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PROLOGUE


London – January 1940


It was lunchtime and the Lyons Teashop was doing its usual lively trade. A pungent fug of cigarette smoke, stewing vegetables and body odour hung above the crowded tables of a restaurant whose drab wartime decor matched the general dowdiness of its customers. It was a particularly chilly winter’s day. Suddenly out of the cold came a discordant burst of colour. A pretty young woman, her golden hair flowing from under a bright red beret, hurried through the entrance and paused to look about anxiously. Catching the eye of a passing waitress, she asked,


“Is there an upstairs here? I’m meeting someone, you see, and I can’t see him.”


 “Yes, the stairs is over there love,” the waitress replied with a short nod towards the back of the room.


Muttering her thanks, the young woman edged her way through the press of tables. She ignored a leering young soldier who amused his mates by pursing his lips theatrically into a kiss and reached the foot of the stairs. Just as she was about to take the first step she glimpsed her luncheon companion sitting casually with a newspaper at a small out-of-the-way table. Her heart sank. Earlier that morning he had caught her unawares when he had bounced out of nowhere and with a flash of perfect teeth asked her out. Startled, as she sat miserably at her desk, she had said yes without thinking. Now there he was, his paper set aside, grinning and waving to her. She was filled with an odd feeling of dread, but put her head down and trudged past the intervening tables of prattling diners to join him…


Later, when he had calmed down, he paid the bill. As they stepped into the street, as if all had gone well, he touched her arm and suggested a walk in the park. Instinctively, she told him to go to hell.


“Suit yourself, then,” he said and turned away.


An icy gust cut into her face and she shuddered as she watched him stride jauntily away. What a cheek he had shown to suggest a re-run. When she had refused during lunch, he had lost his temper and made threats. Now the meat pie, which he’d ordered for her, churned in her stomach. Tears, which had been threatening throughout the meal, began to trickle down her cheeks.


A grizzled old paper seller, rolling himself a cigarette at his pitch outside the tube station, paused to watch her as she turned and ran down the street. After a couple of puffs he resumed his patter: “Mr Chamberlain’s speech to the ’ouse. New rationing regulations. More German atrocities in Poland. Read all about it!”
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That night the blackout was particularly dark and dense. The man hunched his shoulders as he leaned into the biting wind whistling down the invisible Mall. He wore a mackintosh which hung to within an inch of the ground and a homburg hat one size too small. In his right hand he carried a heavy black briefcase and the masked blackout torch, which for once he had remembered. In his left, because of his arthritis, he could only manage an umbrella. He turned a corner and made his way slowly across Horse Guards Parade. A distant searchlight provided only a momentary glimmer of background light. No matter. The suppressed beam of his torch was just enough to lead him over the road into the park, and then on into Birdcage Walk. Sporadically cars drove past him, their drivers groping their way through the treacly darkness with blinkered headlights. The man’s teeth were chattering now, but he comforted himself that he would soon reach the station. From there it was a straightforward journey.


As he walked slowly on, the details of the incredibly annoying meeting he had just concluded at the Ministry replayed in his mind. Why wouldn’t they listen to him, those pinstriped idiots? Ach! Why did he bother? He could feel his blood pressure rising. “Count to twenty. Be calm. Count to twenty.” That’s what his friend Spinoza had always said to him when he could see the temper flaring. He was too old to have such a short temper and he started counting. He had reached the end of his second twenty, when he stumbled on a crooked flagstone and the torch and the briefcase fell from his hand. The torch light dimmed still further as it settled against the briefcase. As he bent down he heard a car engine revving in the distance. He grasped the torch, and stood up with creaking knee. As he bent again for the briefcase, he was aware that the engine sound was growing louder and louder. Suddenly there was a high-pitched screech of brakes and he felt a massive thump on his shoulder. A searing pain scorched his spine and he fell forward into the gutter. Briefly he heard the sound of car doors and the sound of approaching footsteps. Then nothing.
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As the two big men hurried across Trafalgar Square towards the Strand the pigeons squawked in irritation. They turned right past the station and headed towards the Embankment. The drunks and tramps sleeping under the arches knew better than the pigeons and made no complaint as the men nimbly picked their way through them. These were the Wiseman brothers, still known down the Commercial Road as “The Knockout Twins” due to their youthful prowess in the boxing ring. The brothers had found some easy pickings down here before Christmas. It was dangerous, of course, with Scotland Yard so close and there was the occasional roaming defence searchlight on the Thames to watch out for, but they had been working Kensington and Mayfair for the past couple of weeks with surprisingly little success and had decided on a change of scene.


