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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 
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T

he snows lingered long that year. And the iron hand of winter lay like a vice over the mountains of the Hindu Kush. By day, only the tiny khaki column moved, like a foraging party of soldier ants, over the great white wilderness. By night, only the wind held sway below the shrouded peaks of Tirach Mir. Until the dawn came again. And the bugle shattered the stillness and the pack animals strained and the rifle butts thumped into buckets. And the little column moved on.

Lieutenant John Sleigh commanded the skirmishers of the Thirty-second who fanned out on the rocky outcrops, their fur-mittened fists tight on their Lee-Enfields. They moved like ghosts, grey against white, their copper faces tinged with blue and icicles hanging in their ringlets.

They’d seen it long before the Lieutenant’s hand shot skyward. A single horseman winding uphill towards them. Their senior officer, a Havildar of particularly fawning disposition, scuttled through the snow to Sleigh’s side.

‘What do you make of it, Havildar?’ The Lieutenant’s breath snaked out on the morning air.

‘O illustrious one, your eyes burn brighter than the temple heights of Kashmir; your vision is as far-seeing as the kite . . .’

‘Yes, yes, Sanji,’ Sleigh muttered. ‘Stop buggering about and answer the bloody question, will you?’

‘It is a horseman, omnipotent one.’ The Havildar squinted through the snow.

Sleigh sighed. ‘That much I’d managed,’ he said, fiddling with his field-glasses. ‘Remind me never to buy Zeiss again. It’s like looking into a fog.’

‘I will remind you, O great and wise purchaser.’

Sleigh abandoned the binoculars and took off his Wolseley helmet to use as an eye shield. It didn’t help either. So much for the fatherly chat the old man had given him at Meerut when he’d first arrived in India. So far none of it had been any use at all, especially that bit about carnal relations with the sacred baboons. The animals inflamed his manly passions scarcely at all.

But by now the horseman had ridden within rifle range.

‘Havildar.’ Sleigh thought it best to dismount. Alone among his infantry men, he presented too easy a target in the saddle. ‘Get Gupta over here, will you?’

The Havildar barked an order in his native Hindustani and the Sepoy the Lieutenant had singled out dropped his pack and Pioneer’s pick, and saluted briskly at the white man’s side.

Sleigh returned it. ‘Stout fellow,’ he said. ‘Havildar, tell Gupta to fire a warning shot over the rider’s head. He is not to hit him. Merely let him know we’ve seen him. All right?’

The Havildar turned to his private and jabbered in the lilting, wheedling tone common to the Frontier tribes. ‘The son of a harlot wants you to shoot at that poor bastard coming up the ridge.’

‘Why doesn’t he do his own dirty work?’ the Sepoy asked in the same tongue.

‘Because you, Gupta my son, are the best shot in the Thirty-second and because that dromedary’s prepuce couldn’t shoot his own foot with any degree of certainty.’

‘Flattery will get you a reasonable way, Havildar,’ the Sepoy said. ‘Couldn’t I just take an ear off?’

‘What’s the fuss, Havildar?’ Sleigh broke in, agitated in the freezing morning by all this jabber.

‘Gupta is extolling your virtues, illustrious one,’ the Havildar said. ‘He draws blessings on your house for allowing him to show his humble skill and thanks Allah for the opportunity of serving you . . . oh, Jesus Christ Almighty!’ The Havildar reeled sideways as Gupta’s rifle crashed by his ear. He screamed at the man, ‘You know what this bloody Afghan cold does to my eardrums, you jackal’s nipple!’

‘Oh, good shot, Gupta.’ Sleigh focused again with the field-glasses. ‘Yes, Havildar. You did right to praise him. Wait a minute. What’s he doing now?’

Several pairs of eyes squinted at the solitary figure on the slopes below. Gupta’s shot had stopped him short and now he had swung from the saddle and was shouting out, waving something frantically.

‘It is a flag of truce, powerful one,’ the Havildar said. ‘Either that or the worst bit of semaphoring I’ve ever seen.’

‘Is he a Pathan?’ Sleigh steadied his binoculars on the Havildar’s shoulders.

‘If he was,’ muttered Gupta in his native tongue, ‘you’d have a jezail bullet where your forehead used to be.’

‘What’s he say, Havildar?’

‘He asks whether he will have the pleasure of kneeling beside your Excellency’s horse so that he will feel the exquisite pressure of your boot on his neck as you mount, unparalleled one.’

‘I say, steady on, old man.’ Sleigh’s blue face turned a shade of magenta rarely seen this far north of the Chitral ranges. ‘One thing they taught us at Sandhurst was “Never step on a chap’s neck.” I believe it’s in the Articles of War. What’s that fellow shouting down there, Havildar? Can you make it out?’

‘You have the ears of a flitter-mouse, all-hearing one. There is no one in the Thirty-second Pioneers with your lobes.’

‘Oh, come off it, Havildar.’ Sleigh scuffed the snow with his boot. ‘I bet you say that to all the Subs.’

‘Bloody hell!’ Gupta trilled in Hindustani. ‘That poor sod down there is speaking English.’

‘English?’ the Havildar said in English.

‘What?’ Sleigh turned to him.

