

      

         

            

         

      


   





David Forrest is the pen name of writers David Eliades and Robert Forrest Webb. They authored And to My Nephew Albert I Leave The Island What I Won Off Fatty Hagan In A Poker Game, After Me, The Deluge and The Great Dinosaur Robbery which was filmed as One of Our Dinosaurs Is Missing starring Peter Ustinov.










The Great Dinosaur Robbery


 


 


David Forrest


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 1970 by 


Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © 1970 by David Eliades and Robert Forrest Webb


 


The right of David Forrest to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by him in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor


be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


ISBN 978 1 444 78847 1


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk










Acknowledgement


The authors wish to thank the American Museum of Natural History and New York’s 20th Police Precinct for their help and amusing advice while researching this book.


 


Copyright © 1970 by David Eliades and Robert Forrest Webb. With the exception of a certain political leader, the characters in this book are entirely imaginary and bear no relation to any living person.










Memorandum


FROM:        The pen of your enlightened Chairman, Mao Tse-tung.


TO:        The Department of Geophysical Research, Peking Academy of Sciences.


Comrades:


Following the success of Republican China’s Great Leap Forward, I now present my programme for the conquest of the Capitalist West and their running dogs; diligently applied, it will enable us to triumph, WITHOUT resorting to open warfare – with its inherent risks to ourselves of nuclear retaliation. Code name for this operation is The Great Leap Downward, and it is based on the following principle: If, as the earth’s natural vibrations pass through our beloved country, our entire population of 750,000,000 were to jump to the ground from a height of about six feet, the resulting increase of tremors would be carried across the Pacific. Huge ground quakes and tidal waves would sweep over the whole of the United States’ West Coast, destroying everything. Island countries such as Britain, and the whole of Northern Europe, would be devastated. Neither would the Soviet revisionists be spared. The forces of nature would be blamed. And the world would be ours.


However, in order that we may achieve best results, it is imperative that The Great Leap Downward is made at the time when the earth’s vibrations are at their peak. I am assured they will reach their highest level of the century sometime this year. The duty of your Department is to notify me of the month, the day, the hour, and the very second when this maximum tremor is expected. Then, with the aid of our local party leaders and controllers, we will instruct my obedient followers, who will climb to the top of their jumping platforms and await my signal to leap.


CAUTION: If the Western countries learn of our scheme to use a geophysical weapon, they may be inspired to reverse the result by getting their own population to jump at the critical moment. Therefore, the keyword for our success is SECRECY.


Your beloved Chairman,


Mao Tse-tung










Hors d’oeuvre


There’s an English Earl among the exhibits of the American Museum of Natural History in New York. He is Quincey de Bapeau Charmaine-Bott, the 25th Earl of Hastings – the prized result of nine hundred years of selective breeding within Britain’s dwindling herd of aristocracy.


But, as a majestic rose is grafted on to the rootstock of the common briar in order to attain its full beauty, so the Earl’s ancestry goes back to a peasant farmer with the largest dungheap in the whole of Normandy. In fact, in the year a.d. 1065, the fumes rising from the rancid sewage just outside Rene Bott’s hovel were so thick that even flies were reluctant to settle.


Six weeks of continuous rain in the early spring had softened the stinking mound, so that it spread across the yard till it lay slopping, several inches deep, in front of Rene Bott’s doorway. It continually amazed him that only six sows and a boar had produced such an astonishing amount. He felt it was a pity that there was less of a market for pig-dung than for bacon.


Rene Bott, and his home, stank. He didn’t wear shoes, so his gnarled toes gathered the soggy manure and deposited much of it in his living quarters, where it carpeted the stamped earth.


The water he drew from the well, only ten metres from the pig midden, was suspiciously brown. He used it for drinking. It was too dirty to wash in – so he didn’t wash.


When William of Normandy decided to invade England and began gathering his army, villages throughout the countryside each nominated a man to serve. Unanimously, the village of Petit Bapeau nominated Bott. They’d wondered for years how they could rid themselves of the odious fog that hung over their valley. To them, the war was a godsend.


Bott was marched, at the end of a ten-foot-long catch-pole, to the duckpond. He was soaked for three hours, then scrubbed with birch besoms and lye, until his flesh shone a bright, polished pink. But the pig smell lingered on. Despite this, the people of Petit Bapeau considered him fit to serve their King.


