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A cold, wet, windy night.

It was raining in Chelsea Harbour, a cold driving winter rain, pouring from the low grey sky that stung when it hit my face. I was crouched on the deck of a small but not inexpensive boat moored at the dock along with a few other boats being tossed around by the murky waters of the River Thames. I was definitely soaked to my skin. I was definitely getting a cold. I was definitely not in a good mood. And if my watch was still working, and I was reading it correctly by the lights on the wooden dock, the people I was waiting for were late, at least 15 minutes late. I wiped my eyes and kept them aimed in the general direction of one of the larger boats moored to the other side of the dock. I wondered how much longer I would have to wait until they showed up.

There was a dim light coming from the interior of the Princess Tiffany. It went out, and the door opened and closed. A man in a hoodie grabbed the railing and jumped from the Princess Tiffany to the dock. He was definitely better prepared for the weather than I was. I wondered who Tiffany might be. 

I was dressed all in black. Black jeans, black pullover shirt and a pair of black socks and shoes. My best walking shoes. They were probably ruined. I wiped my eyes. The boat I was crouched swaying on was called Murphy's Lure. I didn't wonder who Murphy might be. 

The man who had leapt off the Princess Tiffany stood in the middle of the pier, hands at his side, feet slightly apart. He stood straight up and looked relatively young, though his hooded face was shadowed. He stood straight with his hands at his sides. All he needed was a scythe in one hand to look like the Grim Reaper. 

I had chosen this boat to crouch down on because it was closer to the entrance to the dock than the Princess Tiffany. My plan was to cut off the escape of the man I was waiting for. He'd have to go through me or into the water. Going into the River Thames on a night like this, with the rain pouring down and bobbing boats was not a reasonable option. He would have to deal with me. I willed him to come soon. 

With each passing second, I grew wetter and angrier with this man who I had never met. ‘Hurry Up!’ I thought, not sure my stomach could take much more swaying. And then he came. Walking slowly down the pier dressed in canvas trousers and a zippered raincoat, no hat, and light blonde hair. I had no trouble recognizing Tom Figgis. 

I had checked the weather forecast before I camped out on Murphy’s Lure. The rain was supposed to come much later. My job was to be prepared not to listen to weather forecasts, which had gotten me in trouble before. But my faith in the BBC weather lady was only ever so slightly shaken. She had the kind of voice that you could believe in. She could ignore her mistakes. I could get killed for mine. 

Figgis, coming down the dock, was nearing the man with the hoodie. He stopped when he was directly in front of the man. They said nothing. Figgis pulled out a small package. The man in the hoodie took an envelope from his pocket. My cue.

I tried to stand; my knees refused to cooperate. I could hear the two men talking. I forced myself to stand, wincing, biting my lower lip to keep from moaning with pain. I had injured one knee in a car accident more than five years ago. It's hurt ever since. My other knee didn't feel all that great either. I had good days and bad. This was a bad one. I held on to a dangling rope and exercised each knee. They were working but not as cooperatively as I'd like. At least they moved. 

I climbed off Murphy’s Lure, slowly, painfully, hoping the hooded man didn't see me. Figgis had his back to me. They were cut off. I brushed the sopping hair from my face and shouted into the wind. “Figgis!” The raincoat turned; I was a little over fifteen feet away. The package was still in his hand; the envelope was still being held open in the hands of the hooded man. The hooded man reached for the package in Figgis's hand. Figgis pulled it away. He didn't know who I was or what I wanted. He didn't know if the person who had hired him or the man in the hooded raincoat had double-crossed him. 

Figgis shoved the package into the pocket of his windbreaker. I had watched him for two days and I knew for sure that he carried a folding knife with a blade about four inches long. I also knew that he lived in a filthy house which I had broken into, that he did not keep the package there, and that, according to the misspelled note beside his telephone, something was to happen on dock three in front of the Princess Tiffany at 10 the next night, which was right now. 

I could have simply waited for Figgis at his house, but an hour crouched on Murphy’s Lure was preferable. I could have tried to get Figgis to tell me where the package was. But I had the feeling from watching him for the past two days and buying him a beer at The Boar’s Head on the Old Kent Road, where I happened to make his acquaintance, that Figgis had done time and watched way too many Chuck Norris movies. I had done time too. But I didn't watch many Chuck Norris movies. My taste ran to old westerns. 