‘He is speaking that most superlative of tongues, O elocuted one. The Mother Tongue of all the Empire. The language of diplomacy and of the law. The Pax Britannica

‘That’s Latin, Havildar.’ Sleigh was still trying to focus his glasses. ‘The language of the Romans.’

‘Ah yes.’ The Havildar placed his hands together. ‘And were not the Romans taught their Latin by you English! You still teach it in your public schools, I know. Amo, amas, amat. What a thrill! What a culture! This is why you are the rulers of a quarter of the world, sophisticated one – because you have mastered Latin gerundives.’

‘Shut up, Havildar, and get down there with a squad of the chaps. If that fellow speaks English, he could be useful to us. And juldi, juldi.’

The Havildar saluted and pointed to Gupta and four of the others. ‘Come on, lads. The chinless wonder’s trying out his only word of Hindustani again. Let’s get down there before he tries Hither Lao. That Kipling bloke’s got a lot to answer for, you know.’ 

* * *
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‘HAY-WINTHROP, THIRTY-seventh Dogras.’ The officer held out his gloved hand.

‘Good Lord, you’re English!’ Sleigh caught it.

‘Well I was the last time I looked. I’m bally glad I found you chaps. Didn’t fancy gasping my last on a bally mountainside in the Chitral. Lieutenant . . . er . . . ?’

‘Oh, sorry. Forgetting my manners. The cold does that to a chap, doesn’t it? Sleigh, Thirty-second Pioneers. You’re not from the column?’

‘Lord, no. Out from Peshawar week last Thursday. Had a touch of frostbite and couldn’t march with my unit. But as soon as the swelling went down, orff I set. And here I am.’

‘Alone?’ Sleigh fumbled for a cigar.

‘Oh, thanks.’ Hay-Winthrop accepted it. ‘Alone save for a native bearer, a cholera belt and a packet of Janos Hunyadi’s laxative powders, yes. I seem to have lost him somewhere, the bearer that is, not Janos Hunyadi. I expect he’ll turn up around tiffin. Good chaps, your Punjabis?’

‘The best,’ said Sleigh. ‘What’s that?’ He pointed to the flag of truce that Hay-Winthrop had waved at them from the lower slopes.

‘Oh,’ the officer of the Thirty-seventh snorted. It was what passed in the Dragoons for a laugh. ‘It’s The Times! I always knew the bally thing had a purpose. Think I’ll take out a patent when I get home.’

‘Can I have a look?’ Sleigh took the tattered thing between freezing fingers. ‘I haven’t seen a white newspaper since I left Meerut.’

‘Be my guest,’ Hay-Winthrop told him, struggling to put some feeling into the blackened toes of his left foot. ‘It’s rather old, I’m afraid.’

Sleigh could just make out the date, 16 February. ‘I’ve a tin of Mrs Gittings’ Bread and Butter Pudding in my saddlebags. If one of your chaps wouldn’t mind . . .’ 

‘No. Of course not. Havildar.’

The NCO snapped to attention. ‘I am the servant of your merest whim, O unblemished one.’

‘Yes, yes. Send Gupta to bring up Mr Hay-Winthrop’s horse, will you? Rather stupid of him to leave it down there, actually.’

‘Indeed it was, great judge of men. I shall personally remove his kneecaps.’ He turned to Hay-Winthrop. ‘May I ask the Dogra Sahib if he speaks the lowly language of Hindoostani?’

‘Lord, no,’ Hay-Winthrop said. ‘No need in the Thirty-seventh. All my people speak English like natives. Except Major McPherson of course, but he went to Haileybury.’

‘Ah,’ Sleigh nodded. That said it all.

The Havildar smiled. ‘Right, Gupta. I bet you never thought you’d find a wonder as chinless as this one, did you? But lo, Allah has directed another idiot to cross our paths.’

‘What is this tinned stuff of which the other idiot speaks, Havildar?’ the Sepoy asked, shouldering his rifle ready for the run.

‘Bread and Butter Pudding? Allah knows! Some repulsive spiceless sap, I shouldn’t wonder.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Sleigh stood as though transfixed by a Pathan tulwar, staring at The Times.

‘Oh, yes, it’s true, I’m afraid.’ Hay-Winthrop sensed the trouble at once. ‘Rosebery’s Prime Minister. I thought of returning my Suakin medal in protest.’

‘Rosebery be buggered!’ Sleigh said. ‘Hay-Winthrop, you’ve come from Peshawar. Is the road clear to Gilgit? And the telegraph intact there?’

‘It was when I took it, yes. My dear fellow, are you all right? You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.’

Sleigh looked at his man, the cool public school eyes, the frozen moustache like a dead hedgehog lying across his lips. ‘Perhaps I have, Hay-Winthrop,’ he said, ‘perhaps I have.’

* * *
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THE OLD MAN’S TELEGRAM to Lord Roberts was curt enough.

‘Lieutenant Sleigh gone. Stop. Berserk. Stop. Probably gone berserk. Stop. Command of his company of the Thirty-second Pioneers temporarily taken by Lieutenant Hay-Winthrop, Thirty-seventh Dogras. Stop. Sleigh’s Havildar says he’d been expecting it. Stop. Weather getting better. Stop. Hope this finds you as it leaves same. Stop. On campaign. Stop. Chitral. Stop.’