They were both over six feet, but Stan was the burlier. He led Sid across the road and leaned over the river wall. The searchlight beams were concentrating on the sky over the City and the east, and their chosen patch was dark enough.


“Hush. There’s someone.”


The sound of steps and muffled laughter came to them from about seventy yards away. It sounded like a man and a woman. Stan squeezed his brother’s arm. “Let’s do it.”


Keeping their heads down, they moved silently along the pavement. A half-moon dipped in and out of the clouds above. A few yards ahead a match was struck. They could see the glow of cigarettes. The couple had stopped under a tree and were looking out over the river.


“I’ll take the man, you do ’er,” Stan whispered.


He found the cosh in his pocket as he pounced. His arm flashed through the night air. The man fell heavily to the ground as Sid put his arm round the woman’s shoulder and clamped one hand on her mouth. His other hand held a knife with which he stroked her neck. “Keep your mouth shut darling and everything will be alright.”


The woman squirmed and he nicked her. The clouds parted and he could just see the thin scarlet trickle on her pale skin. She became still.


Stan knelt down beside the unconscious man and, in business-like fashion, went through his pockets. A thick wallet, several notes and coins and a pocket watch emerged. He chuckled as he rose to his feet, pulled the woman’s handbag from her hands and looked inside. “Our lucky night” – he removed more notes and coins, a compact and a cigarette lighter – “and take a butcher’s at this.” A pearl necklace was roughly removed, as were her rings and bracelets. Stan stuffed their pockets with the takings. The man on the ground was breathing heavily.


“A big one, ain’t he? Good job I caught him proper.” Stan turned his attention again to the woman. He unbuttoned her coat and ran his hands over the smooth fabric of her dress. “This one’s quite a sweetheart. Perhaps we’ve got time for a bit of fun before we go. Her boyfriend’s going to be in the land of nod for a while yet. Let’s…”


The sound of a car’s brakes screeching nearby interrupted him. He thought he could see a car up towards the bridge. The moon came out of the clouds again and now he could see figures at the side of the car. There was a flash of red and then of white. He could hear a man’s voice shouting and a woman’s responding. Then a man’s voice again. Was it the same man or another? He couldn’t tell and he couldn’t make out any words. A woman’s voice started again, a strained and anxious voice. Sighing, he turned back to his female victim and stroked her cheek. “Better not push our luck, eh, darlin’? You’d have enjoyed it, though.” He patted her bottom. “Let’s hop it.”


Sid released his grip on the woman, pulled back his fist and hit her hard in the stomach. As she slipped to the ground they ran off as fast as they could, their pockets jangling with their takings. They didn’t stop until they reached the gardens in front of the Savoy Hotel. They fell onto a bench and, when they’d recovered their breath, they could hear nothing except the light snoring of a tramp in the bushes behind.








CHAPTER 1


Monday January 22nd 1940


Patches of snow covered the riverbank and small ice floes drifted along in the river. The sky was a brilliant blue and the Colonel wished he’d brought along his old military goggles to shield his eyes from the glare. His next-door neighbour, Thompson, a city broker, had told him over a friendly sherry the night before that his office colleagues were running a book on it proving the coldest winter since 1900. The freezing weather meant that his regular morning walk had been brisker than usual and, by his reckoning, as he approached Barnes Bridge he was probably ten minutes ahead of schedule.


The ugly metal latticework of the bridge sparkled in the sun as he strode along the river path, thinking happily of the bacon and eggs awaiting him at home. When he was almost under the bridge, a large boat chugged by creating a wake. It was high tide and, before he had time to take evasive action, several waves had splashed over the bank onto his best tweed trousers. Cursing loudly he turned to wave his walking stick angrily at the unconcerned working barge heading up river. He bent down to mop his trouser legs with a handkerchief. As he rose stiffly, having made little improvement to his sodden turn-ups, his still sharp eyes registered something odd in the flotsam gently pushing up against the riverbank. There was the usual mixture of empty tin-cans, beer bottles, newspaper, reeds and branches. However, in an area of water near the bridge, at the point where the sharp glare of the daylight was subsumed in the dark shadow of the bridge, the Colonel’s attention was again caught by something repeatedly caching the light as it bobbed.


