



Lestrade and the Leviathan

The Inspector Lestrade Series – Book Twelve


Table of Contents

Title Page

Lestrade and the Leviathan | The Inspector Lestrade Series – Book Twelve

M. J. TROW

Caveat lectorum – Let the Reader Beware! | From Police Constable to Political Correctness

Beginnings

The Lost Boys

Percy’s Union Jack

The Dead Ringer

Journeys into the Unknown

Shots in the Dark

A Bloody War

The Published and the Damned

The Under the Pier Show

Three Men in a Bunker

The Heart of the Mata

Victory

Bon Voyage

❖ The Sawdust Ring ❖ | 1879 | ‘In the circus, nothing is what it seems ...’

❖ The Sign of Nine ❖ | 1886 | ‘Hello, hello, hello ...’ | ‘Hello, hello, hello ...’ | ‘Hello, hello, hello ...’

❖ The Ripper ❖ | 1888 | ‘Oh, have you seen the Devil ...?’

❖ The Adventures of Inspector Lestrade ❖ | 1891 | ‘Such as these shall never look | At this pretty picture book.’

❖ The Brigade ❖ | 1893 | ‘And we leave to the streets and the workhouse the charge of the Light Brigade.’

❖ The Dead Man’s Hand ❖ | 1895 | ‘There was no 9.38 from Penge.’

❖ The Guardian Angel ❖ | 1897/8 | ‘And a naughty boy was he ...’

❖ The Hallowed House ❖ | 1901 | ‘Quid omnes tangit, ab omnibus approbetur.’*

❖ The Gift of the Prince ❖ | 1903 | ‘Lang may your lum reek, Lestrade.’

❖ The Mirror of Murder ❖ | 1906 | Beyond the mountains of the moon ...

❖ The Deadly Game ❖ | 1908 | ‘The Games a-foot’

❖ The Leviathan ❖ | 1910 | ‘To our wives and sweethearts – may they never meet!’

❖ The Brother of Death ❖

❖ Lestrade and the Devil’s Own ❖

❖ The Magpie ❖ | 1920 | ‘There was a Front; | But damn’d if we knew where!’

❖ Lestrade and the Kiss of Horus ❖ | 1922 | ‘Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!’

❖ Lestrade and the Giant Rat of Sumatra ❖ | 1935 | ‘So, Sholto, let me and you be wipers | Of scores out with all men, especially pipers!’

❖ The World of Inspector Lestrade ❖

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Lestrade and the Leviathan


The Inspector Lestrade Series – Book Twelve














[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

M. J. TROW











[image: ]


Copyright © 2021 M. J. Trow.

Paperback ISBN 978-1-913762-91-9

First published in 1987.

This edition published in 2021 by BLKDOG Publishing.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Cover art by Andy Johnson.

All rights reserved including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. The moral right of the author has been asserted.

[image: image]
www.blkdogpublishing.com

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

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 
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T

he little man on the park bench turned up his collar against the cold. He checked again the half-hunter cradled in his gloved hand. Half-past two. Where was she? He got up, paced up and down past the knot of children feeding the ducks, clicking his tongue at their squeals and chatter. He threw his feet out in his odd little walking style and tilted the bowler further forward on his head.

Again he flicked open the case. Two minutes had passed. Already he was framing the story in his mind, the story to tell Munyon’s. There had been a collision. Nothing serious. A horse brought down, delaying the tram. Was that plausible enough? He stamped his feet and walked purposefully back to the bench. Mercifully the children had moved on.

Then there she was, approaching with that merry step of hers, light, jaunty, her hair strained back from the boyish face under the crown of her ribboned hat. He stood up, tipped his bowler and they linked arms. He reached up and kissed her. She smiled and told him to behave himself. They walked past the lake under the bordering elms. Her breath wreathed back as she chattered on absent-mindedly about this and that.

‘Ethel.’ He stopped her. ‘She’s threatening to go.’

The girl stopped, looking hard at him. ‘She has before.’

‘I know, I know. But this time I think she means it. She’s going to take out our money. Our savings. It’s all we’ve got in the world.’ 

‘But that’s yours,’ Ethel said.

‘Some of it, yes. Ethel, look, we’ll have to . . . stop seeing each other for a while. I can’t afford—’

‘Peter, I’m your secretary,’ she interrupted him. ‘How can we stop seeing each other?’

‘You know what I mean,’ he said. ‘I only get commission on my sales . . . the hotel bills—’

‘Peter!’ She whirled away from him sharply, the pitch of her voice startling the elderly couple on their afternoon stroll through the park. She came in closer, lowering herself so that their eyes were on a level. ‘I’m tired of hotels. Of meeting like this. Of being treated as though I were some sort of leper. You’ve got to do something, Peter. It’s got to be me or her.’