Tracking Figgis down had taken some time but had been relatively easy. I had a list of all repair and service people who had worked in my client's house or on his property over the last six months. The list had taken me to: house cleaners, wall painters, kitchen fitters, and a landscape gardener named Tom Figgis, who my client had fired after two weeks when the man proved to be a fraud. 

Tom Figgis had given my client his real name, even address. I got Detective Sergeant Paula Davies to check the entire list of people who had worked for my client. The list turned up four people with criminal records. Two had driving bans. The second had outstanding unpaid child support. And Tom Figgis, the bogus landscape gardener, had a printout as long as my arm. His favorites were car theft and breaking and entering. He had been convicted of stealing some very valuable old paintings from a manor house a few years back and claimed he was hired for that job by a collector named Phillips, who vigorously denied the charge and walked away. Figgis was my man. Now Figgis looked straight at me.

“You’re the bloke from the pub,” shouted Figgis, “Carlton?”

“The name’s Castle, Jack Castle. I’m a private investigator hired to return that package in your pocket to the man you stole it from. We can do this the easy way, or we can do it the hard way. I don’t know about you, but I'm wet and tired. Hey! You on the Princess Tiffany, I suggest you put your envelope away, get back in your boat and forget about doing a deal tonight.” 

I wasn't sure how much of what I said he heard. I had shouted, but the rain was coming down even stronger, hitting the bobbing boats like drums and thumping against the wooden dockside. 

The hooded man stood for a second or two, accepted at least temporary defeat and climbed back on the Princess Tiffany. Figgis did not have surrender in mind. He rushed at me. I spread my legs and arms waiting for him, blocking his way hoping he didn't send us both over the side and onto something sharp on Murphy’s Lure, or the boat across from it, or into the lashing white waves. Figgis didn't fight fair. I figured that I could take him. He was younger and in good shape, but I was smarter and bigger with a hell of a lot more experience and with the aches and pains to prove it. 

I figured him for the macho hand-to-hand type, when he ran into me. He suddenly bent his head and his skull hit my chin. I toppled backward onto my back and didn't quite black out. I grabbed the side of the pier, took a small splinter in my palm and tried to sit up. Figgis was almost back to land. I managed to stand, shake my head, feel the pain in my jaw and let the rain hit my upturned face. I was sure I had lost him. 

When I looked, Figgis was on the dock and running up a muddy patch of slick grass, when his feet gave way. His feet shot out in front of him, and he went about three feet into the air and fell hard on his back. I ran toward him on aching knees. At first, he didn't move. Then he sat up, shook his head, remembered where he was and looked back at me coming for him. I wasn't moving fast. My knees refused to cooperate. But I was moving and Figgis was having trouble catching his breath and getting to his feet. He managed to stand and gasp for air in the now driving rain, he stumbled toward the boathouse. Figgis was catching his breath and moving faster. 

I did something I considered running, but might have been viewed as a very slow tango step by anyone who might be stupid enough to be out on a night like this. I ran in pain, knowing that once Figgis was himself again, I had no chance of catching him. We were about 15 feet up the steep slope leading to the boathouse when I caught him. He was wearing the wrong shoes for a night like this. Mine were better. I landed on his back as hard as I could and he went down. There was enough fight in him to push me off with a sudden push up. I was standing. He turned over on his back. We were both covered in mud. I wiped at my arm. Something that might have been used for bait was crawling on it. I brushed it away and said, “Just stop right there.”

I pointed at Figgis's face and hoped I looked as miserable and angry as I felt. Figgis kicked one of my already screaming knees. I tried not to go down, but I knew I would. Figgis was trying to roll away. I managed to land on him and straddled him. 

“Figgis,” I said, “I am wet. My knees are hurting. My chin is very sore, and I am more than a little pissed off with you. Put your hand in your pocket, pull out the package slowly and hand it to me.” 

Figgis tried to squirm out from under me. I hit him in the forehead with the back of my right hand. I hit him hard. He stopped squirming. 

“We can split it” he gasped, “the bloke back on the boat will pay.” 

“Don't tell me how much,” I said, “I'm not in the mood for temptation in this weather. I've got a client. You stole something from him. He wants it back. It’s simple Figgis, even you can understand it.” 

