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Note on Currency

As a rule of thumb I have taken a pound in 1943 to be worth roughly 40 times what it is today. The wartime exchange rate was around £1 = $4.




Praise for Mark Ellis and the DCI Frank Merlin series

‘An atmospheric, compelling evocation of war-torn London in the wake of the Blitz, where DCI Frank Merlin fights against a tidal wave of crime’

Geoffrey Wansell, crime and thriller reviewer of the Daily Mail

‘This is to my shame the first Mark Ellis book I’ve read. If the others evoke a vanished London so impressively, are graced with such complex plots and deep characterisation and, above all, are written so well I shall have to read them all’

The Times

‘A richly atmospheric, authentic and suspenseful detective series’

Joseph Finder, New York Times bestselling author

‘A stylish thriller’

Daily Mirror

‘Masterly. . .compelling. . .one of the most attractive characters to emerge in recent detective-thriller fiction’

Andrew Roberts, bestselling historian and biographer of Churchill

‘Mark Ellis delivers diamonds. . .intriguing, masterly’

John Lawton, bestselling author of the Inspector Troy series

‘Unputdownable’

Robert Lyman, bestselling historian of WW2

‘Extraordinarily atmospheric and compelling . . . wonderfully intelligent and complex’

Chris Lloyd, HWA Gold Crown Award winning author




Chapter One

Wednesday May 19th 1943

London

Detective Chief Inspector Frank Merlin took the call at just after nine in the morning. Murder calls were never welcome, but this one had a small silver lining attached. It was going to get Merlin out of a sticky predicament. Assistant Commissioner Gatehouse, his boss, had been insisting that the chief inspector accompany him to a service of thanksgiving being held later that morning at St Paul’s Cathedral. The occasion was to celebrate the Eighth Army’s recent victory. On May 13th, General Montgomery had received the surrender of Rommel’s Afrika Korps at Tunis, and North Africa was now under Allied control. Merlin was naturally happy there was something to give thanks for, but detested grand formal occasions like this. He had done his best to wriggle out of going but the AC had refused to listen. ‘It’ll be wonderful, Frank. At last we’ve got something to celebrate. The King and Queen and the little princesses will be there. Winston’s away, of course, but the rest of the Cabinet will attend. Nearly all the great and the good, in fact.’ Merlin had protested that he had no wish to mix with the great and the good, but to no avail. ‘I’ve got you a ticket, Frank, a good one close to the front, and you’re coming. That’s that.’ Now a murderer was going to give him a last-minute reprieve. On his way out, he asked DC Robinson to convey his deepest apologies to the AC. ‘Tell him that sadly duty calls.’ He just managed not to smile.

There was little traffic and Merlin and Sergeant Bridges made quick time to South Kensington. Onslow Mansions was an Edwardian mansion block in a square on the borders of South Kensington and Chelsea. In the lobby was a porter’s desk, but it was unmanned. Merlin looked around and saw that a uniformed constable was waiting for them at the lift. The officer took the men from the Yard up to the fourth floor, then along a corridor. The familiar face of Inspector Jay, the senior officer at Gerald Road station, the nearest nick, greeted them at the door of number 15. A couple of other uniformed officers hovered behind.

‘Come on in, Chief Inspector, Sergeant. The forensics team have been here for a while, but I asked them not to start until you’d had a look at the scene. Thus there is need for care . . .’ Jay displayed his gloved hands.

‘Don’t worry. We are provided for.’ Sergeant Bridges took out two pairs of protective gloves from his pocket and handed one to Merlin.

The officers followed Jay into the living room.

‘Indian gentleman, I understand?’

Merlin’s question was superfluous. The room was filled with Indian tapestries, paintings, sculptures and objets d’art. On a wall to his right, he saw a portrait of an eminent-looking Indian man dressed in exotic finery.

‘The dead man?’

‘No. His father, I’ve been told.’

‘Told by whom?’

‘By the cleaning lady. A Mrs Patel. Comes five days a week. It was she who found the victim.’

‘And where is she?’

‘In the spare bedroom with one of my constables. Understandably she’s in a bit of a state, but she has been able to provide some basic information. The victim is a medical man. A surgeon. Name of Dev Sinha. Worked out of a practice in Wimpole Street. A women’s doctor, she called him.’

‘A gynaecologist?’

‘I assume that’s what she meant.’

‘I see. Let’s have a look at the body, then.’

Merlin and Bridges followed Jay out into a corridor and past the waiting forensics officers. Through the doorway of the first bedroom they came to, Merlin saw a plump middle-aged Indian woman being comforted by a young female officer. The policewoman looked up as the officers passed, and Jay said, ‘Be with you shortly, Gregson.’

The victim’s bedroom was at the end of the corridor. The room was dominated by a large curtained four-poster bed. The curtains were closed. The room showed clear signs of disruption. Two chairs had been overturned by the window and a vase lay broken on the floor nearby. The furnishings and ornaments had a decidedly more English look than those in the living room. One exception to this was the small statue of an elephant-like creature on a table on the near side of the bed. Somewhere or other Merlin had learned that the elephant-headed god of the Hindu religion was called Ganesh.

A thick white rope hung from the top canopy of the bed. Jay pulled it, and the curtains opened to reveal the victim. He was lying on his back in blood-soaked green silk pyjamas with two large gashes disfiguring his face, one across his forehead and the other along his jaw.

‘Hmm. Nasty. Do we have a murder weapon?’