* * *
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SLEIGH HIMSELF, HIS uniform hanging on the back of an old, one-eyed bazaar dealer in Gilgit, the copy of Hay-Winthrop’s Times stuffed into the Afghan coat he’d swapped it for, sent a telegram too. To Australia.

* * *
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YOU COULD HAVE HEARD a jumbuck drop that morning in the Dandenong. And the air so thick in the outback it could choke a man. The next train wasn’t due until Thursday and in the purple clouds of dawn a tiny spiral of dust was all that told of the horseman’s approach.

William Sleigh sat his saddle patiently, the hunting rifle cradled in the crook of his arm. He tilted his bush hat, the one with the corks dangling from it, and scanned the flock one more time. Three thousand head of the bleating bastards. But all of them struck dumb as the February heat already climbed in the heavens and the scent of fire raked their ovine nostrils. A kookaburra jarred the moment, hopping among the jacarandas.

The second stockman turned his pony into the wind and walked it through the yellowed scrub to Sleigh’s side.

‘Dingo in the wind, boss,’ he said, the flies buzzing around his broad, black nostrils and tightly frizzed grey hair.

‘I don’t see anything, Croajingolong,’ Sleigh said.

‘That easy for you to say, boss. But he about, boss,’ the herdsman grinned. ‘They smell ’im. I smell ’im.’

Sleigh looked uncomfortable. Marlborough. Trinity. The Classics Tripos. And here he was outsmelt by an aborigine of dubious parentage and 3,000 sheep. What a country!

‘Who’s that?’ Sleigh gestured with his rifle to the growing dust.

‘Don’ know, boss,’ Croajingolong squinted. ‘I got the family nose. Don’t got the family eyes too.’

A third stockman, lean, dusty, white, trotted over the rise to Sleigh’s right. ‘Who’s that bloody gallah? He’ll scare the dingo.’

‘Croajingolong can’t make him out, Tom.’

‘Course he can’t. Too much jungle juice at the bloody Korroboree. You watch I don’t point a bone at you, boy. Well, that bloody dingo won’t turn up now.’

‘He’s had thirty-six of my sheep, Tom. I’m not giving up.’

‘I’m not saying you should, Mr Sleigh. I’m just sayin’ no rogue dingo is goin’ to show up obligingly and play dead when there’s all this bloody activity. I dunnow, you don’t see another white bloke from one Christmas to the next and suddenly, it’s like bloody Bendigo Junction around here.’

Sleigh steadied his horse as the rider took the slope below them. The peaked cap and the blue tunic caked with dust told the story. In the name of the Empress, this was the Overland Mail. He reined in his flagging mare, and the ewes, alarmed by the thudding, trotted away with the smaller lambs springing at their heels.

‘Mr Sleigh?’ the postman said, fighting for breath.

‘Yes,’ said Sleigh. 

‘Mr William Sleigh?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘G’day, Mr Sleigh. Telegram for you.’ 

‘Thanks. How did you find me?’

‘Passed your camp down by the billabong. Up came three squatters and told me where you was.’ He suddenly sniffed the wind. ‘’Ere, I smell dingo.’

‘Really?’ Sleigh was impressed. ‘Do you have any aborigine blood in you?’

‘Christ, no. Do you mind? Na, my old dad used to have a sheep farm over at Yarra Yarra. That’s ’ow I earned my pocket money as a kid, keeping watch on the flocks. Didn’t see no bloody Angel of the Lord, neither. Hey, you’re a pom, aren’t you?’

‘I’m British, yes.’ Sleigh was slightly affronted. ‘But then, aren’t we all?’

The postman winked at Tom. ‘You speak for your bloody self, mate. I knew you was by your whinge. That and the corks around your hat.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Sleigh had ripped open the buff envelope.

‘Not bad news, Mr Sleigh?’ Tom leaned in the saddle to read the news. He couldn’t what with the angle of the sun and Sleigh’s trembling hand – and the fact that he couldn’t read.

‘When was this sent?’ the Englishman asked.

‘From Melbourne three days ago. I’ve ridden bloody day and night, you know.’

‘Yes. Yes, thank you, Mr . . . er . . . ?’

‘Dundee.’

‘Mr Dundee. You’ll find some tucker in Croajingolong’s saddlebags.’

‘No, thanks,’ the postman grimaced. ‘I’ve gone right off locusts.’

‘Watch the stock, Tom.’ Sleigh rammed the rifle into the leather bucket. ‘I’ll be back.’

‘What? Where are you going, Mr Sleigh?’ 

‘Home,’ he shouted. ‘Don’t wait up.’ 

‘Eh? When will you be back?’

‘Octoberish, all being well.’ And he was gone, lashing his pony with his reins, thudding away in a cloud of red dust.

‘That’s all right,’ muttered Dundee. ‘Never mind my tip. I was right, then. Another bloody whingeing pom.’

‘Well,’ Tom steadied his animal. ‘Maybe he left the iron on.’

* * *
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AND WHEN WILLIAM SLEIGH’S exhausted pony finally carried him into the dingy suburbs of Melbourne, the whingeing bloody pom found a post office and sent his own telegram. To South Africa.