Figgis didn’t move. I cocked my right hand, not wanting to punch him. I didn't need sore knuckles on top of my other pain. “Okay,” he said, spitting mud from the corner of his mouth. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small box. I couldn't see it too clearly, but I could feel that it was wood and inlaid with something smooth. Figgis took a swing at my neck. I blocked the blow with my arm, lifted myself on my knees and dropped my weight way down on Figgis’s chest. 

“Figgis! Behave yourself.” I yelled. He let out a wet glug and lay still. I opened the hinged box and took out a small green jade figurine that fit into my palm with plenty of room to spare. From what I could make out. It was what I had come for. I put it back in the box, closed it and put it in my pocket. 

Getting off of Figgis and getting to my feet in the mud, rain and pain was made even harder by the unwillingness to let Figgis see what I was going through. I got up, looked down at him, smiled and said, “Go! Now!” 

Figgis had no reason to put on an act other than to salvage whatever remained of his pride. He did his best. It didn't help when his left hand hit a patch of mud as he pushed himself up. I'll give him credit. He got to his feet and turned to face me, the fight definitely out of him. But with an anger in his eyes, I had seen dozens of times both in and out of prison. 

“I'm gonna get you for this,” he said. 

“You don't even know who I am,” I said wearily. “I gave you my name less than two minutes ago, and I'll bet you don't remember it.”

The rain had slowed to a hard drive. 

“I’ll find out,” he said, pointing at me. And trying not to stagger. He was a muddy mess. 

“Figgis, just walk away and be thankful my client wants his property back and doesn't want to get the police involved if he doesn't have to.” I said, “Go, before both of us are hurt enough to be taken to hospital, where they might put us in adjacent beds. I would be one hell of a pissed off roommate.” 

Figgis hobbled into the night toward the road while I stayed where I was doing my best to look calm as I watched him. When I was reasonably sure he was gone, I moved in agony, up the slope and toward my parked car. 

On a better night with a pain-free body, I would have been tempted to give the guy on the Princess Tiffany a strong talking to about the perils of buying stolen property. I probably would have resisted the temptation. I wasn't even tempted tonight. 

I should have been feeling good. I had a bonus coming that would cover my immediate bills, including my overdue phone bill and the repairs to my roof, which was being pelted with rain not more than 20 minutes from where I was standing, providing the roof hadn't caved in.

I should have been feeling good, but the seasickness was not quite gone. And although my sore chin wasn't as bad as it could have been, my knees were suggesting that I should go into another line of work. Fortunately, I had an appointment the next morning with Dr. Andrew Roberts, an orthopedic surgeon, who had been recommended by my client, my client Richard Laughton, a collector of rare Chinese jade figurines. 

I had long ago given up trying to figure out why rich people did the things they did and collected what they collected: thousand-pound bottles of wine, coins, or Chinese jade figurines. I was getting two hundred pounds a day with a bonus of a thousand pounds if I got this particular, very valuable figurine back. The plan was to reevaluate the arrangement if I wasn't making progress after two weeks.

Laughton had started in Sheffield as a pharmacist, and he'd come up with a unique nasal device for the application of medicines. Laughton soon had his own company with headquarters in Singapore. Two years later, he packed a stockholder meeting and bought out his largest competitor. His company’s stock went up and up and then one year later after he owned most of it, Laughton sold all his shares to a big pharmaceutical company at a big profit.

Now worth millions, Laughton moved to London, bought real estate and was even richer. He had now started to produce movies for online streaming companies, starring someone who had once been a soap star and featuring sex, violence and what passed for a sense of visual humor and as little dialogue as possible. His cost was about 500,000 pounds a movie, his worldwide profit several million. He lived in a modest, at least for the area, brick house in Islington, not too close to Regent’s Canal, but close enough to have an unrestricted view of the water from his bedroom and living room windows. When he heard that someone was about to buy and develop the land between Richard Laughton and the canal, he stepped in and bought it himself to retain his view. He had been instantly proclaimed a hero of Islington, a protector of what remained of its natural beauty. He gave the land to the council on the condition that it never be built upon. Laughton's tax write off that year was astronomical.