He reached out with his stick and tried unsuccessfully several times to bring the object closer. Edging towards the water’s edge, he grasped a stanchion of the bridge for support, then heard the engine of another boat. To avoid a further soaking he jumped back but it was only a small cruiser passing under the bridge on the far side of the river. As there were no waves to worry about this time he quickly moved back and holding on again to the bridge for support, got a better look at the floating object. Suddenly he recoiled, his heart pounding fiercely, as he recognized a human hand. Now the attached body was slowly rising to the surface. He took a couple of very deep breaths. The body was female and clothed in pale pink underwear. A bloated face appeared and the empty eye socket decided him against further close examination. Taking another deep breath he headed for the police station, which was just a short distance up the road.
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Detective Chief Inspector Frank Merlin stared angrily out of his window at the barrage balloon drifting aimlessly above the London County Council headquarters over the river. It was only lunchtime, but it was a dark winter’s day and the light was on. He was thinking again of his meeting with the A.C.. He had clearly been unfortunate in the timing of his discussion with Assistant Commissioner Gatehouse. As he had entered his superior’s office the deep red tinge to the A.C.’s cheeks should have warned him that something was amiss. Instead he had proceeded to enquire :


“May I have a few words with you, sir?”


“Yes, but ‘a few’ means ‘a few’ and be sharp about it.”


“I wondered if you’d given any further thought to my request of three days ago?”


“Request? What request? Oh, you must mean your request to leave me in the lurch and enlist?”


“Er – yes sir. As I said, I should very much like to volunteer as soon as possible.”


“I am afraid the answer is an emphatic no, Merlin., I have just come from a deeply unpleasant meeting with not just the Commissioner but the Home Secretary as well. In public Sir John may appear to have the animation of an elderly Scots Presbyterian undertaker, but I can tell you that today he was full of vim. He had me on the carpet and berated me for over an hour on what he chose to call the numerous failings of the section of the Metropolitan Police under my command.


He chose to lecture me on how our nation currently stands at its greatest ever peril, and how he would sleep better at night if we, or rather I, would get off my backside and get a grip on, in no particular order of importance, Irish republican bombers, pilfering dockers and factory workers, Mosleyite fifth columnists and the numerous villains taking advantage of the blackout. Then for good measure he added the rocketing accident statistics caused by the murderous driving habits of most after-dark drivers. This, Merlin, he expects me to do when I have already lost many of my brightest younger men to the forces, while on top of that several of my best senior people have been seconded to the Government for security purposes, as you well know. At this moment you, the finest detective left to me, having already done your bit for King and Country in the last show, want to bugger off to be killed with the British Expeditionary Force. You should know better than to ask.”


“But sir …”


“No. The answer is no. Your country and, more specifically, I need you here and that’s final. Don’t think I don’t appreciate the sentiments but if I lose any more of my best officers, chaos will ensue – and chaos, Frank, is worth a hundred divisions to Herr Hitler. Just think of it that way. Anything else?”


“No, sir.”


As he pondered this injustice in his office, Merlin fumbled in his jacket pocket for his packet of Fisherman’s Friends. He had become strangely addicted to these powerful menthol lozenges over the past year. As he took his fix, his eyes refocused on his reflection in the glass of the windowpane. A lock of jet-black hair hung over his forehead. He needed a haircut. His dark green eyes stared back at him. His hand rose unconsciously to his cheek. A few more creases there. Eight years to go till he was fifty. His father had been an old man at that age. Still, he didn’t look so bad. He had a long, narrow elegant nose and a full mouth. His laughter lines remained despite his recent tribulations. He was lean and he had the same collar size as when he was eighteen. Suits hung well on his athletic frame, as Alice had often remarked.