* * *
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THE FLICKERING TORCHLIGHT lit the bearded faces that crossed the kraal. Arthur Sleigh stood half in shadow and watched them assemble. Some he knew. Farmers like himself. One or two of the men from the mine. He heard them muttering in guarded tones, the hum of conspiracy through the ages. Then he heard a rifle-bolt snick behind him.

‘Come along now, Mr Sleigh,’ a gruff voice called. ‘You shouldn’t be lurking in the bushes. You’ll have us thinking you’re a damned Boer.’

Sleigh crossed the open space with his hands in his pockets, chewing the veldt grass with the stubbornness of a Durban cow. The rifleman crossed with him and tapped with his butt on the ramshackle door. Three thuds and a tickle. The accepted sign. 

‘Yes?’ a low voice called from within.

The rifleman lifted the latch and ushered Sleigh in. The knot of men he had seen outside had now formed a circle and some of them held knitting in their hands.

‘Arthur.’ A balding gent with a clipped moustache and the distinct look of an ambassador to Matabeleland stood up and shook his hand.

‘What a splendid cardie,’ Sleigh said.

The ambassador chuckled. ‘You’re right. Not altogether a sensible cover, is it? Whose idea was it by the way, the knitting circle?’

‘I don’t believe you’ve met Christian de Wet of the Johannesburg Uitlanders?’

‘I thought we agreed, Dr Jim,’ the South African said in the tortured tongue of that country. ‘No real names.’

‘It’s all right, de Wet, Arthur Sleigh is one of us. Most of the chaps here I think you know. Except perhaps Mr Whitecross of The Times and Mr Tait, direct from Rhodesia.’

‘How is dear old Cecil?’ Sleigh asked. ‘Still asthmatic?’

‘Getting better,’ Tait assured him.

‘Well, then. To business,’ the ambassador said. ‘The Chartered Company means business, gentlemen. That’s why I’ve asked you all here tonight. I’ve got nearly five hundred men ready to ride at a moment’s notice and with de Wet’s Uitlanders in tow, I estimate that we can take the Transvaal in one or two weeks. Arthur, how many blacks can you muster?’

‘Thirty-three,’ Sleigh said. ‘But I’m not sure it’s their fight, Jameson.’

‘Of course it is,’ the ambassador assured him. ‘Who treats the blacks worse than anybody? Cronje and his damned Boers, that’s who. Lobengula has promised me a thousand of his warriors.’

De Wet spat copiously on to his knitting. ‘Black levies!’ he snarled. ‘You can’t trust ’em, man. I remember the levies we had in the Zulu war. Ran away at the first whisper of Usuthu.’

‘Usuthu?’ The Times man repeated.

‘It’s a Zulu word,’ Jameson explained. ‘It means kill.’

‘Oh, I say,’ Whitecross put down his knitting and Tait dropped a stitch entirely, ‘I’m not sure we’re talking about violence . . . are we?’

There was a silence. Jameson broke it. ‘I thought we agreed,’ he said, looking wildly around at them, ‘the Transvaal must be secured for Britain. These damned Boers have a lesson coming. We can’t teach them that with gentle reminders – or letters to The Times. I think, Tait, if Cecil heard you talking such nonsense as Whitecross here, he’d have you shot!’

‘Oh dear,’ gulped Whitecross, not exactly a leader of Empire at the best of times.

There was a thud at the door, followed by two more and a tickle. Everyone but Sleigh snatched up their knitting again in the candlelight.

‘Yes?’ Jameson called.

The rifleman popped his head round the door. ‘I’m sorry Dr Jameson,’ he said, ‘but there’s a fellow here with a telegram for Mr Sleigh.’

‘Who?’ Jameson tried the cool approach.

‘Mr Sleigh.’ The delivery boy emerged from the gloom, only the whites of his eyes and his pearly teeth flashing.

‘Get out of here, Kaffir!’ de Wet snarled.

‘No, no,’ Jameson interrupted. ‘This fellow is simply doing his job. Deliver away, Johnny.’

‘Thank you, Dr Jim,’ the Bantu said.

‘Er . . .’ Jameson did his best not to be surprised. Then he remembered that the Kaffir had heard the stupid guard use his name, so he calmed down.

‘Dis came all de way up de Limpopo, bwana,’ the Bantu beamed. ‘I rowed all de way myself.’

Sleigh slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Just like a Trinity chap, I shouldn’t wonder,’ he said.

‘Ah, Mr Tait,’ the Bantu grinned. ‘How is Sir Cecil? Got over his asthma, I trust?’ He turned to The Times man, standing open-mouthed with the others. ‘Mr Whitecross, how marvellous to see you, bwana. Did you get my solution to de Times crossword number three four one? I particularly liked de cheeky vulgarity of eighteen down.’

‘Who the bloody hell are you, Kaffir?’ de Wet growled, rounding on the little black man.

‘Good God!’ Sleigh had read the telegram and visibly paled in the candlelight.

‘Bad news on the wool supplies, er . . . George?’ Jameson attempted to keep the facade going.

‘Wool supplies be buggered,’ Sleigh snapped. ‘You’ll have to postpone the Jameson Raid, gentlemen. I have urgent business in London.’

And he saw himself out.

All eyes turned to the Bantu who held up his hands in submission. ‘Can I wind de wool for anybody, bwanas?’
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C

hief Inspector Abberline’s favourite colour was flesh. Especially somebody else’s. Especially if that somebody else was the right side of thirty with a figure like the Venus de Milo; before her arms dropped off of course.