When I got back to Chiswick Quay, not more than a few miles from my client, Richard Laughton's house, the rain had almost stopped. I parked in front of my houseboat. Under the small canopy entrance, I took off all my clothes, shook them out, including my shoes, and went through my front door in my soggy boxer shorts. I had sunk some money into renovations before I had injured my knee. I had managed to pay for the canopy and some repainting. Now I could pay to fix the roof. 

When the changes had been made a few years back, my dad and I had the place cleaned and even made a few minor changes. Then we had tried to sell it by putting it on the market. An estate agent had said we would get every penny we had put into the houseboat and more. We almost had two buyers. One couple on the verge of buying had driven through the wrong neighborhood during the London riots and decided to head back to Buckinghamshire. Another couple had backed out when they saw it. Then there were the leaks and the floods. The last one was a little one, but when you live in a small houseboat, even a little flooding can be a big problem. I had spent what little money I had inherited from my dad to put the place back in living order, and was now resigned to staying put. I had been burgled four times in five years. Not bad compared to my neighbors. But bad enough.

The lights were on when I stepped into the living room carrying my soggy clothes. Sitting behind my desk watching something on my laptop screen sat Gary ‘The Wizard of Odds’ Dodds. The Wizard and I went way back, back to prison where I'd been given a bad sentence and spent some pretty bad years behind bars, until they found out I hadn't done the crime. 

The Wizard had done his crimes and then some. He was a wealth of criminal knowledge, who had picked up bits and pieces of information and goods and shared a cell with me. There had been times he had helped me and other times when he had come close to getting me killed. Without my knowledge, he had told other inmates that I was his muscle. In fact, I was a bitter, cynical ex-copper who wanted to be left alone to feel sorry for himself. Eventually, I had to admit that The Wizard had helped to pass the long days and noisy prison nights, and we became something like friends.

The Wizard looked up at me, his feet on my desk sitting back in my chair and shook his head. The Wizard had changed little over the years. A little less hair on top of his head was compensated for by a full beard, which had more than a touch of grey. He wore a pair of old jeans and a black shirt. 

“Jacky,” he said with something approaching disgust. “You look awful. You don't go swimming during a storm.” 

“Gary,” I said, digging a plastic bag out from under the sink and filling it with my clothes, including my underwear. “You're risking your life by coming in here.” 

“Jacky!” he said, as if hurt by my statement. 

I went for a towel and wrapped it around myself. 

“They don't know where you live, and I promised them the money tomorrow. You've got it, don't you?” “Gary, the risk is not from whoever you owe money. I said it's from me. You put my houseboat up for collateral. You break into my home. You put your feet on my desk, and you've probably drunk the last can of beer in the fridge.” 

“That was the last one? Sorry Jacky, I'll borrow your car and go to the offie” he said, taking his feet down and starting to get up. 

“Borrow my... You don't have a car?” 

“You see I was using a rental” “and how did you get here?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer.

“Got a lift and then took a bus,” he said, “almost got caught in the flooding. I've had a bad night, Jack.” 

I said, “Bad night!” 

“Right, Jack?” he said, coming around the desk and placing his crumpled copy of the Racing Post down so he wouldn't lose this place. “Just give me the keys. I'll find an open offie, bring back some cans, and you've got the money, haven't you?” 

“You can't have the keys to my car,” I said. “I've grown fond of that Jag. I'd like to see it again. Drive it again, not wonder if it’s halfway to Dubai on a container ship.” 

“Have I ever let you down?” The Wizard asked, his hand on his heart, a tear in his eye. 

“Frequently,” I said. 

“Now I'm going to make a phone call to my client, take a shower and drive up to make a delivery and collect a cheque which I can cash tomorrow, when I'll loan you two hundred. After I put that two hundred in your hand, I want the deeds to my boat back by the end of the day, then I don't want to see you at all till you're ready to put two hundred in cash in my hand, clear?” The Wizard nodded sadly. 

“Can I sleep on the sofa?” he asked, pointing to the small sofa next to the window. 

“Okay,” I said. 

“Great.” The Wizard said, “You won't regret this Jacky; I'll get your boat deeds back and have two hundred in cash for you in less than a week.” 

“Go to sleep,” I said, heading for the desk and phone. 

“I think I'll read,” he said, going for the Racing Post. “May I suggest you get Sky?”

I was standing in my towel and dialing the phone number of Richard Laughton. The phone rang once before Laughton picked it up. 

“Castle,” I said. “I've got it.” 