He faltered, the huge eyes blinking in the cold behind the gold-rimmed glasses. ‘It’s difficult

‘You’re a doctor, for God’s sake,’ she hissed.

‘Well, I’ve never actually practised—’

‘You haven’t the leisure to practise, Peter. You’ve got to get it right first time.’

‘Ethel . . .’ He reached out for her small breasts under the folds of her pelisse.

‘Oh, no, not until you’ve done something. I don’t know what. I don’t want to know what. But until it’s done, Peter, you and I are merely colleagues. I’ll type your letters and that’s all.’

She swirled up the hill, away into the January mists.

He caught a bus, blindly, unthinkingly circling the streets until he realised where he was. Then he got off and walked past his office in Albion House, on to the premises of Messrs Lewis and Burrows, the chemists.

‘I’m afraid we have none in stock, sir,’ the chemist informed him. ‘But we can get some in a couple of days. Not much call for hyoscine, you see. Will that be all right?’

The customer was miles away. ‘What?’

‘I said it’ll be a couple of days. Would you mind signing the register now?’

‘Register?’ he repeated blankly.

‘Yes, sir. The poisons register. Just a formality, you know.’

‘Er . . . yes . . . yes, of course.’

And he steadied his hand as best he could to form the words – ‘Dr H. H. Crippen’.

* * *
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The nattily dressed gentleman sipped his umpteenth glass of tea in the warmest corner of the Warsaw Restaurant. Outside in Osborn Street the clutter of the Whitechapel day passed him by. Occasionally he would wave at a passing gonoph or smile and chuckle to himself at some inward joke or remembrance of happier times. He checked his waxed moustache in the little looking-glass he carried and hastily pocketed it in case any of his chavim noticed his vanity.

‘Afternoon, Leon.’ A voice brought him back to the present and a huge dark hulk blocked his view of the window.

‘Steinie.’ Leon extended a hand. ‘It’s been . . . weeks. Tea?’

‘Why not?’ Steinie sat down, an enormous, handsome young man, immaculate in grey suit and matching titfer.

‘Nice.’ Leon ran his hands over the cloth. ‘Yours?’

‘It is now,’ beamed Steinie. ‘So’s this.’

He placed an object wrapped in paper on the table. The older man looked at him with his deep, dark eyes and easy smile. There was nothing there to trust, something there perhaps to avoid.

‘What is it?’

‘Leon, about the rent. . . .’ The two men broke apart in their huddled corner as a third joined them.

‘Sol, my dear,’ Leon greeted him, with all the false bonhomie of a viper. ‘It has been a while, you know.’

Sol crouched beside his landlord, submissive, like a feudal vassal paying homage. It was a posture the Jews had always managed without difficulty. ‘I know, believe me, I know,’ agreed Sol. ‘But it’s the business. Nobody’s buying latkes these days.’

‘Not at your prices they’re not,’ commented Steinie.

Sol’s grin turned sour. ‘Hello, Steinie. I didn’t notice you there.’ 

‘And I’m a rabbi’s uncle,’ said Steinie. ‘Where’s my three bob?’

‘Three bob, he says,’ Sol raised his hands to heaven. ‘I’m on my knees and he wants three bob.’

‘All right, Solly, you’ve got till Thursday.’

Sol groaned in relief.

‘Only Thursday, mind you . . . or I’ll send Steinie round to bend your neck.’

‘You’re a saint, Leon Beron, a saint.’ Sol all but kissed his landlord’s hand.

‘What’s this, a Gentile I’m turning into? Get out!’ and Sol scampered for the door.

‘Of course, he’s got a pretty daughter,’ said Leon, rubbing his well-waxed goatee.

Steinie shook his head and clicked his tongue. ‘And you’re old enough to be her grandfather.’

‘Ah, you’re never that old.’ Leon poured them both more tea. ‘What’s in the parcel?’

Steinie’s hand slammed down on the landlord’s, jamming his fingers onto the brown paper. Leon’s eyes widened in realisation. He pulled his hand away suddenly. ‘It’s a gun,’ he whispered as though the words were choking him.

Steinie nodded. ‘A Webley. With a box of forty-four cartridges. Want to count them?’

Leon leaned back from the table. ‘What for should I want to count them? Why have you got that?’

Steinie leaned forward. ‘The burglary business ain’t what it was, Leon, old friend. The Bill’s getting difficult. I’m not getting any younger. You mentioned a job in Lavender Hill.’

Leon snorted. ‘That’s out of your league, Steinie.’

The younger man raised a finger to his lips and dropped it to the package. He shook his head. ‘Not with this, Leon.’

Leon shook his head sadly. ‘You’ll be the death of me, Steinie Morrison,’ he whispered.