After ten weeks of intensive training, in preparation for the invasion of England, Sergeant Paul L’Apout described Rene Bott as follows: Lazy, untidy, dirty, smelly, inefficient, mean, totally useless as a pikeman, lacking any form of courage or skill, and fit only as a second-rate guard for the army’s livestock, providing that it was livestock that he, Sergeant Paul L’Apout, wasn’t expected to eat.


Rene Bott became a muleteer. His job was to lead the animals, laden with spare bows and arrows, up from the beach-head at Pevensey Bay. Naturally, he was closely – but not too closely – supervised by Sergeant L’Apout.


It was the fourteenth day of October, 1066, a warm afternoon. The forward soldiery had been fighting since dawn, and the defending army was split into small groups, battling around temporary palisades. Bott’s skin was leaking sweat as he unloaded bundles of arrows from his mule team. He stacked them alongside the spare bows piled against an oak tree in a copse. He was taking a brief rest, before unpacking the last of his mules, when a squealing grunt startled him. A wild boar, panicked by the noise of the nearby battle, charged into the thicket. It stopped eight feet away from Bott. For a few seconds it hesitated, recognising the smell of a herd of pigs, but mystified by the sight of a man. Bott’s tongue flicked around his lips. Greedily, he calculated the profit he would make from his hungry comrades, and grabbed the nearest bow. He slotted an arrow to the bowstring, and hauled back his powerful arm. He took a step to the left, to get in a broadside shot. It was characteristic of Rene Bott that he should trip over his ill-fastened cross-gartering at that critical moment. His misdirected arrow ricocheted with a clang off the French Sergeant L’Apout’s iron nosepiece, giving him thereafter permanently-raised eyebrows, whistled upwards through a flight of pigeons, and began its descent.


History records that the English knight, Sir Henry Beagle-ditch, ever concerned for his liege’s spotless public image, remarked, at that instant of battle:


‘Your Majesty, beware … A flock of pigeons flyeth overhead.’


King Harold looked up. Rene Bott’s arrow struck. Harold fell dead.


Two men changed their names that day. William of Normandy became William the Conqueror of England. Rene Bott was dug, barely alive, from the bog where he’d been thrown by the arrow-dented Sergeant L’Apout, and was elevated to the peerage by the grateful King William. He became the first Earl of Hastings. He altered his name to Rene de Bapeau Charmaine (after his favourite sow) -Bott, and was given a large parcel of English ground. He also secured a generous pension, and a position at the King’s right elbow – the latter on condition that he bathed publicly at Yuletide and on Midsummer’s Day.


The de Bapeau Charmaine-Botts became staunchly British, defenders of the Crown in war and peace. Every generation served the realm, and many heads of the family lost their lives in royal service. Several de Bapeau Charmaine-Botts died in the Crusades, others at Agincourt, Bannockburn, Crecy, Bosworth and in a dozen other battles.


When war became a middle-class occupation, the family turned to diplomacy. Sons were educated at Eton and Oxford, and fought for the British cause in embassies abroad. Daughters always married financiers.


The last of the male line of de Bapeau Charmaine-Botts is the Earl in the New York Natural History Museum. But unlike many of the exhibits, he is standing outside a glass case – looking in. He is twenty-eight years old, and is frequently named in The Tailor and Cutter as England’s best-dressed nobleman. In the London Illustrated News and the social columns, he is described as the country’s most eligible bachelor. And, in British Foreign Office memos, as the most reliable, trustworthy, discreet and fearless wearer of the Silver Greyhound, the insignia of the Queen’s Couriers.










Chapter 1


The 25th Earl is leaning on his umbrella – tightly rolled, cavalry style – in the main hall of the museum. His narrow face is sun-tanned beneath his curly-brimmed bowler. He has just arrived from Hawaii.


He looks at the museum clock, then checks it against the gold pocket-watch chained to his waistcoat. He has six minutes and thirty-one seconds before he meets his contact.