Such a one, alas, was not Mrs Ermintrude Abberline, née Pargeter, of the Neasden Pargeters. She was decidedly the wrong side of thirty, but then it could be argued that Mrs Abberline was the wrong side of everything, especially Chief Inspector Abberline. And flesh was certainly not her colour. Indeed, the last time she had been pestered by the Chief Inspector he was a detective sergeant and Mr Disraeli was Prime Minister. That had been in 1874.

She faced him that early April morning over the marmalade and the toast, wondering what on earth she had seen in the whiskered stranger moronically dunking his rookies in his soft-boiled egg. Once, perhaps, he had been a dashing, and undoubtedly white, sergeant, at a time when Dundrearies were still the height of fashion. Now he, and they, looked a trifle passé.

‘That Chinaman called yesterday with your shirts, Frederick,’ she said.

‘Hmm,’ he responded wittily, checking the obituaries in the Police Gazette.

‘Yes, he was very apologetic’

‘Hmm,’ said Abberline, ever one for the dry quip and the variety of response.

‘He said he and his family had been in the laundry business ever since the First Opium War and he had never known lipstick stains so stubborn.’

‘Lipstick?’ Abberline’s composure cracked at last. He would rather face the Yard’s rubber-truncheon room any day than Mrs Abberline at her most persistent. She made the Spanish Inquisition look like a casual inquiry.

‘Yes, Frederick.’ She had the pursed lips of the habitual lemon-sucker. ‘You know, it’s the pink stuff that young girls paint on their faces nowadays. In my day . . .’

‘In your day, Ermintrude . . .’

‘How dare you interrupt me when I’m making a moral and historical observation, Frederick!’ she thundered and the windows shook. ‘In my day, those females who wore lipstick were harlots. No better than they should be, Frederick. Creatures of the night.’

‘Come, come, dearest.’ The Chief Inspector folded the Gazette. ‘This is 1895.’

‘I am aware of the date, Frederick,’ she assured him, ‘but it does not give you licence to debauch yourself.’

‘Debauch?’ Abberline gulped the last of his coffee. ‘Ermintrude, I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Indeed?’ She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘So you’ve no idea how lipstick came to be on the collar of your number three shirt?’

‘None whatever.’ He’d decided to brazen it out. ‘If indeed it was lipstick.’

‘“If indeed it was”? I have just given you Mr Wu’s pedigree in the ancient Oriental Art of Cleansing and Starching. I imagine the man is thoroughly immersed in the whole sordid spectrum of stains, many of them of unmentionable origin.’

‘Some damn chink?’ Abberline grumbled. ‘Needs his own collar feeling, that bloke, I shouldn’t wonder. Think I’ll send a few of the boys round to cut his pigtail off.’

‘It was number three shirt,’ she reminded him. ‘The one you wore last Wednesday.’

‘Really?’ The Chief Inspector knew exactly when to look blank.

‘Last Wednesday.’ Ermintrude Abberline was clearly descended from a long line of terriers. ‘Surveillance at Penge, wasn’t it?’ 

‘Was it?’

‘That’s precisely the question I would like you to answer, Frederick,’ she said.

He looked at her under his shifty lids, taking in the lariats of fake pearls around her throat, the throat he longed to squeeze. He focused briefly on the pile of hair, grey as barbed wire and twice as tangled, balanced high on the cranium he longed to split with the axe he kept carefully honed in the garden shed.

‘Wednesday!’ He clicked his fingers. ‘Of course. I remember now.’ The frozen grin was a mark of his desperation. ‘Detective Constable La Rue.’

Her eyes widened. ‘La Rue wears lipstick?’

‘Oh, only in the course of duty, my dear,’ he smiled. ‘Nothing funny about La Rue, I assure you. I can’t tell you too much, of course . . .’

‘Of course not, Frederick,’ she had the grin of a basilisk, ‘lest you incriminate yourself. Why was La Rue wearing lipstick?’ 

‘We’re on to the Penge flasher,’ he told her. 

She shuddered. ‘Revolting!’

‘Quite, my dearest, quite. This is why I don’t tell you these things. It is not for the fair sex,’ and it had positively hurt him to force his lips to form the words, ‘nor for the faint-hearted.’

‘You haven’t explained how La Rue’s lipstick ended up on your collar.’

Ah, well, yes, now, let me see . . . May I trouble you for a little more of your delicious coffee, heart?’

Her lips almost disappeared into her huge, grey face, like a prune that’s been too long in the sun. With the speed of a salamander in full rut she poured it all over his hand.

He screamed and leapt upright, bandaging the raw fingers in his handkerchief.

‘Tsk, tsk,’ she smiled. ‘How very careless of me. And just as you were about to invent a rather unconvincing explanation about the lipstick.’

‘It happens to be true, Ermintrude,’ he assured her. I was just giving La Rue his final instructions, checking the half brick in his handbag, that sort of thing, when the damned bus lurched forward; horse startled by a velocipede, I shouldn’t wonder. La Rue and I collided. Fair damaged my gardenia, I can tell you.’

‘Bunkum,’ snorted Mrs Abberline. ‘Sit down, Frederick, and tell me the truth.’