* * *
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The removals men had been coming and going all day at the large, comfortable house at No. 63 Tollington Park, London N4. The new owner supervised their every move and expected his family to keep out of the way. It was nearly dark when they finished and the senior of the four men approached him on the pavement, cap in hand.

‘That’s it then, sir. All done,’ and he coughed loudly.

His client looked at him. ‘Are you waiting for a tip?’ he asked in his clipped Lancashire accent.

‘Well, sir, I . . .’

‘Young man,’ he began with clarity if not precision, for the removal boss was easily fifteen years his senior. ‘I am district superintendent of the London and Manchester Industrial Assurance Company. I have worked for said company for over twenty years. And I haven’t got where I am today by giving money to the likes of you. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Perfectly . . . sir,’ growled the Londoner and proceeded to tip the contents of an ash bucket on his client’s doorstep.

‘Come back ’ere,’ screamed the new owner, his Lancashire broadening in his annoyance. But the removals men were on their cart and away, hurling abuse at the Northerner.

‘Whatever is it, Fred?’ His wife appeared in the doorway.

‘Nothing!’ Fred kicked the bucket as he passed it. A sign perhaps of things to come. ‘Mind your business, Margaret. And where’s that maniac of a maid got to?’

‘Ssshhh, Fred, she’ll hear you!’ Margaret winced at her husband’s lack of discretion.

‘I don’t care if t’ whole bloody street hears me. Her brother and cousin are both you-know-where, chained to t’ wall. And she’ll be joining ’em before too long!’

‘What’s that?’ A large, dishevelled-looking woman hurtled around the side of the house.

‘Ah, there you are.’ Fred relented a little, suddenly mindful of the need for dignity in his new abode. ‘Clean this mess up.’ He scowled at her.

She bobbed a curtsey and proceeded to start on the ashes with her fingers.

‘Look at her,’ he muttered to his wife. ‘Mad as a hatter,’ and he took her indoors.

‘Well, my love,’ the phrase hung in the air like ice, ‘this is it. Fourteen rooms.’ He strolled the hall surveying his new domain. ‘The front basement I shall turn into an office. You may grow some plants in the conservatory. That big room upstairs at the back we’ll partition off. Grandfather William can have one half with the boys – by the way, I must up their rent to six shillings. The little buggers eat like horses. The other half the girls can have together with that lunatic of yours.’ He gestured to where the maid was still struggling on the doorstep.

‘Which leaves the top floor. Four rooms. We would be able to get a few bob for that. And we needn’t waste time getting them, neither. I’ll place an advertisement in the Standard tomorrow.’

And he was as good as his word. It read ‘Top floor tenancy now vacant. Four good rooms. All mod. cons. Would suit single lady. Must be well-to-do.’

His wife was surprised he had not complained to the newspaper of the cost of the advertising. He signed it ‘Apply Mr & Mrs Frederick Seddon’.

* * *
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Mr and Mrs Rose walked that afternoon in the hushed halls of the National Gallery. She knew little of paintings, but her husband did. She spent most of the time gazing rapturously at him. He was tall, gaunt almost, with high cheekbones and the heavy moustache of a respectable gent. It was his eyes that really held her. Cold, piercing, grey as a dreadnought and almost hypnotic. He smiled down at her, pointing now and again at the work before them, saying, ‘Ah, now that I do like. Oh yes. Oh yes. Rubens.’

‘Titian,’ the strolling attendant corrected him.

‘Bless you,’ said Mr Rose through clenched teeth. And whisked his wife away.

‘George?’ she said.

‘Yes, my dear?’

‘You know I withdrew all my savings from the Post Office?’

‘Yes, my dear.’ He smiled benignly.

‘And sold the little bit of Government Stock I had put away? You know, for a rainy day?’

‘Yes, my dear.’

‘Well, when are you going to buy that antique shop you talked about? I don’t like the thought of that money lying about. Is it safe?’

‘Safe as houses, dearest,’ Mr Rose said. ‘Do you like this one?’ He tried to steer the conversation back to canvas.

‘Oh, yes, I do. Who is it by?’

‘Er . . . Rubens,’ said Mr Rose.

‘They’ve got a lot of Rubens here, haven’t they?’

‘Well, I expect someone got them as a job lot. Shall we get some for our antique shop, dearest?’

‘Ooh, that sounds nice, George. “Our antique shop”. That does sound nice.’

‘Well, it won’t be yet awhile, Sarah,’ he said patiently, patting her hand. ‘These things take time. And, as I told you, when my Aunt Lucy, the Dowager Duchess, settles on me, we’ll have a chain of antique shops.’

‘I don’t want a chain, George,’ Sarah Rose sighed, looking up at him. ‘I just want you.’

He stooped to kiss her cheek. ‘First we must get a few things for the house. A new bath perhaps?’