Jay pointed at the elephant. The foot-high statue was bloodstained.

‘May I?’

‘Be my guest, sir.’

Merlin lifted the statue carefully off the table, then set it back down. ‘Pretty heavy for such a small thing. Jade, is it?’

‘I believe so.’

‘Was it on this table when you got here?’

‘Yes, but the cleaner said she found it there.’ He pointed to a bloody mark on the carpet about halfway along the side of the bed. ‘She picked it up and put it back in what she said was its normal position.’

‘No one else has touched it since she found the body?’

‘Not until you just now.’

‘So we should find the cleaner’s prints, and possibly those of the victim and the murderer?’

‘Yes.’

Merlin looked back at the body. The man’s eyes were open and stared blankly up at the blue and white decorative patterns of the canopy interior. His mouth had settled into an odd lopsided smile. Merlin turned away and noticed that the bedroom windows were wide open.

‘Were the windows open all night?’

‘Not like this. Mrs Patel said she opened them fully on account of the smell.’

‘Blood and dead men never smell nice, do they?’ said Bridges.

‘No, they don’t, Sergeant. Right, let’s see Mrs Patel now.’

Malcolm Trenton was woken by the sound of a curtain flapping in the summer breeze. He always liked to have fresh air in his bedroom, even in the depths of winter. He looked at his alarm clock and swore. It was past 10.30 and he’d set it for an hour earlier. The clock had been a present from Andrew. It was an expensive bejewelled thing and looked beautiful, but the alarm wasn’t loud enough. He turned to his right and realised with disappointment that his friend was not beside him. He remembered they’d had a late night at Grey’s Club in St James’s but had somehow become separated. The young American was probably in his own flat sleeping the evening off.

Trenton was an urbane man in his early fifties. Of slightly less than average height, he had sleek, silver hair, sharp features and the look of someone who was permanently amused. He had much to be amused about, as he was extremely rich, reputedly the richest MP in the Commons. He was annoyed now because he had an important Select Committee in the afternoon, and he’d wanted plenty of time to prepare for it. That time had now been curtailed.

All in all, though, he couldn’t bring himself to blame his sweet friend for his lateness. A little timetable disruption was a small price to pay for the joy that Major Andrew Corrigan brought him.

Trenton got up and made for the bathroom. On the way, he paused to put a record on the gramophone. He loved music first thing in the morning, and his good friend Fred Astaire was a particular favourite. As he stepped into the bath, he began to sing along.

‘Da da da da da da . . . I’m puttin’ on my top hat, tying’ up my white tie, brushin’ off my tails.’

As he lounged back in the water, his singing was curtailed by a disagreeable thought. Had Andrew ended up in someone else’s bed last night? Fidelity was not his strong point. However, such were the perils of being with a much younger man. He’d learned to be tolerant of his friend’s adventurous ways, but . . . He sighed and bent forward to turn off the taps. A more pleasant thought came to him. He had a dinner party at Nancy Cunard’s that night to look forward to. Her parties always went with a zing. With luck, Andrew would be free to accompany him. He reached into the water in search of the soap.

Detective Bernie Goldberg relaxed into his seat with a smile. He had only just made the train in time. If he’d missed it, he’d have had another four hours to wait, as some problem was disrupting services from the West Country. There were still many interesting sights in Bath, but he’d seen most of them on previous visits. The city had been heavily bombed a year before and was struggling to regain its equilibrium. It was as depressing as the business that had brought him to the area.

Goldberg was a tough, square-jawed New York detective who by various odd quirks of fate now held a position in the US military administration in London. In 1942, the British government had ceded to the American military police all legal jurisdiction over American troops stationed in the UK. If a US soldier killed, stole or committed any crime in Britain, only the American authorities could handle the ensuing legal proceedings. It had been anticipated, correctly, that the new arrangements might cause friction between the British police and the US military police. Goldberg had been asked to act as liaison between the two forces to try and ensure, so far as was possible, the smooth operation of the new system. Ironically, the first problematic case he had been involved in was one in which his good friend Frank Merlin had played a major part. In the end, that had been resolved satisfactorily, but there had been other cases that had been more troublesome. He had been in Bath, or more specifically Shepton Mallet, to oversee the conclusion of just such a case.

There had been a prison in Shepton Mallet, a small market town sixteen miles to the south of Bath, since just before the English Civil War. In 1942, as part of the new jurisdictional arrangements, the British authorities had handed the prison over to the Americans for the imprisonment and, when required, execution of their own people. Goldberg’s visit there on this occasion had been to witness such an execution in order to confirm to the complaining British police authority in question, Oxford, that the accused had been dispatched in as humane a way as would any prisoner in a British execution. It was all a bit silly really, as the executioner was British, a member of the infamous Pierrepoint family of executioners, so naturally it deviated not at all from a standard British hanging. The particular concern of the Oxford police arose from the fact that the condemned American prisoner was half English and had strong local ties to Oxford. It also derived from rumours that the Americans had taken to using firing squads for some executions, which the Oxford worthies thought unacceptable. Goldberg, having seen a hanging a few months before, thought he’d take being shot any time. In any event, the hanging of young Private Jimmy Snape for the killing of his shop assistant girlfriend Gladys Albright had been carried out with the customary Pierrepoint efficiency and professionalism, and he would now be able to personally vouch for that as required by General Eisenhower’s office.