The cavalry arrived just then for Frederick Abberline and it came in the form of a sharp rap at the door. ‘Ah,’ the Chief Inspector was already fighting his way through the aspidistras that choked the conservatory, ‘that’ll be the postman. He always knocks twice.’

‘More of a rap, I’d say,’ she told him. ‘I’ve told that idiot about that. He’s definitely rapping again. And remember.’ Her circular-saw-like tones held him rigid in the hallway. ‘I open the post in this house.’

‘Of course you do, my pet,’ he hissed and closed the conservatory door.

‘Oh, it’s you, Mr Abberline,’ the postman clipped his peak. 

‘Who did you expect?’ Abberline snapped. ‘Spring-Heeled Jack?’

‘All right, all right,’ the postman said, ‘keep your ’air on.’ But he realized that advice came far too late. ‘Uh-huh.’ He withheld the letters as Abberline snatched at them. ‘Mrs Abberline and I have a little arrangement.’

The Chief Inspector’s heart missed a beat as he saw the pale turquoise envelope with the Penge postmark. ‘All right,’ he whispered. ‘Two bob?’

The postman grinned and pocketed the silver. ‘Sorry as ’ow you ’ad no post today, Mr Abberline. My mistake.’ And he stuffed the letters into the Chief Inspector’s hand and vanished.

‘Well?’ Ermintrude’s reminder rattled the elephant’s foot umbrella stand. The Chief Inspector steadied it and snatched his hat. ‘No, it wasn’t the postman, dear,’ he called, briefly inhaling the heady perfume of the Penge letter. ‘It’s the Yard. Urgent business. God knows when I’ll be back. Don’t wait up.’

And he didn’t stay to hear Ermintrude scream after him. He was only sure she had because at the end of the road a gas lamp had shattered.

* * *
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THE HOME LIFE OF DETECTIVE Constable Walter Dew was altogether different. The inside of his little wooden locker in the back basement of Scotland Yard was testimony to that. A lovingly photographed sepia portrait of Mrs Dew and the two little Dews, right next to the tripe sandwiches she made him every morning with her own fair hand.

The Constable still had brown hair in those days and the immortality he was to acquire on the case of Dr Crippen lay murderous years ahead. Even so, he had been a detective of sorts now for some little time. Time enough certainly for him to give the once over to the two rookies who now stood before him in the latrine-turned-office on the first floor. It was only five years since the Metropolitan Police had obtained this building, designed as an Opera House, and Constable Dew still winced to read the sign ARTISTES THIS WAY in the corridor. Whenever he passed it, he strode with a particularly manly bearing; lest someone should equate him with an artiste, he thought it best to walk that way.

‘Russell?’ He twitched his regulation moustache at the new man.

‘Yessir.’ The lad was all of twenty.

‘This can’t be right.’ Dew peered closer at the pro forma. ‘Lordjohn? Is that your name, Russell? Lordjohn?’

‘Yessir. My grandad was a staunch Whig, sir.’

‘Don’t call me sir, lad,’ Dew said, though he only pre-dated the man by seven or eight years. ‘If we take a shine to you here, we’ll be colleagues in an odd sort of way. Experience?’

‘Two years on the beat, s . . . Constable.’

‘C Division?’ Dew looked at his man through narrow eyes.

‘Yessir . . . er . . . Vine Street.’

‘Precisely,’ growled Dew. ‘Never known an honest copper out of Vine Street.’ 

‘But I . . .’

‘All right, son.’ Dew raised an already avuncular hand. ‘No cause to get hot and bothered. You’re on probation, so to speak. And we speak as we find. Next.’

Next was another man, but altogether older and greyer than the boyish Russell.

‘Bromley,’ he said. ‘Ex-Essex Constabulary.’

‘Essex, eh?’ Dew stroked his chin. ‘That’s that place north of here, isn’t it?’ 

‘That’s right, Constable.’

‘Just call me Mr Dew, lad.’ Mr Dew ignored the fact that Bromley could have been his father. ‘Well, twenty years in Chipping Ongar nick doesn’t exactly fit you for a career living on the razor’s edge, does it? Why did you leave it until now to transfer to the Met? And why so long before you transferred to the Criminal Investigation Department?’

‘Well, I may be slow,’ Bromley mused, ‘but I’m thorough. There isn’t a horse trough or public urinal in Ongar which I am unfamiliar with.’

‘Oh good,’ sighed Dew. ‘Credentials enough for any man, I’m sure. All right. Perhaps for the first and last time in your careers, Russell and Bromley, you may sit down in the presence of a senior officer of Scotland Yard, vit and to wiz, me. There are a few little rules you need to know.’

The new boys did as they were told, wedged between the piles of shoe boxes as they were, rapt in their first-day attention, sticky in their regulation suits.

‘The guv’nor,’ said Dew, leaning back with his boots on the scarred leather of the desk; he always took them off on hot mornings when the guv’nor wasn’t in, ‘he isn’t in. So now is a good time to talk about him. His name is Lestrade. His second name, that is. His first name needn’t concern you at all. For the record, it is Inspector. You call him “Mr Lestrade” or “sir”. He’s got the mind of a razor, the memory of an elephant and the pugnacity of a pug. You cross him at your peril, I’m telling you. Oh, by the way,’ he leaned forward, ‘he likes his tea from a little emporium in the Strand and is partial to a quick dunk of the Bath Olivers. Your first important jobs will be to provide huge quantities of both. And if ever you go out on a recce with the Inspector, be sure to carry plenty of spare change ’cos he’s never got any. Any questions?’