‘What about one of those new shower contraptions? I hear they’re all the rage.’

‘Newfangled,’ commented George. ‘I’m an old-fashioned sort, dearest. I prefer baths.’

‘Of course, dear,’ she smiled. ‘A bath it is.’

‘Talking of which,’ George hopped from foot to foot, ‘I must pay a call, my love. Hold my hat, will you? I shan’t be long,’ and he pecked her on the forehead.

Sarah Rose, newly wed, so, so deeply in love for the first time in her life, wandered the echoing halls, cradling the shiny topper lovingly. George Rose, newly wed for the third time, took a bus to Clapham and sold all his wife’s furniture and belongings.

Mrs Rose was still holding the hat when they asked her to leave at closing time. No, there was no one in the building other than Gallery personnel. No, they had checked the conveniences. Empty. The gentleman must have been called away. Sarah Rose wandered the streets, tears streaming down her cheeks. Through the blur, she happened to notice the name in the hatband. George must have picked up the wrong hat by mistake. The name read George Joseph Smith.

* * *
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It had not been a good day for Alfred Bowes. He waited in the outer room of the Public Carriage Office for nearly two hours. His feet hurt and he was cold, despite the attempt of the coal fire to lend a glow to the cheerless room.

The tap of a pen on a counter top made him stand up.

‘Mr Bowes?’ the clerk enquired.

‘That’s me,’ Bowes tried to sound as cheerful as he could, coming from Acton and all.

‘I understand you have applied for a licence as a taxi driver.’

‘Yes, I have, yes.’ Bowes straightened his tie.

‘I’m afraid it has been refused,’ said the clerk.

Bowes blinked. ‘Refused?’ he said.

‘Refused.’ The clerk closed his ledger purposefully.

‘Why?’ Bowes became indignant.

‘Why?’ the clerk repeated. ‘Why is it not possible for you to become a taxi driver? Because you cannot drive, Mr Bowes. You have not passed the test.’

‘Nobody else has to pass a test,’ snapped Bowes.

‘Private individuals, no. Though, if I may say so, the day must come when they do. But if you wish to operate under licence in London you must satisfy the examiners . . .’

‘What if I drive without a licence?’ Bowes saw a way through the entanglement of red tape hedging him round.

‘You will be arrested.’ The clerk was patience itself, and only a few yards from the Monument, too.

‘By whom?’

The clerk looked at him. ‘By the police,’ he said, concluding that the failed applicant was at best feeble-minded; at worst he might even be a Socialist. ‘By Mr Edward Henry himself, I shouldn’t wonder. These buildings were the premises of Scotland Yard. Take care you don’t find yourself in the New ones.’

‘Edward Henry? Who’s he when he’s at home?’ The Acton man became cocky.

‘When he’s at home he is probably Edward Henry. But at his place of work he is Assistant Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police.’

‘Is he now?’ Bowes appeared far away. It came as no surprise to the clerk. ‘Well,’ he slapped his fist down on the counter, ‘Mr Edward bloody Henry isn’t going to stop me getting a licence. I’m going to stop him. You’ll see!’ he screamed as he reached the door. ‘I’ll stop him!’

* * *
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Mr Edward bloody Henry clattered over the cobbles at Scotland Yard the following morning at his usual time. Ever-punctual, the dark-skinned little man belied his years, dismounting and running up the steps into the side entrance. A brace of constables saluted him, a gaggle broke up a cosy chinwag to let him pass and a positive parliament of them rushed to open the lift door.

‘Not this morning, gentlemen. Mrs Henry says I’m putting on weight. The stairs.’

And, suiting his action to his word, he bounded up them two at a time. It was as well. For the lift that morning was jammed with the moribund hulk that was Superintendent Frank Froest, sweating in his attempt to beat his chief to his office.

‘Late again, Frank?’ was all he heard as a little brown whirlwind hurtled past him on the landing.

Froest slammed the ornate gates shut and met a wry smile floating along the corridor towards him, somewhere between a bowler and the upturned collar of a Donegal.

‘Not a word, Lestrade,’ Froest grunted. ‘Not a bloody word.’

Lestrade raised his hands in submission. ‘Frank,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t be so beastly. Anyway, it’s your shout at the Horse’s Collar at lunchtime. I wouldn’t want to jeopardise that.’

‘Meaning?’ Both men continued to walk past and away from each other.

‘Nothing. It’s just that Sergeant Horner has been waiting since he was a rookie for a drink from you. He retires tomorrow.’ Lestrade had vanished round a corner by the time Froest’s bowler hissed through the air to hit the aforementioned sergeant squarely in the teeth.

Lestrade threw his bowler instead at a constable and followed it with his Donegal. ‘Tea!’ he roared.