He had not really had much to do other than watch, but he was exhausted by the emotional strain of the whole thing. He closed his eyes and, aided by the steady clickety-clack of the train, soon fell asleep. When he woke, he checked his watch and realised with surprise that they were only a few minutes from Paddington. Wartime trains were generally crowded, but he’d had the carriage to himself when leaving Bath. Now he saw that somewhere along the way he’d been joined by two American GIs. One of them had an Italian look about him and was noisily chewing gum. The other, a freckled, flaxen-haired fellow, said, ‘You were well away there, pal. Sweet dream, was it?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t remember.’

The soldier’s mouth opened into a broad grin, and he nudged his gum-chewing friend. ‘Hey, Angelo. The man’s one of ours. He may be dressed up all smart like a fancy Limey on his way to the office, but he’s a Yank. How about that. Where you from, pal?’

‘New York.’

‘Waddya know.’ The GI jabbed himself with a finger. ‘Philly.’ He pointed to his friend. ‘Boston.’

Goldberg didn’t really want to get into a conversation with the two soldiers but felt obliged to contribute something. ‘I’m Bernie.’

‘Artie. And as you’ll already have heard, this lunkhead on my left is Angelo. So how come you’re over here, Bernie, and not in uniform like us?’

‘I work in London for the American military administration.’

‘Wow. Sounds fancy. I guess you’re not in a position to say what you do exactly?’

‘No more than are you to give me details of your posting.’

‘Hah. Well, I guess I’m not breaking the Secrets Act if I tell you we’re just being sent from one shitty country camp in the west of England to another shitty country camp in the east.’

‘The English countryside can be very beautiful.’

‘You can shove the countryside. Angelo and I are city birds. The only good thing about this new camp we’re going to is that it’s within striking distance of London. An hour or so on the train, they tell me.’

Angelo finally ditched his chewing gum somewhere under his seat and said excitedly, ‘Yeah. We want to see some nice girls. Where we were, the cows were the most attractive things around.’

‘Well there’s fun to be had in London, of course. Just take care you don’t get fleeced. There are plenty of crooks around. For English criminals, the war is nothing more than a glorious business opportunity.’

The arrival of the train into the station brought a natural end to the conversation. Goldberg wished the men luck and left the carriage as they were unloading their heavy kit from the racks above. As he walked down the corridor, he could still hear them excitedly anticipating the pleasure palaces of London. Another couple of innocents for the Maltese vice kings of the city to eat up.

Jay called Constable Gregson out of the bedroom to ask her whether she thought the cleaner was up to further questioning.

‘The tears have stopped for now at least, so yes, sir, I think you’re all right to give it a go.’

The cleaner gave her name as Mrs Bina Patel. She had heavy lines beneath her eyes and thick streaks of grey coursing through her untidy hair. She looked to Merlin to be in her mid to late fifties.

Save for Gregson, who resumed her position beside the woman on the bed, the officers remained standing.

‘So, Mrs Patel. Could you please tell me what happened this morning?’ asked Merlin.

‘I already tell other police here.’

‘Forgive me, but I’d appreciate it if you could manage to do it one more time for me and Sergeant Bridges here.’

The woman sighed. ‘So I arrive as normal today at eight o’clock. Came in. Started my work. Did not think anyone in apartment. No noise. Doctor at work, I thought. Cleaned kitchen. Remember this week bed sheets need changing. Had to go in doctor’s bedroom. Went in. Saw poor doctor. Terrible. Terrible. I scream. Had to sit down for while because of shock. Then I manage to make call to police.’ She looked away. Merlin could see tears welling again in her eyes. ‘Can say no more.’

‘You saw something on the carpet, did you not?’

‘Yes. Ganesh. Covered in blood. Terrible. I put back on table. Sorry. I suppose I should not have done.’

‘Not to worry. You opened the windows, too?’

‘Bedroom windows a little open. I open wide. This after I call police. Living-room windows closed but I open them too. Funny smell.’

‘What sort of smell? Blood?’

‘I can’t say. Just . . . just funny smell.’

‘Do you know whether the doctor received any guests last night?’

‘I don’t keep doctor’s diary, sir.’

‘No, but there are usually signs . . .’

‘In kitchen it look like only doctor eat. In main room two glasses. Smell of spirit. Ashtray full of ash. Doctor drink and smoke too much.’

‘Did you wash the glasses?’

‘Yes, when I came in first.’

‘Damn. And the ash?’

‘No, was about to take ashtrays to kitchen then remembered need to change sheets.’

Merlin looked at Jay, who left the room to make sure the full ashtrays were preserved.

‘What was Dr Sinha’s domestic situation? Was he a single man?’

‘No. He married.’

‘And where is his wife?’

Mrs Patel frowned, then slowly tapped her forehead with her forefinger. ‘She not right in head. In hospital long time.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. Any idea which hospital?’

‘In country somewhere outside London. I don’t know address. He visit sometimes.’

‘What about children, Mrs Patel?’

‘In India. Two sons. Doctor very proud. Have jobs in Civil Service. Very clever boys.’

‘I see. And did . . . did Dr Sinha have any particular friends?’

Mrs Patel pursed her lips. ‘Doctor very respected man. He have many medical friends, Indian friends, English friends.

‘What about . . . lady friends?’

She gave Merlin a prim look. ‘Doctor have no female friends. He married man.’

‘He had no female friendships at all? Not even with wives of friends or colleagues?’