Bromley shrugged and shook his head. He had enough years on a Force to know you never asked questions of superiors. Russell was altogether greener. ‘Is he married, Mr Dew, the guv’nor?’

Dew’s bovine face darkened. ‘Was, laddie, was. His wife was a Mrs Manchester – before she became Mrs Lestrade, that is. She passed away now, ooh, two years last January. He still wears a black bowler in her memory. So don’t you go mentioning his wife, God rest her, or the name of Manchester. Got it?’

‘Yes, Mr Dew,’ Russell promised. ‘The name shall not pass my lips.’

* * *
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THE MAN IN THE BLACK bowler made his way to the second floor. He padded down the worn corridor carpet past cluttered offices from which the keys of Remingtons rattled in the morning. The hat of which Dew had spoken was in fact in the crook of his arm and the heat of that spring meant that it was soon to be replaced by an altogether more suitable boater. And since, at least in the 1890s, they didn’t make boaters in black, there went another of Constable Dew’s theories out of the window.

He knocked on the frosted glass marked ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER and waited. Nothing. He knocked again. A tiny, grey-haired woman in grey opened it, greyly.

‘Ah, Miss Featherstonehaugh, radiant as ever this bright spring morning.’

‘Inspector Lestrade.’ She peered at him through her pince-nez. She’d know that missing nose-tip anywhere. ‘I’m afraid the Assistant Commissioner is . . . out.’

‘Out? But I got a memoranda.’ He shook a piece of paper at her. ‘It is Wednesday, isn’t it?’

She consulted the calendar thing on the Assistant Commissioner’s desk. ‘Indeed.’ she concurred.

‘Well,’ Lestrade slapped his leg with his bowler, ‘I’ll be downstairs. If His Nims returns, perhaps you can trot down with that curious way of going of yours, can you? I’m up to my dickie in cases.’

‘No, no.’ She held his arm, a curiously passionate gesture for one who was of her generation and had been hacked from a block of pure granite. ‘I don’t mean Mr Frost is out, exactly. He’s in.’

‘In? Out? Come on, woman, is he shaking it all about?’

There was a tell-tale gurgle as the Yard’s plumbing was put through its paces. A grocer’s son from Grantham with a girth the length of the Embankment emerged from a side door, buttoning up his flies. ‘Ah, Lestrade,’ he said. ‘Just popped out for a pee. Oh, sorry, Miss F. Tea, Lestrade?’

‘I wouldn’t say no, sir.’ Lestrade noticed that the old woman had turned even greyer, clutching various parts of her frock. She took a deep breath, summoned up the blood and swept from the room, her chatelaine rattling in disgust.

‘The trouble with that woman,’ Frost said, ‘is that she doesn’t believe people should have private parts, let alone use them.’ He sat heavily, and at nineteen stone he had no choice, in the great leather Chesterfield he’d inherited from his predecessor, McNaghten. Then it had been a magnificent piece of furniture. Now it hung like an old sack, horsehair trailing on the floor. Lestrade perched on the only other chair in the room, so hard that it made his eyes water and so narrow that his buttocks draped over each side.

‘Tell me about that railway murder.’ Frost fixed him with his old Grantham grocer’s stare.

‘Er . . .’

‘The one back in February.’ 

‘Er . . .’

‘L Division had it. Inspector Julius Greatorex.’ 

‘Oh, Julie. Yes, I remember now. What can I tell you about it?’

Frost frowned at him. ‘Well, nothing apparently. I thought it was referred to you.’

‘No, sir. Chief Inspector Abberline.’ 

‘Abberline?’

‘Yes, sir. Frederick Abberline. Chief Inspector. You must know him. Thinning hair. Dundreary whiskers. Lovely wife.’

Frost was slowly turning purple. ‘Don’t be flippant with me, Lestrade. A man hoping for a pension one day should be careful how lippy he is. Am I getting through?’

‘Loud and clear, sir,’ Lestrade beamed.

‘All right, then.’

There was a rustle of grey clothing beyond the partition and Miss Featherstonehaugh emerged like a ghost, rattling her teacups.

‘Three sugars, Mr Lestrade?’ she asked.

Lestrade looked aghast. ‘Will there be room for any tea?’ he asked.

‘Mr Frost always has three,’ she told him.

Lestrade groaned inwardly. Another giant leap for idiotkind.

‘No éclairs, Miss F?’ the Assistant Commissioner asked.

‘The éclair man hasn’t been this morning,’ she said. ‘Would you settle for a muffin?’

‘No,’ scowled Frost, ‘but I could hide my acute disappointment by eating three.’

‘Mr Lestrade?’ she asked.

‘Nothing, thank you, Miss Featherstonehaugh. Your tea, as always, is sheer nectar.’

She simpered at him and scuttled away in search of muffins.

‘Don’t butter her up, Lestrade,’ Frost said. ‘I’ve got to pay her two-thirds of a man’s wage as it is. Where was I?’ 