A steaming mug of the said brew appeared at his elbow as he lowered himself over an in-tray that would have buried a weaker man. He looked at the constable.

‘Are they here?’ he asked.

‘In your outer office, sir.’

Lestrade stared at the lad. If he’d listened to the old adage about policemen looking younger than you, he’d have retired years ago. Looking at the forms in triplicate, he wondered again why he hadn’t.

‘Right.’ He snatched the mug, with its cracks and chips. Superintendent he might be, but only commissioners and their assistants got porcelain. Still, a saucer only cramped your style. It left no room to be expansive, to interrogate suspects and to lean on villains.

Lestrade had gone up in the world. His superintendent’s office was on the third floor, as far away from Fingerprints and the sergeants’ stews in the basement as it was possible to be, unless of course you counted the manic manifestations of Special Branch in the attic. He was convinced they hung chirruping from the rafters until twilight like a demented colony of bats, defecating on the buggers below.

‘Gentlemen!’ Lestrade liked to make sudden entrances. ‘No, don’t get up. It spoils concentration. My, my. How I enjoy these monthly chats of ours. Walter, you first, I think.’

Chief Inspector Walter Dew shuffled uneasily in his chair.

‘Not a lot, sir,’ he said. ‘We’re still watching those lads on the waterfront, but it’s over to the Bluebottles any day now.’

‘Lady Whitridge?’ Lestrade asked.

‘Oh, she coughed,’ Dew said. ‘Asked for thirty-three other cases of armed robbery to be taken into account.’

Lestrade shook his head and clicked his tongue. ‘And her only sixty-four,’ he said.

‘Well, it’s the surprise,’ said Dew. ‘Nobody expects it.’

‘Like the Inquisition,’ the second man at Dew’s elbow commented.

‘I think we can leave your Roman Catholic analogies out of this, Eli. What’s new?’

Inspector Elias Bower flipped open his file. ‘Very little, sir. It looks as though we’ve lost Ambrose, but the Pinkertons will pick him up on the other side.’

‘The Other Side? So you’re a spiritualist as well as a Catholic?’

‘Imagine,’ chortled the next. ‘Picked up by the Pinkertons. Tut. Tut.’

‘We are jovial this morning, Alfred. What have you done about the Belmont diamonds?’

‘Ah,’ Alfred Ward reddened as only sandy-haired men with a guilt complex can. ‘I’m afraid we’ve drawn something of a blank there, sir.’

‘We?’ Lestrade’s barbed banter had been learned at the assorted knees of Meiklejohn, McNaghten and Frost. Even ‘Dolly’ Williamson had acknowledged his debt to Lestrade in the early years. Only the fatuous scribblings of the good doctors Watson and Conan Doyle implied he was less than thorough.

‘Very well, sir, me.’ ‘Ah,’ echoed Lestrade. ‘So the padre was Benito Garcia, as you surmised.’

Lestrade placed his empty mug down complacently.

‘And last, John,’ he said. ‘But by no means least.’

John Kane said two words before he was howled down by his fellow inspectors. ‘Theocratic Unity.’

‘Now, now.’ Lestrade held up his hand. ‘Don’t ridicule conspiracies, gentlemen. Especially religious ones. One of them nearly did for me a few years back. Do you have anything new on them, John?’

Kane sighed. ‘No, sir. Nothing.’

‘Could be one for . . .’ Lestrade pointed ominously to the ceiling ‘. . . upstairs.’

There were universal rumblings of ‘God forbid!’, ‘Never!’ and ‘Resign!’

‘Well, gentlemen.’ Lestrade stroked his nose, searching vaguely as he always did for the missing tip. ‘All quiet, then? You’re promising me a peaceful one, eh? This Year of Our Lord Nineteen Hundred and Ten? Let’s hope you’re right.’

* * *
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It was a little before noon and Lestrade was less than a third of the way through his paperwork when the peace of the new year was shattered. The constable in the outer office opened his door.

‘A Miss Bandicoot to see you, sir.’

Lestrade rose in surprise as a demure girl in claret velvet hurried into his office. She looked alarmed, her grey eyes wide with worry, but she checked herself as the superintendent dismissed the constable.

When he’d gone she ran into his arms, burying her face in his shoulder and sobbing convulsively.

‘Ssshh,’ Lestrade comforted her, stroking her golden hair and her wet cheeks. ‘Here . . .’ He rummaged for a handkerchief. ‘Big blow now. Come on, that’s the way. Constable!’ he roared, ‘a cup of tea for Miss Bandicoot. And one for me.’

‘Very good, sir.’

Lestrade sat Miss Bandicoot down on the chair facing his. He lifted her chin and smiled at the huge grey eyes, the nose, reddened by the chill January air and the crying.