He swings the umbrella behind his back, paces over to the Theodore Roosevelt showcases, and stands there for a moment. He appears to be examining the president-explorer’s buckskin clothing, but in reality he’s keeping a lookout behind him in the plate glass of the display. Not that he’s nervous – the de Bapeau Charmaine-Botts are noted for the iciness of their sang-froid while facing danger, and the 25th Earl, Queen’s Courier, has faced it many times. He’s watchful because he carries microfilm of Chairman Mao’s plans for the Great Leap Downward, and he’s been told that Mao ordered the Tse Eih Aei, the sinister Chinese spy network, to use any means to stop the secret from being blown. He is cautious also because he knows the way these Chinese agents work. The six Britons who successfully ferried the information out of Peking all subsequently died hideous, vengeful deaths. That’s why the 25th Earl now carries a cyanide phial wedged in his cheek. What he doesn’t know, however, is that the man he is waiting for in the museum is also dead – murdered and buried ten minutes ago in four small boxes in the Canine Garden of Rest, and bewailed by four theatrically tearful groups of Oriental mourners.


*    *    *


The 25th Earl casually flipped the middle button of his Savile Row Suit and looked at his pocket-watch again. Five more minutes. He tapped his heels together and strolled, past the information desk, towards the other entrance on West 77th Street.


The giant-sized Haida-Indian canoe creaked as he passed. The Earl’s eyes hardened. He gripped his umbrella a little tighter. A shadow moved. The Earl ducked, and a bone-tipped war lance hissed through the air and stuck, quivering, in the body of a stuffed bear. He hung his umbrella on the shaft and turned to face the boat. The dugout crew of painted braves came to life, climbed over the side of the boat, and slowly, in a grim and silent half-circle, moved towards him.


There was the chatter of a party of rescuing schoolchildren. The Earl’s attackers hesitated as the footsteps approached. Then they scrambled back into the boat to resume their previous poses as slave paddlers. The children, schoolteachers and guides appeared. The 25th Earl retrieved his umbrella, nodded to a schoolmistress, who eyed the impaled bear suspiciously. He sprinted up the stairs, keeping close to the wall. He made for the auditorium. From the darkness came a hiccupping sound, and a bullet picked at his sleeve. ‘Dammit,’ he thought, ‘They’re closing in.’ He ducked into a side hall, glanced around quickly, and pulled a neat Georgian silver snuff-box from his waistcoat pocket. He flicked it open and shook a miniscule red and white striped cylinder into his hand. He studied the monster exhibit and vaulted on to the plinth. He reached up and dropped the cylinder into the mouth of the largest of the beasts.


He stepped off, smoothed down his jacket, adjusted his shirtcuff length and checked his tie knot. He smiled. Now it was safe. He’d collect later, and rearrange the hand-over.


Quincey de Bapeau Charmaine-Bott smiled again. Not long, now, and he’d be back in Hawaii, with the sun and the sophisticated young American heiress he’d left by the swimming pool of the Surfrider. Skirting the long hall which had hidden the gunman, and avoiding exhibits which could conceal further attackers, the 25th Earl reached the exit facing Central Park West.


A drably-clothed Oriental tourist moved towards him. Sunlight slanted off the tall walls of the building by the Theodore Roosevelt equestrian statue. The 25th Earl paused to accustom his eyes to the brilliant glare. Then he straightened his regimental tie and began a brisk walk down the steps. Half way, he looked back towards the entrance.


He trod on something soft, stumbled slightly and grabbed a well-rounded body for support.


‘M-M-Madam … most f-f-frightfully …’ he began. A stout children’s nurse, grey-haired and considerably affronted by having her bosom strangled, let go the handle of her push-chair and hit him across the side of his face with her handbag.


‘How dare you, you sex maniac!’ roared her Scots-accented voice.


‘G-G-Good God, N-N-Nanny Hettie,’ gasped the 25th Earl.


The nanny looked. Her eyes squinted. ‘My, my … Maister Quincey!’ she said. Her voice hardened, slightly. ‘And who taught you to be a rapist blackguard?’ She stooped and rubbed her ankle. ‘Kicking your nanny …’ She stood, tried her weight on the foot, then smiled at him. ‘Wheesht, and look at you – a Laird, perspiring in public!’


‘N-N-Nanny … S-S-Sorry … A-A-Accident … N-N-Nanny Hettie … b-but y-y-you … you …’


‘Don’t stutter, laddie.’


‘You really shouldn’t h-ha-have h-h-hit me, Nanny,’ said the 25th Earl, his face pale. ‘You’ve just c-c-c-crushed my suicide pill.’ He delicately felt his cheek, with his fingertips.