The cleaner’s face softened a little. ‘Yes, perhaps he friends with one or two of them. But no female friends in way I think you mean. Have heard him say many times he loyal husband to Gita until death.’

‘Very admirable.’ Merlin took a moment to look round the room. It was simply furnished and bare of ornaments or pictures, unlike the other rooms. ‘I wonder, Mrs Patel, have you had a chance to notice whether any items of value have gone missing?’

She shook her head. Merlin looked at Gregson. ‘Perhaps, Constable, you could go on a little tour of the flat with Mrs Patel before we let her go. Just to check.’

There was a knock at the door. ‘All right for us to make a start now, Chief Inspector?’ asked one of the forensics men. He was a new face to Merlin.

‘Yes, please commence.’ Merlin turned back to Mrs Patel. ‘Thank you very much. We may have some more questions for you, so I’d appreciate it if you could give your details to the constable here before you leave.’

Detective Inspector Peter Johnson was waiting back at the Yard. Merlin had put the inspector in charge of the major kidnapping case that had been occupying his team for the previous few weeks. The kidnapping in question, which had taken place in March, had ultimately failed thanks to the escape of the resourceful victim, a City banker’s son. The issue now was the apprehension of the culprits. There’d been a number of anonymous tip-offs to the Yard. The first, soon after the victim’s escape, had provided them with three names: Barry Briggs, William Lynch and Richie Marsh. The first two were old lags, the latter a youngster. All were known to the Met as associates of Jakey Solomon, one of the capital’s pre-eminent gangsters. A second call had told them that the men had escaped to the Republic of Ireland. Then a more recent call had said the men were back in London and could be found at an address in Bethnal Green. Johnson had carried out a raid in the early hours of the previous day, but the house had been empty.’

‘You’ve heard we’ve got a new murder on our hands, Peter?’

‘I have, sir.’

As Merlin sat at his desk, he caught a brief glimpse of himself in the mirror on the wall opposite. He wondered whether he really was ageing as well as his young wife, Sonia, told him. He was approaching his mid forties, tall, with dark Latin features thanks to his Spanish father. Bright green eyes sat above an aquiline nose, and his full head of jet-black hair was now speckled with the odd bit of grey. He returned to the moment.

‘I’ll tell you about it in a sec, but first, any luck with the Irish Embassy?

‘Bugger all, sir, excuse my French. Whether or not those men have been in Ireland at any point, it’s clear the Irish authorities don’t give a damn.’

Johnson was from Newcastle, and Merlin had always enjoyed the sound of his lilting Geordie accent.

‘I became very firm with them, sir, but nothing doing. Someone must have put the kibosh on any kind of cooperation.’

‘Well, the establishment over there hate us, don’t they, particularly the Irish prime minister. In the unlikely event Hitler wins the war, de Valera will probably be his first state visitor.’

‘There are a lot of Irishmen fighting in the British army, sir,’ said Bridges.

‘So there are, and thank God for them. But the Irish establishment is a very different kettle of fish to the ordinary Irishman in the street. Well, there it is. I’m guessing we’ve received no more anonymous calls?’

‘We haven’t.’

‘Billy Hill’s men are getting tired of the game, I suppose.’ Hill was one of Jakey Solomon’s main competitors in London’s booming gangland, and Merlin strongly suspected him of being the source of the tip-offs. ‘Let’s update and reissue all the wanted notices just in case these men are still at large in this country.’

Merlin popped an Everton mint into his mouth. He’d once been addicted to the powerful lozenges known as Fishermen’s Friends, but Sonia hated the strong eucalyptus smell and had weaned him off them. ‘So . . .’ he leaned forward over the desk, ‘let me tell you about the new case.’

After he’d heard Merlin out, Johnson stroked his upper lip thoughtfully. A few years back, he had sported a neat little moustache that his wife thought made him look like Ronald Colman, one of her favourite actors. The AC, however, had seen more of a resemblance to Adolf Hitler, and had insisted on the item’s removal. Merlin suspected the inspector missed it still.

‘I suppose, sir, that the use of a bedroom ornament in the murder might suggest a lack of premeditation.’

‘So it might.’

‘It would obviously be very helpful if they could pull some third-party prints off that statue.’ Johnson’s finger returned again to his upper lip. ‘I presume you’re not considering the cleaning lady as a suspect?’

‘A most unlikely murderess, I think, though I suppose we’ve seen stranger things over the years. My initial thinking is a violent act by a visitor. Mrs Patel says the bedroom windows were partially open before she opened them wide, but I think the money is on the front door being the point of entry. If that’s the case, it seems likely Sinha knew his killer. Whether the killer had murderous intent to start with or not, when it came to the deed, I think he must have improvised as regards the weapon.’

‘Has it occurred to you, sir, that there can’t be many senior London medical men of, er . . . of Mr Sinha’s background?’

‘You mean Indians?’

‘Yes. He must have had to battle against considerable prejudice to make his way. Perhaps in the process he acquired some enemies?’

‘You mean someone might have lost out on promotion to him and bashed his head in out of resentment?’

‘One of many possibilities, I should think. I presume your first visit will be to the man’s place of work?’

‘Going tomorrow. Inspector Jay rang the surgery, and the receptionist he spoke to broke down. I’m going to let them have the evening to get over the shock.’