Behind him in the reflection, he could see the room which had become his second home. He’d had it since his promotion to Detective Chief Inspector just over three years ago – that had been just six months after he got married. There was the solid oak desk he had picked up for next to nothing on the Portobello Road to replace the rickety Scotland Yard standard issue. The desk was always swamped with papers. Tidiness had never been his strong point. His comfortable battered leather chair sat behind the desk, facing two less comfortable companions on the other side. In the corner was a small table and another chair mostly used by his trusty Sergeant – someone else whose military ambitions had been thwarted, though for different reasons. When Merlin had moved into the office, the walls had been a dreary green colour and he’d insisted, to the irritation of the A.C., on having them repainted off-white. On the wall facing the window was a large-scale map of London, beside an ornate cuckoo clock acquired on a fraud goose-chase in Switzerland a couple of years earlier. Behind him was a picture of a 1924 police football team, featuring a blurry picture of him at the back right-hand corner. On the wall facing his desk were two van Gogh prints – he loved the post-Impressionists and the mad Dutchman most of all. He had a Goya print too – a firing squad in action somewhere in Spain, or was it Mexico? He had never found out. This was to the left of the office door which, half-paned with frosted glass, was in turn to the left of the London map. The floor was linoleum but he had put down a couple of intricately patterned red Persian rugs to liven things up a little – again modestly-priced acquisitions from the Portobello Road.


He shook his head and looked down at the lunchtime throng trudging through the snow and ice beneath him. Time for a walk to clear his head, he thought.


 

Turning out of the Yard on to the Embankment, he made for Parliament Square. It was as cold as he could remember and the Thames was beginning to freeze in several places. His navy overcoat was getting a bit threadbare and the wind shearing off the river hit him like a knife as he rounded the corner at Westminster Bridge. He needed a new overcoat really, and some new suits, shirts and shoes would not go amiss. Once he’d been quite fussy and proud about his clothes and appearance, but since his wife’s death he’d let himself go a little in that department – well, no, if he was being honest, he’d let himself go a lot. His brother’s wife Beatrice nagged him about this and other things, and had recently started making small contributions of her own. Fortunately she had good taste.


The news posters outside the tube station had dropped the most recent parliamentary cause célèbre, namely the forced resignation of the War Minister, Hore-Belisha, and were now trumpeting Russia’s invasion of Finland. “Russians press forward. Finnish resistance fighting fiercely.” Merlin smiled to himself as this brought to mind his good friend, Jack Stewart, staunch socialist and supporter of the Soviet experiment. He looked forward to hearing him tie himself in knots trying to justify Stalin’s motives for the attack on the hapless Finns.


After a quick circuit of Parliament Square, the bitterness of his disappointment at the A.C.’s rebuff began to lessen and he stepped into Tony’s Café for a hot drink.
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Frank Merlin had been born Francisco Diego Merino, the eldest of three children, in the Limehouse district of East London, in September 1897. At the age of 17 his father, Javier Merino, a shepherd’s son from northern Spain, had managed to escape a life of back-breaking rural poverty by making his way to the bustling port of Corunna and going to sea. After twelve years of circling the globe on merchant vessels small and large, he had tired of the seaman’s life and had dropped anchor in the port of London. After a brief unhappy period when he had to scratch his living on the streets as a dancer and singer of romantic ballads, his dark good looks had caught the discerning eye of Agnes Cutler, daughter of Alfred Cutler, the proprietor of Limehouse’s largest chandlery store. Javier was personable and good with figures and his wife, as Agnes swiftly became, soon ensured that he was installed as her father’s right-hand man. In due course Alfred Cutler had retired, entrusting the business to Javier. Three children had arrived in quick succession – Francisco, Carlos and Maria. Shortly after his daughter was born, Javier, tired of the laboured efforts of friends, neighbours and customers to pronounce his name correctly, decided to Anglicise it. He became Harry and his children Frank, Charlie, and Mary. Merino reminded him of those damned sheep he’d had to chase around those arid Spanish crags when he was young. An intelligent, self-educated and well-read man, he had always loved the Arthurian legends. So Merino became Merlin, and ‘Cutlers Chandlery’ became ‘Cutler and Merlin’s Chandlery Emporium’.
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Merlin returned to his desk and was stirring his tea when a tall, burly young man with a mop of fair hair pushed through the door. The sight of his trusted sergeant never failed to raise his spirits. Despite his earlier disappointment, DCI Merlin could not restrain a smile at the sight of Sergeant Sam Bridges lolloping clumsily towards him. The smile was quickly checked and replaced with feigned irritation as Merlin commented. “‘See the conquering hero comes, sound the trumpets, beat the drums’ Huh! So much for my little moment of peace.”


“Sorry sir, but something’s happened in Barnes.”


The Chief Inspector sighed loudly and put down his spoon.