“Problems?” 

“A few,” I said. “I've got to shower and change, and I'll bring it right over.” 

“I'll have your cheque ready,” he said. “My memory and appreciation for services are long, Mr. Castle. You could have stretched this out.” 

“I don't work that way,” I said. 

I took the box inside into the shower and placed it on the shelf of the shower head. I didn't want The Wizard finding it. I knew he'd go through my wet trousers. I had already removed my wallet and car keys, they were on the shelf with the box. After a soapy shower and shampooing twice, I felt better. My jaw still ached and was sore to the touch. I wiped off the mirror. It didn't look as if it were changing color or swelling. My knees were a different tale. I dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, pocketed wallet, keys and the box and moved past The Wizard, who had found a pillow and was lying back with one hand behind his head reading. He never looked up as he said, “I hope you didn't use all the hot water?” 

I didn't answer. 

“And don't forget you’ve run out of beer. Hell Jack, you're out of just about everything.” 

“Goodbye, Gary,” I said and went outside. It was no longer raining.

I drove to Richard Laughton's house, no dogs, no guards, no big gate, just a few tasteful outdoor lights. Thunder clapped, and a lightening flash lit up the sky. I parked in the driveway. He answered the door of the big brick house himself. It was nearly two in the morning. He was dressed completely, though casually, in designer jeans, a green button-down short-sleeve shirt and the look of anticipation. His eyes going immediately to my hand. I gave him the package and closed the door behind me. I had heard there was a Mrs. Laughton. I had never seen her. But then again, I had only seen Laughton once before. 

I don't remember how the subject of knee surgery came up, but it had. 

Laughton, who was now somewhere in his 50s and looked about 10 years younger and 20 years fitter, and had some kind of procedure early last year. He recommended a specialist doctor, Roberts, and even made the call asking for an appointment for me as soon as possible. Laughton was tall, lean tan and fit. His white hair was cut military short, and his teeth were a white marvel of modern care and dentistry.

We stood in the entryway to the house. I could smell a fire burning and heard the crackling of wood. There was a crystal chandelier high overhead ready for the Phantom to cut it down. The lights of the chandelier were out. Laughton opened the box and took out a small jade rabbit figurine. His tough eyes fought back tears as he held it up to the light. 

“Perfection,” he said. “Mr. Castle. This is perfection. The greatest master of the art of jade sculpture crafted this jade rabbit more than 500 years ago.” 

He showed it to me. I nodded appreciatively. 

“It took him almost a year to craft it, even the slightest movement could be a disaster. Destroy months of work. Mr. Castle, there is only one like this. Thousands of cheap ones are flooding the market from Taiwan, done quickly by students who take no great care and have no skill. Nothing like this. If I could find a Chinese artist who could do work like this... Would you like to go to China, Castle?” Laughton said with a smile.

“No, thank you.” I said. 

“Great acupuncture,” he said, reluctantly putting the figurine back in the case, closing it, then placing it on the table near the door. 

He produced a cheque book, filled out a cheque and handed it to me. “Satisfactory?” he asked. 

“Very generous,” I said. He held out his hand and we shook. Good grip. “A little security around here might not be a bad idea.” I suggested tucking the cheque nonchalantly in my shirt pocket. 

“I suppose so,” Laughton said with a sigh, running his hand across his brush of white hair. “One hates to think it's necessary out here. But I'm a realist, and I'll do more than take it under advisement.” 

“Figgis?” 

“I advised him strongly that he gives me no more cause to look him up,” I said with a smile. Laughton smiled back. His smile was better than mine. 

“Thank you, Mr. Castle.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Laughton,” I said, padding the pocket with the cheque inside. Something stirred in the darkness at the top of the stairs. I saw or imagined that a bare woman's foot reached down to the stair below. Then I was gone. 

The Wizard was asleep and snoring when I got back, with a carton of long-life milk and a box of Frosties resting on his chest. I had enough cash for petrol to get to the bank in the morning. The Racing Post was on The Wizard’s stomach. He was wearing my favorite bath robe and his hands were crossed protectively over the newspaper. 