‘Three sugars?’

‘No, the railway murder. I was going to tell you.’

Lestrade unglued one numb buttock from the chair. ‘I’m sitting comfortably,’ he lied.

‘Then I’ll begin,’ said Frost. ‘Fourteenth of February, wasn’t it? St Valentine’s Day. The gentlemen of the Press called it the St Valentine’s Day massacre. Erroneously, as always. I don’t think one victim can be called a massacre, do you?’

‘I wouldn’t have thought so, sir.’ Though it had to be said that Lestrade had missed the lecture on Semantics for Policemen. But it didn’t matter; he’d had plenty of experience of the Chosen People anyway.

‘Her name was Sarah Culdrose. She was twenty-eight years of age; married; childless.’

‘That’s right,’ Lestrade remembered. ‘The husband did it.’

‘Or did he?’

‘Pardon?’

‘I’ll get round to Mr Culdrose in a minute. Her body was found in the early hours of the morning at Liverpool Street in a carriage from Aldgate. Her purse was still in her handbag and she’d been strangled.’

‘And Abberline got his man within three days. It’s all coming back to me now.’

‘That’s right. Except he didn’t.’

‘Ah.’ Lestrade was not surprised. Abberline’s track record was not what it might have been.

‘Ask yourself – why would a husband who wants to terminate the relationship he has with his wife go to the extraordinary lengths of taking her on the Inner Circle of the Metropolitan line’s Underground, where he would have been seen by scores of people, strangling his wife, having carefully disarranged her clothing first, and leaving her corpse for anyone to find?’

‘Fair question, sir,’ Lestrade ruminated. He’d had no breakfast. ‘But if this doubt has crept into your mind, may I ask why Mr Culdrose is still in custody? If I remember rightly, he’s in the Scrubs on remand.’

‘He is. And that’s where you’re going this morning, Lestrade. To ask him a few more questions – this time from a totally different angle.’

‘And that angle is?’

‘As though he were innocent.’

Lestrade frowned. ‘I thought all men were until proven guilty.’

It was Frost’s turn to frown. ‘I’m seriously worried about you, Lestrade,’ he tutted, shaking his bulldog head. ‘You are not as other policemen. Still, we’ll have to hope for an improvement.’

‘May I ask two questions, sir?’ Lestrade said.

‘You may ask, certainly,’ Frost told him.

‘First, why aren’t you giving this back to Chief Inspector Abberline, whose case it actually is?’

‘That’s simple. He’s on extended surveillance on the omnibuses of Penge, looking for the pervert who haunts the public transport in that district. So far the cunning swine has eluded the police, thwarting Abberline’s efforts at every turn. Your next question?’

‘Second, why are you sending me to interrogate a murder suspect, when you have no less evidence against him now than when Abberline arrested him?’

‘No less evidence? Well, not quite. You see, the Railway Police found another one this morning.’

Lestrade blinked. Another one?’

Frost nodded grimly. ‘Her body is at the Old Montague Street Morgue. When you’ve seen Culdrose, get along there.’ 

‘I’d prefer to go there first, sir.’

‘Why, Lestrade? She isn’t going anywhere for the moment.’ 

‘But there may be vital . . .’

‘I’m sure there will be, Lestrade. And you’re wasting time nattering about it. You know how serious a matter it is to waste the police’s time. Cut along. Oh, when you’ve finished your tea, of course.’

Lestrade gulped down the cup’s dregs and made for the door. He paused. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve considered,’ he said, ‘why the Penge pervert has so far eluded us, sir?’

Frost scowled at him. ‘I smell a theory in the wind, Lestrade,’ he said. ‘Go on. Out with it.’

‘Well, sir,’ the Inspector said, ‘it’s unprofessional of me to say it, I know, but have you considered the possibility that Chief Inspector Abberline is the Penge Flasher?’

‘Get out, Lestrade,’ Frost told him, levelly. And wipe that smile off your face. Culdrose’s barrister is a shifty bastard called Marshall Hall. God help you if he’s got wind of this morning’s little discovery.’

* * *
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THE VICTORIAN PILE of Her Majesty’s Prison Wormwood Scrubs lies in the borough of Hammersmith on the twenty-two acres beside the recreation ground. Once a lung of London, it now stood dumb in the unseasonal heat of that spring, the sun beating mercilessly on its slated roofs and the grilles of its little windows through which the hopeless stared in vain.

Inspector Sholto Lestrade and Constable Walter Dew took the tram to Shepherd’s Bush and walked the rest of the way through the great lunchtime throng to the great studded gates. Beyond these, the sun never shone. They followed a rattling warder down endless bleak corridors, in regulation chipped green and cream, past the treadmill that counted 930 steps to nowhere and the crank that broke the back and the spirit. On up to the first floor overlooking the grey exercise yard where years of hobnailed boots had worn a tight and ghastly circle. In the centre was the flagpole where they ran up the black flag on execution days and they passed the execution shed where men died crying or cursing their God or asking for forgiveness. Calcraft, Berry, the Billingtons, public executioners past and present were deaf and blind to such entreaties. The white hood. The pinions on the legs. The noose. The trap. Scientific death in nine seconds.

The cell door crashed back as the prison clock struck eleven. A hollow-faced man, his skin parchment yellow above the rough
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