Richie Marsh had landed on his feet, of that there was no doubt. Until the previous day, he’d been in a bad way. After getting back from Ireland, he’d quickly ditched Briggs and Lynch and shacked up with an old girlfriend in Willesden. However, she’d tossed him out two days later after finding him rifling through her purse. In normal circumstances he’d have gone to stay with his gran, but the police were bound to look there first. Solomon too, as he was no doubt angry that Marsh had gone rogue and not returned to Ireland as asked. He’d had to sleep rough a few nights, then done a bit of pickpocketing and stolen enough to stay in a doss house. But things had been looking bleak when he’d popped into a pub in Soho to spend his few remaining coins on a pint of beer. It was here that his luck had turned. He’d met an old friend from his Clerkenwell childhood. Steven Abbott was his name. He’d grown and filled out a little since last they’d met. Now he was a tall, good-looking young man with a passing resemblance to the actor Stewart Granger, and the suit he was wearing was clearly not a cheap one. They’d been good friends as kids, playing truant, stealing, getting into fights and establishing a reputation as hard cases. Marsh had lost his father and Abbott’s dad was a hopeless drunk, so there was little or no discipline at home. Abbott was a couple of years older than Marsh, and when he was sixteen he’d been sent to relatives in the country to work on a farm. That was when they’d lost touch. Now, despite six or seven years having passed, they’d recognised each other almost instantly. Abbott had quickly realised that his friend was on his uppers and had ordered some food to accompany the drinks he’d just paid for. He’d also offered to put Marsh up for a few days.

They’d gone to a swish flat in Pimlico, which Abbott had said was his for a while. It was then that he’d told Marsh the source of his funds. ‘Sell myself to rich men, don’t I?’ he’d said. ‘And no need to look like that, Richie. How the hell d’you think I ended up in a gaff like this. My old fella used to fiddle with me, didn’t he, and I got . . . oh, what’s that fancy word . . . yes, I got inured to it. I got back to London after a year or two on that stupid farm and went on the streets. Quickly realised I could make a good living.’

Marsh had been shocked at first, but soon got his head round it. If his friend was prepared to share a bit of his expensive lifestyle with him, who was he to complain? However, when Abbott had suggested that Marsh might go on the game with him, he’d said a firm no. Abbott had accepted his refusal with good grace and they’d gone off to a local pub for more drinks. There Abbott had explained that the flat was owned by a rich mark of his who wanted him to be available on an exclusive basis. The mark lived a long way outside London, though, and when he was not around, as was the case now, Abbott had no intention of living up to the arrangement.

At around 9 p.m., Abbott had announced that it was time for him to go to work. They’d gone back to the flat and he had changed his clothes and generally spruced himself up. Before heading out, he’d left Marsh a spare key and told him he’d mention to the porters that he had a guest staying for a few days.

Now Marsh was sitting in the kitchen sipping a cup of tea and revelling in his comfortable new circumstances. The only worry he had was that it was past three in the afternoon and Abbott had not yet returned from his night out.

He got up from the kitchen table and walked over to the mirror. Although he had Latin blood in him, it didn’t show in his face. Like his father, he had mousy-coloured hair and a fair complexion. His recent experiences had given him a gaunt look, but he was happy to see that a couple of square meals and a good night’s sleep had made him look more human. He’d not been able to shave for a few days, though. No doubt there was a razor in Abbott’s bathroom. He looked at the stubble above his lip and had a sudden thought. It might be a good idea for him to grow a moustache to cloud the identification issue for the police pursuing him. He’d let his hair grow a little longer as well, to the same purpose. It would probably be best to sit tight here for a few days, in the hope that any hue and cry would die down. The flat appeared to be well stocked with food and provisions, but the grocer was only a hundred yards or so away, and he might venture there. The pub was not much further. Abbott had given him a couple of quid, which would tide him over for a bit. He sat back down and relaxed.

There were several pubs within easy walking distance of Scotland Yard, but the Red Lion was the nearest and Merlin’s favourite. He arrived just after the arranged meeting time to find his friend already there, a foaming pint of John Courage in hand. It had taken a while, but Merlin had finally persuaded Bernie Goldberg of the virtues of English bitter.

Goldberg greeted him with a slap on the back, then went to the bar to get Merlin a beer. Merlin followed his first taste with a long sigh of satisfaction.

‘Like that is it, Frank. Busy day?’

‘A new murder on my plate. Some kidnappers on the loose. Various other lesser items.’

‘All as per normal then. How’s the team?’

‘Good. Bridges’ wife is expecting again. I think the prospect of having two kids to look after is taking a little weight off him.’

‘Oh no. I’m used to Bridges’ nice bit of extra padding. Tell him to eat more, although I admit that’s not so easy these days. And the inspector?’

‘DI Johnson’s as diligent as always. Not sure all is well at home, but as always he keeps things to himself. I’ve put him in charge of the kidnapping case. DC Robinson is a terrific, hard-working officer. A very bright girl.’

‘And a beautiful one. With that neatly trimmed blonde hair and sweet little beauty spot.’

‘Now, now, Bernie. None of that sort of talk about one of my officers, please.’ Merlin took a gulp of his beer. ‘Then of course there’s our new recruit.’

‘Ah yes. Cole’s replacement. Is everyone . . . over it all now?’

DC Tommy Cole had taken a bullet in an operation the previous summer and had not made it through. Subsequently he’d been awarded a posthumous King’s Police Medal for saving Bridges’ life.

‘I’m not sure we’ll ever get over it, but as they say, life must go on.’

‘Who’s the new recruit, then?’