‘Och! Nonsense,’ exclaimed the nurse. ‘Away with your silly games, Maister Quincey.’


‘I’ve got l-l-less than s-s-s-sixty seconds to live. P-P-Poison. Thank heaven I can rely on you to deliver a m-m-message. No, don’t interrupt me.’ He turned to the young nurse accompanying the Scotswoman.


‘You have a timepiece? Yes? Well, start a c-c-countdown, p-p-please. Start now … at f-f-fifty … forty-five.’ He looked at his own watch, again. The young woman began.


‘Forty-five … forty-four … forty-three …’


The Scots nanny’s face coloured. She looked at him, threateningly. ‘Maister Quincey. Now see here, laddie …’


The 25th Earl took her arm, gently. ‘D-D-Don’t interrupt m-me, p-p-p-please, Nanny Hettie,’ he begged. ‘Just listen. It’s vital. V-VERY important … it’s g-g-government work … d-d-d-don’t have much time …’


‘Fifteen … fourteen … thirteen …’ counted the young nanny.


‘W-W-World security … avoid t-t-total destruction … m-m-museum … the m-m-message … microdot … room th-thirteen … largest beast … don’t t-t-trust anyone …’ The 25th Earl’s jaw stiffened. He struggled to speak. ‘Get it to … to …’


‘Three. Two. One,’ said the nurse-timekeeper. ‘Zero.’


The young Earl drew himself to attention. His eyes focused on the distance. He saluted. ‘G-G-God save the Q-Q-Queen,’ he gasped, collapsing rigidly backwards.


‘Good grief,’ said Nanny Hettie. She looked down at him. ‘Maister Quincey. Maister Quincey. Stop playing games, this minute,’ she commanded. Had he been alive, the 25th Earl wouldn’t have dared to disobey.


‘Maister Quincey …’ The Scotswoman bent anxiously over the prostrate figure and lifted its wrist. She felt for the pulse. A small knot of visitors gathered around them.


‘Is he?’ asked the young nanny, her eyes wide.


Her companion clamped an ear to the Earl’s chest. Then she squatted back on her heels.


‘Oh, God, we’re afraid he is,’ she said, quietly. ‘Oh, dearie us. Poor Maister Quincey, what have we done? He was such a bonnie bairn.’


An Oriental-looking spectator leant forward. He looked at the nannies. ‘Physician,’ he said, running his hands swiftly over the corpse.


‘Okay … okay … okay … Break it up, now. Get moving …’ A New York policeman shouldered his way through the growing crowd. ‘Okay, let me get to him. You, nurse,’ he said, looking at the stout Scotswoman. ‘You go call a meat wagon.’


*    *    *


Nanny Hettie MacPhish, sixty-year-old ex-royal nanny, had assumed, throughout her working life, so many of her employers’ names that she frequently forgot her own. Currently, she was Nanny Badenberg, working for Walter Badenberg, the New York industrialist. Over the years she’d been Nanny Trent, nurse for the Nottinghamshire barons; Nanny Norfolk, when she nurtured the Duke’s offspring; Nanny Derby; then Nanny Hastings, with Master Quincey. But most glorious of all, she’d been Nanny Windsor – royal Nanny Windsor. Her close friends noticed that, ever since the glorious day of her appointment to the crowned family, she’d also adopted the royal plural in her speech. Now, she never referred to herself as ‘I’ – it was always ‘We’.


‘Watch the bairn a moment,’ she told Melissa, her young companion. She kicked on the brake of young Simone’s push-chair and hurried to the telephone kiosk. After she’d phoned, she stood and listened to the siren as the long Plymouth wove through the traffic towards the museum. She watched the white-coated men jog up the steps and push their way through the persistent crowd around the 25th Earl. Seconds later, they carried his body into the ambulance. The policeman stood on the steps, jotting notes in his pocketbook. The crowd thinned and disappeared. After a minute, there was no sign of anything unusual having happened. She walked back towards Melissa. The policeman stopped her.


‘I’d like your name, ma’am.’


She nodded, and told him.


‘We might like a statement later,’ said the policeman, writing down her address in his book. ‘Must have been a heart attack. Heat, perhaps. Thank you for your help, ma’am.’ He saluted her, vaguely.