I put the milk and Frosties away, quietly turned out the lights and went into my small bedroom. I hung my clothes up, tucked the cheque in my wallet, and put them both under my pillow and then collapsed after taking four aspirin. I could hear The Wizard’s snoring through the door. My houseboat was not built for privacy. I would have covered my head with my second pillow, but The Wizard had it. I rolled my pillow over my ear thinking I would spend half the night listening to The Wizard and feeling my knees, especially the one Figgis had kicked. I fell asleep almost immediately. 

I woke up to the sun peeking through the window. My knees didn't hurt quite so much and my wallet and Laughton’s cheque were still under the pillow. The Wizard was awake; he was dressed and nursing a can of beer. 

“I thought you were going to sleep all day,” he said with irritation. “And you should have some breakfast stuff in here, like bacon or eggs or something. This stuff isn't healthy. You got the money?” 

“I got it,” I said, “and you are never to wear that robe again.” 

“I understand,” he said, reaching for the box of Frosties from where he sat on the couch. He munched, dropping crumbs, “sentimental value?” 

“No, Gary, it's just mine. And I don't want you to wear it.” 

“Don't be so touchy Jack.” He said, “Get yourself shaved and dressed, and we'll go over to the bank, get some money, have us a decent breakfast, and you can drop me off somewhere.” “I'm going into town,” I said.

“I've got a doctor's appointment.” 

“I don't trust doctors, Jack,” The Wizard said, drinking more milk. 

“I’ll bear that in mind,” I said. 

The rest of the morning went reasonably well. I shaved, dressed, took a few more aspirin with water, brushed my teeth and my hair and was ready to go in about 15 minutes. The racing post was rolled up in The Wizard’s back pocket. The bank deposited my cheque just a bit too late to catch a couple of standing orders that had bounced. I paid what I owed on them, gave The Wizard 200, kept 400 for myself, bought him breakfast at a small greasy spoon café and listened to his plans for getting rich. I now had about two thousand pounds in my bank account and bills totaling somewhere in the vicinity of the annual interest on the National Debt. 

I dropped The Wizard at the Elephant and Castle and reminded him that I wanted the deeds for my houseboat back by nightfall, and I wasn't forgetting about the 200 pounds. He was standing at the curb as I pulled away and headed for the office of Dr. Andrew Roberts, orthopedic surgeon. My exhaust rattled just a bit, startling a young woman with a small dog. I tried to ignore it. 
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Chapter Two
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Dr. Andrew Roberts looked way out of my budget, from the big reception office to the young receptionist who should have been in lingerie on the cover of FHM, but was dressed in a tasteful green dress. The nurse, dressed in white, reminded me of the well-groomed and smiling middle-aged ladies who took their grandchildren shopping at John Lewis and smiled benevolently at all who gazed their way. She told me her name was Miss Carter and took me to a third employee named Rowan, who took x-rays of my knees after having me strip down and put on a white gown. 

Then Miss Carter took me to a small white room, took a vial of my blood and x-rays in hand, led me out of the room and down the narrow carpeted and clean smelling corridor. 

“You’re a private investigator?” 

“That’s right,” I said, wondering if the paintings in the hallway were originals. 

“Is that interesting work?” 

“Sometimes. Sometimes you have no clients for weeks or have to take jobs you weren't exactly trained for.” 

“Such as?” 

“Right now, I'm in search of a rich lady's missing Khao Manee cat.” 

“That could be interesting,” she said, reaching out to knock at the doctor's door. “I have a cousin in Dorset who owns cats. I can’t go near her, I'm allergic to cats.” 

“I'd like to get dressed now," I said. 

“When the doctor is finished with you,” she said with a smile, I didn't believe for a second. She knocked briskly at the door in front of us. Roberts called to us to come in. Nurse Carter disappeared. Roberts shook my hand, smiled. He had a good solid grip. 

Dr. Andrew W. Roberts, with plaques and certificates on his wall from Ashton University, plus several certificates of residency and advanced residency, placed my x-rays on one of those light boxes. I was sitting in one of the two comfortable green leather chairs across from his desk. He was seated in the other leather chair, his back to the wall full of honors and evidence of his skills. I turned around slightly. The office was impressive. Big, expensive furniture, a carafe of water on his desk, with clean, thin-sided, tall glasses beside it. 