‘You look more like your mother every time I see you,’ he said. ‘Now,’ and he was professional once more, ‘what’s the matter?’

‘Oh, Daddy.’ Miss Bandicoot’s lips quivered as she struggled with the words. ‘Something terrible has happened.’

‘I see,’ said Lestrade. ‘Then you’d better tell me all about it.’
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S

o it was that Superintendent Lestrade missed Frank Froest’s shout at the Horse’s Collar. But, then, if truth were told, it was rather more of a whisper. There were those, hard-bitten policemen all, gathered in the snug of the aforementioned hostelry, who said it was Lestrade and not Froest who should have been placed in charge of the Serious Crimes Department a few years back. But the older of them knew that Lestrade had never been Edward Henry’s blue-eyed boy, and even in this Year of Our Lord 1910 such things counted. Mind you, there was that curious business of the King’s coronation which, it was whispered, had given Lestrade his promotion. And Walter Dew his. But neither of these doyens of respectability, these pillars of society whose arms were so long they dragged the ground, could be drawn on that subject.

Inspector Alfred Ward drew heavily on his meerschaum and blew circles to the ceiling.

‘Miss Bandicoot?’ he said.

‘That’s the name she gave.’ Bower surfaced from the froth on his beer. ‘Quite a cracker, the desk man said.’

‘Hello, hello, hello.’ Kane bent his knees in the time-honoured manner.

‘That’ll do,’ Dew scolded them. He was the senior man, longer in the tooth than the inspectors. He and Lestrade went back a long way. He might be a chief inspector in his own right now, but Lestrade was still his guv’nor.

‘Come on, Walter,’ Ward nudged the man. ‘Who is she? And where’s the boss gone?’

‘If you must know, she’s his daughter.’

‘Daughter?’

‘Blimey!’

‘Get away.’ Bower’s comment was the last. ‘I didn’t know old Lestrade was married.’

‘Widower,’ said Dew. ‘And that’s more than enough prying for one day, gentlemen. Here’s to Superintendent Froest.’ He raised his pint. ‘May this new-found generosity continue,’ and he downed the glass.

‘What’s it in aid of?’ Kane asked.

‘What?’

‘Frank buying the round.’

‘Ah, well, there is a story.’

‘So you’re not going to tell us about Lestrade, but you don’t mind spilling the beans on Froest?’ Kane ragged him.

‘That’s different. This is a special anniversary for Frank. You see, there was this chorus girl . . .’ and the collective inspectorate of the old H Division bent their heads into the fug of the Horse’s Collar to hear Dew’s tale of murder, mayhem, greed and lust . . . prior to sucking long and hard on Ward’s packet of Dobson’s Extra Strong Lozenges lest the whiff of alcohol ascend to Mr Henry’s office during the afternoon.

* * *
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The superintendent and his daughter caught the westbound train to Taunton and took a pony and trap to Huish Episcopi, country seat of the Bandicoots since the Conquest. The conquest, that is, by one Alaric Bandicoot of the then Lady of the Manor, Eleanor Fitzmaurice, circa 1791. Not that Harry Bandicoot, the present Lord of the Manor, was a snob about his ancestry. His wife’s family were bluebloods and Harry’s pedigree bore some research in the pages of Debrett, though Burke’s might be more apt.

It was a clear, crisp evening as the policeman and his lady were brought to a lurching halt under the Somerset stars. Dogs barked from everywhere and the house flooded with light. A tall, square-looking man, his curly hair still blond, his eyes still a sparkling blue, hurtled down the steps as though to suffocate her.

‘Emma, you bad girl. Where have you been? Letitia and I . . . Sholto?’

The big man peered into the night to be sure. He saw a sallow, ferret-faced man, with dark, sad eyes and old scars, the tip of his nose gone above the walrus moustache, streaked now with grey.

‘Sholto! It is you?’ The two men shook hands and slapped each other’s backs until the dust rising from Lestrade’s Donegal became too much for them both. ‘What you need is a good woman, Sholto!’ laughed the bigger man. ‘Nettles.’ He turned to a waiting flunkey. ‘Pay this good fellow,’ indicating the trap driver, ‘and bid him be on his way.’ He flung an arm round Lestrade and, remembering the girl, caught her too. ‘Well, Emma, when we found you’d gone this morning, Aunt Letitia and I were beside ourselves

‘Don’t be hard on her, Harry,’ said Lestrade. ‘She did right to come to me.’

‘My dear fellow,’ and Harry hugged them both.

Lestrade was nearly bowled over at the top of the stairs by an ancient St Bernard he remembered from earlier visits, a massive beast, fond in a slobbery sort of way, but quite unaware of his own strength. Lestrade had never been the kind of man to be able to extricate himself quickly from mishaps, and hit simultaneously by a wet rasping tongue threatening to demolish his bowler and the lascivious thrusting of the beast’s hind quarters into his knees there was only one thing he could do and he did. He buckled like a pack of cards and had to be helped out from under.