‘A young Welshman called Tecwen Price. Very sharp, fit and keen as mustard, like Tommy. Good-looking in a Celtic sort of way.’

‘You mean he’s a ginger?’

‘No, no. He’s got black hair like me. I read somewhere once that in the distant past the Celts might have had some connection with Spain. From his looks, Tecwen could well have had Spanish ancestors.’

‘That must make you feel at home with the lad then. Tecwen is a Welsh name? I’ve never heard it before.’

‘Yes, it’s very Welsh. He’s from somewhere in the Swansea Valley. Very sharp, as I said. Bridges gave him one of our dead-end cases. A counterfeiting operation. He very quickly dug out some new leads and, with the help of Robinson and the sergeant, identified the culprits and brought them in.’

‘Useful, then.’

‘Indeed.’ Merlin laughed. ‘The others have given him the nickname “Tec the ’tec”.’

Goldberg looked blank.

‘It’s a funny play on words, Bernie. “Tec” is shorthand slang for detective . . . Oh, never mind.’

A smile flickered on Goldberg’s lips. ‘Another example of your terrible British humour, I guess.’ He sipped some more beer. ‘So what’s your murder, then?’

‘The victim was an Indian doctor . . . No, sorry, that doesn’t really do him justice. He was one of the country’s leading gynaecological experts, with a string of letters after his name and smart premises in Wimpole Street.’

‘Someone told me the other day that some top doctors in this country don’t like to be called “Doctor”. Just plain “Mister” does it for them. What’s that all about then?’

‘I know. Odd, isn’t it? Our victim was a “Mister”, but I feel happier referring to him as “Doctor”, and that’s what I’m going to do.’

‘So how did he die?’

‘Battered to death in his flat with a piece of sculpture. A statue of the Indian elephant god Ganesh, to be exact. Found by his cleaner when she arrived for work.’

‘Any helpful forensics?’

‘We’ll see. I’m still waiting for the report. How’d your trip go, by the way? Did you sit in on . . . on the execution.’

‘I did. Almost threw up.’

‘Yes. Not a pleasant experience. The AC insisted I attend the hanging of a murderer I caught a few years ago.’

‘I’m going to tell my bosses I’m definitely not doing that again.’

‘Speaking of your bosses, how much longer do you reckon they’re going to make you do this job? After all, things have generally smoothed out now between your police and ours. Or certainly as regards the Met, at least.’

‘Yes, but there continue to be problems out in the country. The case in Oxford you know about, but there have also been some issues in the north of England and Scotland.’

‘But generally the situation is much improved?’

‘I suppose so. The last time I spoke to Eisenhower about my position, he indicated that I might be done around August. I’d like to speak to him again to see if that’s still likely, but that’s difficult at the moment.’

Goldberg did not elaborate. Both men knew the commander of the American forces in Europe was busy in North Africa planning the next stage of the Allied campaign against Hitler. Now that Rommel had been defeated, a number of options were being considered. Through the indiscretion of the AC, Merlin knew that the favoured strategy of the British encompassed the invasion of Sicily. Victory there would provide a launch pad into Italy. Also through the AC, Merlin knew that there were disagreements between the Americans and British about whether this was really the best way forward.

He didn’t know if Goldberg was privy to this additional detail, and in any case it was far too dangerous to air such matters in a public bar. ‘Careless talk costs lives’, as the Ministry of Information’s relentless propaganda machine kept on telling them.

‘You’re anxious to get home to New York, Bernie?’

‘It’s not so much getting home but getting out of this damn job. I won’t deny it hasn’t been interesting, but it’s not an office likely to give its holder much popularity among his peers.’

‘Pearce still got it in for you?’

‘What do you think?’

Max Pearce was an American military policeman who had been thwarted by Goldberg and Merlin in his efforts to hang a black airman the previous summer. The fact that the airman had turned out to be innocent had only served to strengthen Pearce’s hatred for both men.

‘Do you think there’ll be another position for you here with the military authorities?’

‘Probably not. I like it over here, as you know. Maybe I could get another secondment to the Yard?’

‘Happy to put a word in, if the cards fall that way.’

‘Thanks, Frank. Meanwhile, I’ll just have to get on with things.’

Merlin picked up their now empty glasses ‘My shout, but it’ll have to be my last.’

‘On a promise with Sonia, are we?’

‘I’m babysitting, actually. She’s going out for a meal with some of her translator colleagues at the Polish Embassy. A neighbour agreed to mind Harry, but she has to leave around nine so I need to get back.

‘Any theories yet on your murder?’ asked Goldberg when Merlin returned with their drinks. ‘Or is it still too early?’

‘We haven’t much to go on yet. The way the victim was killed suggests a male attacker, although I’ll try and keep an open mind. Then the question is: did the good doctor know his killer or was he a stranger? And if a stranger, how did he get in?’

‘What’s the security like in his apartment block?’

‘There isn’t any really. There were porters until a couple of years ago, but the owners of the building lost some other properties they owned during the Blitz and have been forced to economise. We’ve spoken to a number of the residents. No one saw or heard anything.’

‘Is the main door locked at night?

‘Supposedly. It’s on a latch most of the time. There is a caretaker on site who locks the door sometime between eleven and midnight and puts it on the latch again around seven a.m.’

‘So the killer probably came before eleven? You know that at least.’

‘Not necessarily. A couple of residents said the caretaker sometimes has a drink too many and fails to do his job. He reacted angrily to that suggestion when it was put to him and said he always performed his duties properly, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he was lying.’