Hettie swallowed. Master Quincey had been one of her favourite children. She remembered his clumsy, comic first steps. She thought for a moment. She could remember even earlier, when he’d been carried out of the delivery room, and handed into her arms. Now, he was dead. It wasn’t possible. She hadn’t even seen him for years, although he’d never forgotten to send her gifts at Christmas and on her birthdays.


Nannies aren’t emotional, she reminded herself. She took a deep breath and clenched her fists. ‘Steady, Hettie, old lass,’ she said, quietly. ‘Chin up, chest out, firm step. There’s work to be done.’ She was sure that a Charmaine-Bott would only be involved in something very necessary.


She looked up the steps to the museum. An important message, Master Quincey had said with his dying words. Hettie gulped. Of world importance. It had to be delivered. It was in room thirteen.


The young nanny was sitting on the museum steps, very pale. Hettie thought of correcting her for getting dirt on her uniform, but she stopped herself. She rested a hand on the girl’s shoulder. ‘It’s all right, Melissa,’ she said softly. ‘Just sit quietly for a few minutes. Wait for us, we’re going inside the museum.’ Melissa nodded.


Hettie adjusted the strap round baby Simone’s waist, and straightened the child’s sun bonnet, then she climbed the steps to the museum entrance. Room thirteen, Master Quincey had said. She looked for an attendant.


‘Sure, lady, you mean the Early Dinosaur Hall,’ said the uniformed man. ‘Everyone wants the Dinosaur Hall. You know, lady, that dinosaur’s nearly two hundred millions of years old. You get that? Millions. Take the elevator. Fourth floor.’


The Scots nanny took the lift to the fourth floor. Room thirteen, its number in gold paint, was easy to find. Hettie remembered more of the 25th Earl’s last words. ‘… Message … microdot … In largest beast …’ She looked inside the room. ‘Lawks!’ she exclaimed. ‘The dear laddie could hardly have chosen anything bigger.’ She walked in. Dominating the centre of the hall, and flanked by two lesser giants, was the fossilised skeleton of one of the largest creatures ever to roam this earth – a brontosaurus.


Hettie made her way to the limestone plinth on which the three petrified monsters stood. She glanced about her. There were two visitors at the far end of the hall. She waited until they had gone, then she squeezed under the guard-rail and climbed on to the plinth, close to the head of the sixty-six-feet-long brontosaurus. She listened for a moment, to make sure no one was near. Then, gritting her teeth and holding back a shudder, she stuck her hand into the beast’s jaws and felt around. She found nothing. She was surprised. It seemed the obvious place to hide a message. She looked for another hiding place. Inside the rib cage, perhaps? She searched as carefully as she could, again with no success. Puzzled, she examined the tail bones. She tried to visualise the size of the message. She recalled the 25th Earl’s words. ‘A microdot,’ he’d said. Would that be bigger than a pea? She decided it would probably be smaller. It must be pushed into one of the bones, then. There were hundreds. It could be anywhere. She made another fruitless search. Then came the sound of approaching footsteps.


Hettie sighed. Sadly, she left the hall.


*    *    *


William Badenberg boasts that he is 2,922 today. Days, that is. Actually, he’s eight years old, and he’s enjoying himself. Birthdays are one of the few times when he sees his mother and father together. They’re not divorced. It’s just that Mr. Badenberg is always busy being successful.


‘It’s William’s birthday on Tuesday,’ Mrs. Badenberg cabled him in Zurich.


‘Fine,’ Mr. Badenberg cabled back. ‘Fix him a cocktail party. Buy him a new car.’


‘At eight?’ cabled Mrs. Badenberg.


‘At any suitable time,’ replied her husband.


A telephone call to his Swiss office ended the confusion. Mr. Badenberg cancelled forty-three appointments, took two days from work, and flew home.


William has twenty guests, suitably chosen from Mrs. Badenberg’s social blue book, and all children of the right sort of people to know.


They are enjoying a lobster barbecue on the Badenberg patio. They are being entertained. They like Sammy Davis Jnr., Danny Kaye and Julie Andrews. Mr. Badenberg is glad he hired them. He knows that, otherwise, he wouldn’t have known how to entertain one child – let alone this lot. He is standing beside the french windows, anaesthetising his conscience with Martinis. He is feeling guilty about his neglected business.