‘You wouldn’t think he still had it in him, would you?’ Lestrade did his best to be pleasant.

‘I’m sorry, Sholto.’ Harry brushed the superintendent down. ‘Nettles, pour a bucket of water over that dog. Emma, fetch Aunt Letitia. What can be keeping her?’

Lestrade was helped into the Great Hall. He had always felt overwhelmed by the immensity of the gentry’s living quarters and the advent of the Conservative Party’s death duties had dimmed the bright opulence of Bandicoot Hall not a jot. A radiant lady in a velvet gown cascaded down the stairs to meet him. They spoke no words, but held each other tight.

‘Sholto,’ she said at last. ‘Thank God you’ve come,’ and she sobbed quietly on his shoulder.

A vast glass of brandy floated under Lestrade’s moustache, courtesy of his host. The velvet-gowned Letitia led the protesting Emma away, leaving the men to the crackling log fire in the Tudor grate.

‘She told you, of course?’ Harry stared into the flames.

Lestrade nodded. ‘Now I’d like your version.’

‘Well, it’s difficult to know where to start.’ Harry sat in one leather chair and offered the other to Lestrade.

‘At the beginning, Harry?’ Lestrade rubbed the rim of his glass.

‘Oh, do you still do it that way at the Yard?’ Bandicoot asked.

‘We may have a Fingerprint Department now and our own photographic darkroom, but some things never change.’

‘Quite. It was Binky Hobsbaum, I suppose.’

‘Hobsbaum?’

‘An old school chum. He lives quite near here, at Charlton Mackrell. Comes of an old naval family.’

‘Really? I would have said Hobsbaum comes of the Mile End Road.’

‘Now, now, Sholto, no inverted snobbery. Some of Eton’s most famous families are of chosen stock. Rothschilds, Buckhalters, Gulbenkians

‘And Hobsbaums.’

‘Exactly.’ Harry poured them both another drink.

‘Binky has a yacht, well, three, actually. One of them is moored off Minehead. I’d met him recently and we had a bit of a reunion at Christmas – not that that’s a festival Binky recognises, of course. One thing led to another and Binky invited us to do a bit of sailing. Well, I don’t mind the odd Hellenic cruise, but something came up and Letitia and I couldn’t go. Emma as you know was in Switzerland at Monsieur Le Petomaine’s Academy for Young Ladies, so the boys went alone.’

‘Rupert and Ivo? No one else?’

‘No. They’re seventeen now, Lestrade. Old enough . . .’ Harry broke off to stare at the fire again ‘. . . or so I thought . . . to look after themselves.’

‘What happened?’

‘There was some sort of accident. The day before yesterday. A group of young bloods on deck. One or two older chaps in the party. Some rigging gave way in a heavy swell and . . . Rupert and Ivo were swept overboard. So was Holliday. And Ballard Hook.’

‘Who are they?’

‘Hook was at Eton, a few years before Rupert and Ivo, of course. He was the first to jump in to try to save them. If it hadn’t been for him . . . well, there’d be nobody upstairs now.’

‘He got out?’

‘Yes. Swims like a fish. Royal Navy, you see.’

Lestrade didn’t. The only sailors he knew couldn’t swim at all. ‘And Holliday?’

‘They couldn’t find his body. He was George Septimus Holliday, Provost of Eton College. An old tartar in his day but nearing retirement and very distinguished. Had a European reputation as a scholar. Highly thought of in the Corridors of Power.’

One day, Lestrade knew, he must find out where they were. ‘Go on.’

‘No, I’m serious.’

‘No, I mean, go on with the story.’ 

‘Ah, I see.’ Bandicoot topped up Lestrade’s glass. ‘It seems the tide was running high. Binky was at the helm and he had the Devil’s own job bringing her up. It was feared all were lost. Not a body in sight. Then, as they rounded the point near the Parrett Estuary, they saw two figures in the surf, clinging desperately to each other. Ivo and Hook.’

‘Ivo?’

Bandicoot looked at his old guv’nor. ‘We think so. Letitia says she’s certain.’

‘And you?’

‘Oh, Sholto.’ Bandicoot paced the floor. ‘My boys were born identical, Rupert half an hour before Ivo. A father’s never as close to his sons as a mother to hers. They had different ways, different mannerisms, but Ivo . . .’

‘I know, Emma told me – the blow on the head.’

‘The doctor says he was smashed against the rocks repeatedly. He’s lucky to be alive. We must be thankful,’ and he swigged his glass quickly, careful not to let Lestrade see his face.

‘Holliday?’