‘So the killer might have had easy access to the building, but he still had to negotiate Sinha’s front door. Problematic if he was a stranger. Was the doctor a big man?’

‘No, small and slight.’

‘What about windows in the flat?’

‘Two in the living room. Both locked when the cleaner arrived. Small ones in the bathroom and spare bedroom also locked. The windows in the doctor’s bedroom were partially open.’

‘So someone could have got in that way? A burglar maybe?’

‘The flat is on the fourth floor and the bedroom window opens on to a small enclosed yard at the centre of the block. I think it would have been impossible for anyone to get in that way. Besides, it doesn’t appear that anything of value has been taken.’

‘So if the killer was a stranger, his only means of entry would be to barge in at the front door somehow.’

‘It seems so.’

‘But then if he was a visitor known to the doctor . . .’

‘Two empty glasses smelling of whisky on the living-room table point in that direction.’

‘But they could have been used by an innocent visitor earlier in the evening.’

‘So they could.’

Goldberg frowned. ‘An intriguing case, then.’

Merlin could see that the discussion was lifting Goldberg’s mood. The New Yorker was a born detective and loved nothing better than to be on the trail of a murderer.

‘Have you been able to find out much about the doctor’s private life yet?’

‘Wife in an insane asylum, two successful sons in India, and a thriving gynaecological practice. That’s all so far.’

‘An asylum? Wonder what the story is there.’

‘We’ll be looking into it, obviously.’

‘And there may be something from the medical practice. Woman dies on operating table, husband blames the doctor. That sort of thing.’

‘Yes, another possibility.’ Merlin looked at his watch. ‘Sorry, Bernie. I’d better go. Don’t want to be in the doghouse, and Sonia hardly ever goes out with her friends.’

‘Quite understand. I’ll probably stay and have one more. You know you can call me anytime if you’d like to test any theories on the case.’

‘Of course, Bernie. I know. Thanks.’




Chapter Two

Thursday May 20th

Merlin hated doctors’ surgeries. His dislike derived in particular from the many hours he’d spent in such places with his first wife, Alice, who had been diagnosed with leukaemia. All the advice, all the medications, all the treatment had been to no avail, and she’d died within the year as she’d told him she would.

When he arrived with Bridges at Sinha’s glossy modern Wimpole Street surgery, the reception area was occupied only by a lone receptionist. They’d learned that Sinha shared the practice with another gynaecological surgeon called Sheridan, who had been made aware of his death by Inspector Jay. As they approached the receptionist’s desk, it became clear that the smartly dressed dark-haired young lady behind it had been crying. Merlin offered his sympathies. The woman, who introduced herself as Megan Lewis, dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘Goodness, I must look a state. I’m sorry, but it’s all rather hard to take in.’ It sounded to Merlin like she came from a similar neck of the woods to Tecwen Price.

‘Quite understandable, and I’m sorry to be bothering you at this time, but we need to get as much information about Dr Sinha as we can.’

‘It’s Mr Sinha. He is . . . was a consultant.’

‘Yes, I know all about that, but I’ll stick to “Doctor” if you don’t mind.’

Bridges looked baffled by this exchange.

‘I take it, Miss Lewis that Dr Sinha was a good employer?’

‘Very good. He was friendly, kind, polite . . . just very nice.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t think one could have a better.’

‘Are you on your own behind the desk?’

‘No. There’s an assistant, Elsie. She’s off this morning with a dental appointment.’

‘She would say the same?’

‘She would.’

‘Does she know what has happened?’

‘Yes.’

‘You say Mr Sinha was friendly,’ said Bridges. ‘There was no question of any . . . overfamiliarity?’

The receptionist narrowed her eyes. ‘Absolutely not. Mr Sinha was a perfect gentleman.’

‘Forgive us, please, Miss Lewis,’ said Merlin, ‘but there are always awkward questions to ask in a murder investigation.’

The receptionist shuddered. ‘Murder. I still can’t get over it. It’s unthinkable.’

‘We have to consider the possibility that Dr Sinha’s private life had something to do with his death. If we were to find out that he was a bit of a lady’s man, that might open up new paths for us.’

Miss Lewis shuddered again, then burst into tears. ‘I’m so sorry, but I can’t . . .’ She got up and ran off down the corridor behind her.

‘Poor thing,’ said Bridges.

‘Indeed. It seems things might still be a little too raw for a useful conversation with Miss Lewis. Let’s see if we can talk to Sinha’s medical partner now and tackle her later.’

There was another corridor to their left, where they found a door with a nameplate on it. They knocked and went in.

Alexander Sheridan was a heavy man with hamster-like cheeks and a bright red complexion. A surprising number of the medical men Merlin had come across had been overweight. He could never understand how people with so much knowledge of the human body could allow this to happen. Sheridan looked as if a heart attack or stroke were only just around the corner.

Merlin made his introductions and Sheridan, looking grim, invited them to sit down in the two chairs facing his desk. ‘A terrible thing. A terrible thing.’

Another Celt, Merlin realised, though this time from across the Irish Sea. He remembered that one of his favourite playwrights had been an Irish Sheridan.

‘Yes indeed, sir. I’m not quite certain how much Inspector Jay told you about your partner’s death?’

‘Not much. Just that he’d been murdered. The inspector said someone would tell me more in due course.’

‘Well, I guess I’m that someone.’ Merlin proceeded to provide the unpleasant details.