The water had both ice and slices of lemon in it. I wondered if Roberts had an assistant whose job was to keep those glasses clean and that carafe full. He was wearing a lightweight, dark blue suit with a tie that looked equally as expensive as the suit. Andrew Roberts could have been Richard Laughton's brother. He was a little bigger than Laughton, a little heavier, a little older, but both were in good shape. Roberts's hair was just a tad longer, with not a strand out of place, and his white hair had definite overtones of the dark strands of his earlier days. He was handsome, completely confident, very affable, and I didn't like him. I was in a bad mood. Getting undressed and putting on a white gown that tied in the back hadn't helped it any.

Roberts probed my knees, took my pulse, listened to my heart, and stood back. 

“Richard called last night,” he said, “like a kid with his first bike. That jade rabbit figurine is almost priceless. Richard has one hell of a collection, probably the second best in England." 

“Let me guess," I said. Roberts smiled and said, 

“Right, I've got the best. That's how Richard and I met a few years ago. We'd both heard of each other and found ourselves bidding for the same figurine at an auction. As I recall, it was a rabbit. I already had a rabbit, but it's good to have a pair, don't you think?" 

Unless you are on Play your Cards Right, I thought. But I just nodded in agreement, putting my hands on my aching knees. 

“Well, as I said, I had a full collection of all the heavenly animals in my early twenties. The dragon is the highlight of my collection. You should come and see them sometime. “

“I'd love to,” I said, knowing that an invitation like that was no invitation at all. Besides, I was there to get my knees examined. 

“I gave Richard a Jade Tiger two weeks after we met,” he said. I looked up. He laughed. “No, nothing like that. We just became friends, fellow collectors and golf partners. His wife and mine are friends, too.” “That's nice,” I said. 

“Let's talk about these X-rays,” he said with a smile, right hand on my shoulder. “Things are looking decidedly bad. Jack,” he said, pointing to a place in the X-ray where two bones met. “What do you see here between the bones?” 

“Nothing Andy,” I said, wondering if he would take the familiarity any better than I was. He did. He was going to get paid. And what could he do? Ask me to call him Dr. Roberts? 

“Nothing, Jack,” he agreed. “There should be a layer of cartilage between those two bones where your knee is. On both pictures there's nothing, only that tiny thin remnant in your right knee which is doing you no good at all.” 

“So?” 

“Without that layer,” he said, looking at my x-ray with compassion. “Your bones grind together. Arthritis. The pain you're feeling in that leg is that grinding. If you just walk moderately, you should be fine. If you try running or doing any exercise, you’ll not only wear them down, it will hurt like hell. Your other knee. That's a different story. What happened?” 

“Like I said on the form your receptionist had me fill out, I shattered it in a car accident five years ago,” I said. “Had surgery. Now I have a bit of pain and a big flight of stairs looks like Ben Nevis to me. Give me some choices?”  Now he turned to me and smiled with hope. 

I watched him walk around his desk and sit behind it in a green swivel chair that matched the one I was sitting in. 

“First, we can give you knee replacements. Simple operation. You'll be off your feet for two to six weeks, and then you’ll be up and about again. However, you're little young for a replacement, though we really don't have much choice with the knee that you shattered. Whoever did the surgery was adequate, but I don't see any way past a knee replacement. However, at your age, my guess is you'd need another one in about 10 to 15 years.” 

“Other choices?” I said.

“You could just live with it. Many do. I can prescribe pain medication and advise you not to do any running, which, given your profession, I assume might be a problem. Or we can do a new procedure on the left knee while I replace the right one,” he said. “Well, not so new a procedure anymore. We take the cartilage of a cadaver and insert it in your knee. It's fast, and you could be up walking playing golf in a few days. I did it for Richard, and he's on the course every weekend playing a round of golf painlessly. The problem is this.” He pointed at the x-ray of the knee that had been shattered. It looked like pieces from a puzzle put together with pieces of metal, which is what it was. 

“I don't play golf,” I said, “but I can live with a little cadaver cartilage in my knee.” 

“Good,” he said. “There's a waiting list, but because of what you've done for Richard, I'll see to it that you get moved up. You'll be in bed for a few days in physical therapy, out on crutches a day later, and a new man in a matter of weeks.” 

“Thanks, but I don't have insurance and...” 

“I don't talk money,” said Roberts, pouring himself a refreshing glass of water. “I leave that up to Miss Carter. I've told her, however, that you are to get a 30% discount on any office visits and surgical procedures or treatments.” 