‘You must have seen it in the papers,’ Bandicoot sniffed. ‘His body was washed up on the estuary yesterday.’

A silence.

‘And Rupert?’

Bandicoot shook his head. ‘It was good of you to come, Sholto. I was angry with Emma when she went off like that.’

‘She doesn’t think it was an accident, Harry,’ Lestrade said.

‘What?’ Bandicoot looked up.

‘She thinks someone wanted Rupert dead.’

Bandicoot summoned up every tiny reserve of intellect he had. ‘But that’s preposterous,’ he finally managed. ‘He was only seventeen years old.’

‘The Black Prince had won his spurs three years when he was seventeen.’ Lestrade was summoning up the gems of his Blackheath crammer all those years before. ‘There must have been a few thousand Frenchmen who hated him.’

‘You think the French are behind all this?’ Bandicoot was utterly lost.

‘No, Harry, I don’t.’ Lestrade patted his arm. ‘I only know that when my Sarah died, two of the dearest friends I have in the world took in all that was left of her – little Emma. You’ve raised her to be a fine lady, Harry. You and Letitia. The least I can do is repay some of that kindness now. May I see Ivo?’

Bandicoot nodded and the two made for the stairs.

Ivo Bandicoot sat near the fire in the room. His mother sat next to him.

‘Ivo,’ she whispered. ‘It’s . . .’

Lestrade held up his hand to silence her. He took the oil lamp from the bedside table and held it and his face near the boy.

‘Hello, Ivo,’ he said. ‘How are you?’

‘Well, sir,’ said the boy. ‘Apart from the headaches.’

Lestrade noticed the bandages and the faraway look in the large eyes. He had known this boy since he was a baby. It seemed strange to see him so quiet, so lifeless. He signalled Letitia and Harry to go and ushered them from the room. Then he turned to face the boy.

‘Do you know me, Ivo?’ he asked.

Young Bandicoot strained forward, as though somewhere in the distance a memory stirred. Then he lost it and he slumped back in the chair.

‘No, sir,’ he said.

Lestrade fumbled in his pockets and produced a pair of handcuffs. He habitually carried these now he was constrained, by force of age and seniority, to spend more time behind a desk than he would have liked. They reminded him of the streets where his heart really lay. They were similar to a pair he had given to the Bandicoot boys years ago and many was the happy hour he had spent bent double round an apple tree in the orchard, shouting to be released when the boys and Emma had forgotten him and gone fishing.

Another glimmer of recognition. ‘You’re a policeman!’ Ivo shouted.

Lestrade smiled. ‘Nothing wrong with your deductive powers then, lad. That’s good. The late Mr Sherlock Holmes would have been proud of you.’

‘Sherlock Holmes? The Great Detective?’ Ivo surprised himself.

‘Yes, the Great Detective.’ Lestrade grimaced. ‘I am of course cut to the quick that you should remember him – a man dead before you were born – and that your old Uncle Sholto should mean nothing to you.’

‘Sholto? Uncle Sholto?’ Ivo brightened. ‘I’m sorry. It will take a while. Father has spoken so often of Sherlock Holmes. It seems I can remember the distant things. It’s just the near ones I can’t quite . . .’

‘I know,’ and Lestrade patted his shoulder. ‘About the accident.’

‘I’ve tried, Uncle Sholto. I really have. I remember feeling cold. It was dark and I was tired . . . terribly, terribly tired . . . then nothing. I’ve been over it all so many times since it happened with Mother, Father, Emma, in my own mind. They’ve told me Rupert’s dead. Is that true, Uncle Sholto?’

Lestrade looked steadily into the boy’s eyes. He had played this role so many times. Why was it that death was not real until sanctioned by a policeman?

‘Yes, Ivo,’ Lestrade said. ‘I’m afraid it must be.’

Ivo stared blankly at the fire.

‘Now,’ said Lestrade, wrenching himself away, ‘it’s getting late. You need your sleep. We’ll talk again in the morning.’

* * *
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Lestrade did not see Ivo the next morning. Instead, more at the insistence of Emma than the insistence of his own logic, the superintendent bundled himself into the passenger seat of Harry’s Silver Ghost, wrapped in Harry’s outsize driving furs and gauntlets and gritted his teeth to face his daughter’s driving. It was a white-knuckle ride all the way and, by the time they had reached Bridgwater, Lestrade had lost the will to live. They rattled and roared through the winter countryside, hurtling past frozen duckponds and under gaunt, bare trees until at last they screeched to a halt in the twisting lanes of the little village of Lilstock.

Emma wrenched at the brake and jumped onto the roadway, Lestrade floundering in her wake, attempting to keep his fur duster coat out of the ice puddles.

‘From what Ballard told us,’ Emma said, ‘it must have been
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