the attendant agreed.

The inspector flipped the medal over. ‘From the Queen,’ he read.

‘That’s right,’ the attendant agreed again.

Lestrade replaced his boater and tucked the medal in his pocket.

‘That’s evidence,’ said the attendant, wiping the contents of his nose on his sleeve.

‘That’s right,’ said Lestrade and, collecting Lilley from the outer office, he and his constables made for the light.

In the hansom on the way back to the Yard, Walter Dew was less than his placid self.

‘What’s the matter, Dew?’ Lestrade was a noticing sort of inspector. ‘Cat got your truncheon?’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ Dew confided. ‘I’ve got to come out with this.’

‘Close your eyes, Lilley, you’re of tender years.’

‘I’m afraid I . . . picked something up, sir.’

Lestrade’s eyebrows disappeared under the rim of his boater. ‘That’s what comes of loitering with intent in the Haymarket of an evening. Mrs Dew will have to know, of course . . .’

‘No.’ Dew blushed as only the lovesick can. ‘From the corpse, I mean.’

‘Have a rinse when you get to the Yard. I’ll have a word with Dixon. He’ll let you use the sergeants’ slipper baths.’

‘No, I mean evidence, sir. I found some evidence. In the lining of the deceased’s pocket.’

‘Really?’ Lestrade was secretly impressed, but he wasn’t going to let it show. ‘Fluff?’

‘I don’t know, sir. I don’t think I’ve ever seen wet fluff. Here it is.’

Lestrade examined the particles in Dew’s palm, not easy in a jolting hansom with a second policeman’s nose nuzzling against his own. The inspector leaned back. ‘You may have bandaged my foot yesterday, Lilley, but I still hardly know you. Perhaps you could keep your nose out of Constable Dew’s hand until we’re all better acquainted?’

‘Yes, sir. Of course, sir.’ Lilley knew a rebuke when he heard one and he spent the remainder of the journey bolt upright.

‘Fluff, be damned,’ said Lestrade. ‘They’re seeds.’ He jabbed the ceiling of the cab with his crutch. ‘Kew Gardens, driver, and if you get there before dinner time, the constable here will give you a tip.’

* * *
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‘I WILL BE ABLE TO CLAIM all this on expenses, sir?’ Dew checked, emptying all his pockets as he did so.

‘Of course, Walter.’ Lestrade hobbled manfully through the shrubbery. ‘Usual thing. Forms in triplicate. Reimbursement next Christmas, assuming there’s no R in the month. Don’t forget the tip.’ 

‘Kempton Park, three o’clock,’ Dew muttered to the growler on his perch. ‘Stingy Inspector, one hundred to one.’

‘Yeah, I heard that one,’ the growler growled and he and his cab rattled into the distance.

‘Right, we’ll try the Palm House first.’

‘Must we, sir?’ Lilley halted the policemen’s progress.

‘Is there a problem, constable?’ Lestrade paused by a cedar of Lebanon to rest his leg.

‘It’s just that I’m not keen on heat, sir. It must be in the eighties now.’

‘Mother frightened by a radiator, was she? All right, you wait here. Dew, open that door.’

The two of them entered a veritable jungle, verdure dripping everywhere. The place seemed deserted and Lestrade was just getting used to his trousers clinging clammily to his legs when a gnarled old head appeared out of the undergrowth.

‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ it said. ‘Elaeis guineensis.’

‘Sholto Lestrade, Scotland Yard. This is Constable Dew. Are you in charge here, Mr Guineensis?’

The gnarled old head looked a trifle quizzical. ‘Ah, I see. No. Guineensis is the plant you are looking at. My name is Bush. And please, no jokes. I have been a horticulturalist for the past forty years, man and boy. It does become a little wearing.’

‘I’m sure,’ commiserated Lestrade, watching the vapour condense on his hatbrim. ‘I wonder if you might help us with our enquiries?’

‘I’ll certainly do my best, but I wonder if we might walk this way? I have my measurements to take.’

Lestrade and Dew obeyed to the letter, although creeping through the foliage with a crutch was not the easiest manoeuvre the inspector had ever performed. More than once, the lianas coiled round his ferrule and he got a mouthful of John Innes. Still, it was all part of life’s rich tapestry.

‘It’s quite a way,’ Bush apologized. ‘We’ll take my trap.’

They helped the inspector aboard and rattled south-east with Constable Lilley jogging through the goose droppings behind. Lestrade and Dew were grateful for the fresh air of an English summer and to be able to leave the tropics under glass.

‘Up there.’ Bush pointed to the top of an ornate Chinese pagoda. ‘I have to measure my Widdringtonia whytei and this is the best vantage point.’

‘Excuse me, sir,’ gasped Lilley, ‘but how high is that?’

‘The pagoda?’ Bush dismounted, rolling down his shirtsleeves. ‘One hundred and sixty-three feet.’

Lilley paled significantly. ‘I wonder if you’ll excuse me on this one, sir?’ he said to Lestrade.

‘Another problem, constable?’ Lestrade seemed to have been this way before.

‘It’s height, sir. I don’t really . . .’

‘Mother frightened by a tallboy, eh? Dew, Mr Bush, could you assist me, please?’

It was half an hour later, after much grunting and sweating, that the three men arrived at the top.

‘What a view!’ the poetic Dew was heard to exclaim.

Bush leaned across with a tape measure attached to the pagoda’s rim and began jotting hieroglyphics down in his notebook, tapping overhanging leaves and branches now and then.

‘Now,’ he said, ‘how can I help?’

‘Dew.’ Lestrade snapped his fingers.

‘Sir?’ The constable was awestruck by Greater London stretching before him.

‘Forgive my constable,’ said Lestrade. ‘He hasn’t been this far north before.’

‘With respect, sir, I have.’ Even Dew had a certain amount of dignity. ‘The Monument is, I believe, higher than this.’

The other two looked at him. ‘The evidence, constable?’ Lestrade reminded him.

‘Ah, yes, sir. Of course,’ and he fumbled in his pockets.

‘Ah.’ Bush held it up to the light, sniffed it, measured it and returned it to Dew. ‘Well, of course I’m no expert, but I’d say it was fluff. Probably from someone’s pocket.’

Lestrade had climbed a long way for nothing. ‘But surely, there are seeds in it?’ he said.

‘Are there?’ Bush focused his gnarled old spectacles on the end of his gnarled old nose. ‘Oh yes, Cedrela odorata.’

‘Er . . .’ Lestrade had never got beyond the First Declension in his Latin at Mr Poulson’s Academy.

‘Bastard Cedar,’ Bush explained.

‘Now then, sir.’ Dew knew when his guv’nor was being insulted.

‘Go on,’ Lestrade ignored him.

‘One of the family Meliaceae. Native to the West Indies and South America. It is sometimes called the Barbados Bastard Cedar. It has a smell offensive to insects. Your wardrobe is probably lined with it. So are your cigar boxes.’

‘And are these trees found growing outside the West Indies and South America?’ Lestrade asked.

‘Only one other place in the world,’ Bush confided.

‘Where might that be, sir?’ Dew had his notebook at the ready.

Bush crouched for a moment, as though lining his eye
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