Mrs. Badenberg flicks her teeth with an elegant fingernail. She’s worried. She’s wondering if the nannies’ champagne has been correctly chilled.


The nannies are a social conundrum. Mrs. Badenberg often discusses them with her friends. The nannies are efficient, polite, perfectly mannered and correct, but diffident. They never mix with their employers – even when encouraged. They prefer their own, élite, company.


*    *    *


While their charges giggled at Danny Kaye, the nannies sat and chatted in the lounge. They sipped the champagne, and nibbled cracker biscuits generously coated with caviar. They seemed relaxed, but Mrs. Badenberg knew their lynx-eyes missed nothing. She hoped she’d chosen the right year.


Mrs. Badenberg popped her head round the door of the lounge and looked. As usual, they sat in small knots, chatting quietly. No matter how often the nannies met, the cliques remained unchanged. They weren’t grouped by ages or salaries. She could understand a social gap caused by nationality, but these nannies were all British. She whispered to her own nurse.


‘Everything satisfactory?’


‘Perfectly, ma’am,’ nodded Nanny Hettie. Mrs. Badenberg left, pulled the door closed behind her, shrugged, and joined the children on the patio.


‘Terrible, terrible thing to happen,’ said Hettie, resuming her interrupted narrative. The other nannies in her five-strong coterie nodded in sympathy. ‘Poor, dear wee Maister Quincey. And after all these years. Such wonderful people, too, the de Bapeau Charmaine-Botts.’


‘Very thad, Nanny Hettie,’ lisped Susanne Martyn, the youngest nurse of her group, her blonde hair streaky from the reflected white of her uniform.


‘We brought him up. He had dreadful measles … and mumps. But he was always very brave.’


‘He must have been. He passed on heroically,’ said Melissa, the nanny who had made the countdown on the museum steps. ‘You could tell he’d had the right sort of training. Quite calm and collected. Really a credit to you, Nanny Hettie.’


The old nanny shook her head. ‘Not really, lassie. It’s blood that matters. We do our best, but without the right blood … nothing.’


The other nannies nodded again.


‘Foreign Office, wasn’t he?’ asked Emily Biddle, the oldest member of Hettie’s clique. Her hair stood out like porcupine quills. She blinked through a pair of pince-nez. ‘I can remember his grandfather. Victoria Cross – Zulu War, I think.’


Melissa leant forward, confidentially. ‘The Earl said he was doing something very important when he died. He said …’ A sharp jab from Hettie’s elbow cut her in mid-sentence.


‘But, he …’


‘Nothing,’ said Hettie, firmly. ‘What he said was quite private.’


Melissa bit her lip. The other nannies nodded in agreement with Hettie. What the 25th Earl had said at his moment of death was no one else’s business but his nanny’s.


*    *    *


Nanny Hettie MacPhish had three layers of bags under her eyes. She hadn’t been sleeping. Every time she’d closed her eyelids, she could see the 25th Earl’s face. Every time she’d tried to rest, she could hear his voice giving her his last instructions.


She walked her baby carriage in the morning sunlight. Master William, suffering from party stomach, was at school. His sister, two-year-old Simone, waved a fresh teddy-bear at passers-by. Mrs. Badenberg insisted there was nothing more unhygienic than a dirty teddy-bear. ‘Simone must have a new one every day,’ she ordered. ‘Out of the plastic wrapper in the morning – into the trashcan at night.’


Hettie didn’t agree, of course. Who ever heard of anyone throwing away a teddy-bear? How could a child grow to love a teddy this way? Still, every employer had her foible. Hettie partly obeyed Mrs. Badenberg, and placed a regular order at Macy’s store. But she didn’t throw away the used bears. By Christmas, she calculated, she’d have nearly two hundred to send to the children’s hospital.


Until the 25th Earl’s death, the bears, sitting in waiting regiments along the shelves lining her small apartment, had eyed her with affection. Now, she felt, their once-friendly faces showed mistrust.


Forty-three years a nanny, thought Hettie. Forty-three years since she was seventeen. Six satisfied families, including a period with the royal family. Five perfect references. She reached forward and checked the push-chair safety straps, tidied the coverlet and bunched the pillow behind Simone. The face of the 25th Earl stared up at her.


She aimed her push-chair at the park gates and along the path towards the seat where she would meet her friends. They were already there. They sat, like four white slats of picket fencing, on the long seat facing the Delacorte Alice-in-Wonderland monument.