He pushed a button on his phone, still holding the glass of water. Then he came around the desk, took off his glasses, laid them carefully on the corner of the desk, and shook my hand. The door opened, and the smiling Nurse Carter stood aside to let me pass. 

Roberts was taking down my x-rays as we left, and Nurse Carter closed the door. I followed her down the antiseptic wooden inlaid floor, past the paintings that might have been authentic, and into an office that read Janice Carter, Registered Nurse. It was about a quarter of the size of Doctor Roberts's, but it was no nonsense and the furniture looked severe, black metal and recent. 

“Your bill for today's visit is 350 pounds,” she said, tearing a prepared sheet from the pad in front of her. She handed me the bill. “You get a 30% discount from the doctor. He must really like you.” 

“We're considering moving in together and adopting a child," I said. “Can I get dressed now?” Nurse Janice Carter didn't smile. She nodded to acknowledge that I had spoken. My payment from Richard Laughton was almost gone the minute I paid this bill. 

“I'm sure your insurance will cover most of this,” she said. 

“I have no private health insurance,” I said. “No one will insure me. I pay cash and I keep all the receipts for my accountant.” 

She nodded and looked worried. “Even with the 30% discount,” she said, “the cost of a cadaver procedure will be 7,000 pounds.” 

“7,000! I’m in the wrong game,” I said. 

“More or less,” she said. Her hands folded in front of her as I counted out the payment for today's visit. “How much is a knee replacement?” I asked. 

“With the 30% discount.” Nurse Carter shook her head and smiled at my naiveté. “The surgery alone is 7,000 per knee,” she said. And then there are the hospital costs.” My guess is we're looking at close to 10,000 per knee.” 

“I've got about 50 quid and some change in my pocket and the only case I've got right now is a missing cat.” 

“Doctor. Roberts can recommend a surgeon who might be able to do it for a bit less.” She said, “Mr. Castle, you came to the best; you must expect to pay for the best.”

Richard Laughton had sent me here, Richard Laughton had enough money to have Doctor Roberts operate on him a hundred times over.

“I'm sorry, Miss Carter.” 

“Janice will be fine,” she said with a knowing smile. 

“Janice. There's no way I could ever come up with that kind of money. I'll just have to learn to live with a little pain and take the medication Doctor Roberts said he would prescribe.” She reached over for another pad neatly laid next to the one that had the invoices. 

She had a whole row of pads of different sizes and colors. She tore off the top sheet of one and handed it to me. It was a prescription. 

“I can give you a small supply at no charge,” she said, “clinical samples.” 

I took the prescription, folded it, and tucked it in my wallet as she opened a drawer and came out with a small box that rattled as she handed it to me. I opened it to take a look. There was a little bottle with white capsules inside. I started to get up, telling myself the pills would work miracles that my running and jumping days were not over, that if I could just control or get rid of the pain, I'd be on the road to being a happy man. 

“Wait a moment!” Nurse Carter said, holding up a hand. “Maybe Dr. Roberts has an idea. Why don't you go get dressed, and I'll take you back to his office." 

I didn't like the way she had done that. It definitely looked rehearsed, but I had no choice. She picked up her phone, pushed a button, and almost immediately said, “You have ten minutes till your next appointment, doctor. Could you give Mr. Castle a minute or two more of your time? It seems he has no insurance and little prospect for immediate or even long-term income.” 

She was silent, listening, and then she hung up. “When you're dressed, please come back here,” she said. After I had my clothes on and felt a lot less vulnerable, back we went to the office of Dr. Andrew W. Roberts. Nurse Carter knocked. I entered and she disappeared. 

Roberts was behind his desk, looking at a file with furrowed brow. He might be able to fix a bad knee or a broken back, but I was better at the game we were now playing. I'd been playing it for a long time. “What's the deal, Andrew?” I said. 

Roberts looked up from the intriguing file, and his serious look turned to a small, sad smile. “I understand that you have no insurance, and you can't pay for either procedure,” he said. “I could come down a little but not much.” 

“You set me up,” I said not sitting. “You knew from Richard Laughton that I was a private investigator,” I said. “I did a good fast job for him, and when I made my appointment you checked on my income, bank account, insurance and worldly goods, not hard to do especially for a doctor.” 

“Those really are discount
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