Sheridan looked horrified. ‘My God. Who could have done such a thing? Was the flat burgled?’

‘Nothing appears to have been stolen.’

‘Perhaps poor Dev disturbed the fellow in the process?’

‘There was no sign of forced entry. It seems quite likely that your partner let whoever murdered him into the flat. Burglars don’t usually come in the front door.’

Sheridan looked down in confusion at his surprisingly large hands. Hands more appropriate for a bricklayer, Merlin thought, than for a surgeon. ‘But who then?’

‘Do you know of any enemies your partner might have had?’

‘Enemies? Good God, we are respected medical men, not gangland crooks.’

‘People don’t have to be crooks to have enemies, sir,’ said Bridges.

‘Well no, then, I don’t know of any enemies Dev might have had.’

‘You run a successful practice, sir?’ asked Bridges.

‘Yes, I can’t complain.’

‘And excuse me, but you are comfortably off, both of you?’

‘We have done quite well from our work. What’s your point, Sergeant?’

‘Would you say Dr Sinha was a happy man without problems or troubles?’

‘Why yes, I would. With the exception of the business with his poor wife, that is. You know about her?’

‘We do,’ said Merlin. ‘What about his patients? Any difficulties with them?’

‘What do you mean by that? It’s our job to deal with the difficulties of our patients.’

‘You know what I mean, sir. Sometimes operations can go wrong. People can pursue grievances.’

As Sheridan leaned back in his chair, Merlin thought the buttons on his shirt might be about to pop, but they just about remained in place. ‘None of us is perfect. Sometimes things go wrong. I had an unfortunate experience last month and lost a young woman on the operating table. Her family were heartbroken but understanding. I have never had personal experience of a failed operation giving rise to some sort of vendetta, if that’s what you’re suggesting. Dev had his normal quota of failures, but I’m not aware of any of them giving rise to any . . . unpleasantness save in regard of the grief felt by all.’

‘I see.’

‘We naturally chatted about our experiences from time to time, and of course there were good ones and bad ones. For instance, it’s a perennial issue for doctors that patients occasionally take a shine to them. He had one such problem at the beginning of the year. A woman kept cooing and clucking at him in consultations. He said there was nothing much wrong with her medically and asked if he could refer her to me to get her out of his hair. She was eventually persuaded to follow that course. Thankfully it seems her taste did not run to corpulent Irishmen, and after one consultation with me we heard nothing from her again.’

‘Worth looking into, do you think, sir?’

‘She was a tiny, stick-like lady, Sergeant. Dev was not a big man, but I doubt he’d have had much difficulty fighting her off if she came at him.’

‘What about Dr Sinha’s personal life?’ asked Merlin. ‘Anything going on there?’

‘No. He regarded himself as still very much married. Went to see his wife regularly, although I understand she’s a pretty hopeless case.’

‘He’s never sought to . . . to find succour elsewhere?’

‘Not so far as I’m aware, Chief Inspector. In fact he always seemed a bit shy with women. Pretty ridiculous when you consider his job.’

‘He must have had some sort of social life.’

‘Limited, I’d say. Occasionally I’d get him round to dinner with myself and my wife. Otherwise . . . Oh yes, I’m forgetting, he liked to play cards. I think he was in a bridge group.’

‘Interesting. Do you happen to know the names of any others in the group?’

‘No, but I think Maureen, my wife, does. She’s a keen bridge player herself, but wasn’t up to his standard, or so she thought. I remember her saying she knew one of the players. A foreign chap.’

‘Perhaps you could . . .?’

‘Of course, Chief Inspector. I’ll call her later. There’s no point trying her now, as I know she’s out on the golf course.’

For a few moments there was no sound save the scratching of Bridges’ pencil on his notebook. Then Merlin asked a final question. ‘It’s quite unusual to find a person of Indian origin in such an . . . elevated position in a British profession. Are you aware of any prejudice displayed against the man?’

Sheridan stroked his chins thoughtfully. ‘Of course he encountered prejudice, but he seemed to handle it well. There are a lot of hidebound people in the profession, indeed in the country at large, who openly take issue with people like Dev rising so high. The only times we ever discussed such matters were on the few occasions when prospective patients wouldn’t see him because of his race. In practical terms they were passed on to me, but naturally I sympathised with him. That’s all.’

‘Well, thank you, sir,’ said Merlin, getting to his feet. ‘I think we can leave it there for now.’

Sheridan stood up to escort the officers out. ‘Poor old Dev. I just can’t get over it. Maureen is very upset. Almost cancelled her game this morning, which is quite something, I can tell you.’

Jacob Solomon, known to all and sundry as ‘Jakey’, was in his favourite pub, the Fox and Hounds, just around the corner from the Chelsea football ground. It was a fair drive from his West End office, but it had been his local when he was young and he remained attached to it. He’d fancied an early lunch and arrived with Wally Cameron, his right-hand man, just after opening time. Few would have seen Solomon and realised they were looking at one of wartime London’s top gangsters. With his receding hairline, thick-lensed spectacles, sober tie and dark two-piece suit, he resembled a local bank manager, accountant or shop owner. Cameron’s attire was equally low-key, but a long scar on his right cheek suggested a less conservative occupation. The two men were now enjoying a pint and some food in a private corner of the snug, well protected from prying eyes and ears.

Solomon had ordered a pasty. He was not able to discern any meat in it, just potatoes
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