Old Emily was knitting another waistcoat for Tarzan, her pet parrot. He was as eccentric as his owner, and nervous. He’d been reared in front of a television set. He was unable to speak, or whistle, but gave a convincing imitation of his jungle namesake – and he’d plucked his chest naked. Emily spent all her spare moments knitting him gay, miniature waistcoats to replace his colourful feathers and keep out the chill, while Tarzan dedicated his life to unknitting each new psychedelic garment. It was an endless competition for both of them. Emily daily devised intricate new stitches which she hoped were unravellable. But by bedtime each evening, Tarzan was naked again. He’d sidle along the perch and swing upside-down on the bars until Emily dressed him in his new woolly. He’d sleep warm and cosy on his swing, then, with his ape-man yodel, would begin his sartorial beak-work the following dawn.


‘Good morning.’ The nannies nodded a welcome, like a row of porcelain Buddhas.


Hettie smiled, thinly. The four friends shuffled along, so she could join them on the bench. She parked the carriage and set the brake.


‘Didnae sleep,’ she said.


‘It’ll take time, dear,’ replied Emily.


The other three nannies nodded again.


‘No,’ sighed Hettie. ‘It’s no just Maister Quincey’s death. It’s something else. We must tell you. We need your advice.’


She explained exactly what had happened on the museum steps and the last words of the 25th Earl.


‘There you are,’ exclaimed Melissa, dramatically. ‘He really was a British spy! Spies always carry suicide pills.’


Hettie was shocked. ‘Spy? Away with you. Charmaine-Botts would never be spies. The Silver Greyhound. We saw it, behind his lapel. He was a royal courier. Spy, indeed! Really! He was delivering a message. It must have been for Her Majesty the Queen.’


‘Well, my dear,’ said Emily, kindly. ‘You really mustn’t blame yourself for his death. I’m sure the queen would understand. But what are you going to do? Tell the British Ambassador?’


‘No,’ said Hettie, firmly. ‘Maister Quincey said not to trust anyone. We’re sure he wouldn’t have meant you, of course,’ she added, hastily. ‘You’re friends. Good friends.’ Hettie dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief. ‘It was his dying wish, you know,’ she said. ‘That message must be very important. It’s just got to be found and sent to the queen.’


‘By registered post,’ added Una. ‘That’ll be safe.’


Emily’s pince-nez dropped from her nose, as she nodded, enthusiastically. She fumbled for them on her lap, amongst the confusion of her knitting wool, then tugged at the cord that suspended them from her neck, reeling them in like a fisherman. ‘Yes. and I’ll help you to find it.’


The nannies’ heads wagged agreement. ‘We’ll all help,’ said Susanne.


*    *    *


On, across the wilds of Central Park, advanced the small British contingent. The nannies always marched, never strolled, backs straight, heads up, chins pulled well back on to their chests. And they marched in column, in order of seniority.


Hettie led them … because she had been a royal nanny. Her buxom figure and broad back almost obscured the view of her second-in-command, Emily. Behind the leaders strode Una, middle-aged and allergic to men, followed by the redheaded Melissa, and, as long as she could keep up with them, seventeen-year-old Susanne.


The eyes of the natives watched them.


‘Der sterilised, Charlie,’ whispered one of the watchers, as the column strode past.


‘Don’ be ’diculous. Dames ain’t sterilised. Only cats.’


‘Nuts! I mean like an operatin’ theatre. Like when they castrated me.’


‘Circumstanced you, you mean.’


‘Yeah, that too.’ The heads turned and watched as the last of the nanny squadron disappeared round a bend in the path.


It was a bright morning, with just enough breeze coming in from the sea to clear the automobile fumes and smoke mist from around the tall buildings at the end of the park. The previous evening’s rain had washed the dust from the leaves and grass, and the park had a fresh, rinsed look.


The nannies trundled their carriages along the side of the boating lake and through the tree-lined groves to Central Park West. By the time they’d arrived, they felt sticky and damp under their starched board-like aprons.


Hettie stopped opposite the American Museum and pushed the traffic light button on the crossing in front of the building. A small jam of carriage-pushing nannies built up behind her.

OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
=4

THE CREAT
DINOSAUR
NOBBERY

DAVID
FORREST






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