“That’s a turn-up for the book then. Normally nothing ever happens there, excepting the final gasps of the Boat Race that is. What’s up?”


The Sergeant scratched a cheek. “A body, sir. They want us to go round there straight away.”


“By ‘they’, I suppose you mean the not-very-competent local constabulary?”


“Inspector Venables called me. Said he thought it looked suspicious and that we might want to take a look. He might be wrong but remember you gave him a hard time about that Martins case in Richmond when he didn’t get us involved at the outset. I suppose he’s just being cautious.”


Merlin grunted and sipped his tea.


“The body’s that of a young woman so far as they can tell. Fished her out of the river. Not a pretty sight apparently.”


“Never are, are they? Can’t one of my inspectors handle it?” “They’re all out on cases, sir. We’re the only ones available and…”


 “Alright, alright. Have you got a car outside?”


On the journey, Merlin studied his Sergeant’s face as he concentrated on the road. He was pleased to see that Bridges’s ruddy features had resumed their customary happy-go-lucky cast and the shadow that had darkened them recently seemed to have disappeared. He now appeared to be back to his normal self and yet Merlin wasn’t completely sure. The rejection had humiliated him, reinforcing the insecurities of a miserable childhood, which Dr Michaels at Barnardo’s and, more recently, his new wife had done so much to help him overcome. Despite all the traumas of his upbringing he had turned out to be a bright, diligent, kind young man. Now the Army Board had made him feel like a freak again. Perhaps it was a freakish thing to have six toes on one foot, but did it really make him unfit for military service? Of course, now that Merlin had suffered his own rejection, he could not help but feel rather selfishly relieved that Bridges would continue by his side. But he would have to keep a close eye on him.


A band of policemen were milling around at the river’s edge when their car pulled up. A haze of tobacco smoke shimmered in the icy air above them. Merlin spotted Venables’s bald head jerking up and down in animated discussion with one of his men and pushed past the small crowd of onlookers on the towpath.


Hector Venables was a large, ungainly man, whose prominent Adam’s apple jumped around his neck as if it had a life of its own. “There you are, Frank. I don’t quite know what to make of this one.”


“Now there’s a surprise,” Merlin muttered to himself under his breath before saying, “Well, let the dog see the rabbit.”


Venables shook his head before leading the way under the bridge. A constable carefully pulled back the top of a white tarpaulin. A body lay on a basic stretcher. Merlin tasted something unpleasant at the back of his throat. The woman’s left eye was closed and the other was missing. Her lips had contorted in death into a quizzical smile. Venables bent down to pull the tarpaulin completely off. The woman’s petticoat had ridden up her body and the policemen stared down uncomfortably at the grey-white flesh of the woman’s legs topped by her pink underwear. Merlin’s eyes slowly travelled upwards from the large bruise on her right thigh to the livid mark poking out from beneath soggy strands of fair hair on her forehead.


Venables scratched his nose thoughtfully. “Not so pretty now, but she might have been a bit of a looker.”


Merlin tried unsuccessfully to imagine the living face.


“Quite a young thing too, Frank.”


They heard steps echoing under the bridge and Venables said with some relief, “Here’s the sawbones.”


A portly old gentleman in a battered deerstalker approached and nodded his greeting. After a cursory examination, Dr Sisson made a few notes, paused to take a pinch of snuff, then spoke in a surprisingly high staccato voice. “I’ll take her away now if that’s convenient and I’ll give you my detailed views tomorrow morning.”


“What do you think, Doc? What about the eye. Think it’s …?” The doctor clucked his tongue at Venables.


“No premature guesses, gentlemen. I’ll do the work and then I’ll let you know.”


He tossed the tarpaulin back over the body, which two constables then carried carefully into the police ambulance parked nearby. The waiting crowd jostled for a view and there was a collective sigh when an arm slipped out from under the cover as it was being manoeuvred into the back of the vehicle. The ambulance drove off and gradually the murmuring onlookers dispersed.


“Who found the body, Hector?”


“Colonel Trenchard. Local man.” Venables nodded towards a riverside bench a few yards beyond the bridge, where the old man had been waiting with increasing impatience. They strolled over to him and Merlin made his introductions.


“Just tell us as simply as you can what happened, sir.”


“I was taking my morning constitutional, as always, down to the brewery and back. Done it pretty much every morning for the last fifteen years since I packed it in with the regiment. Leave at 0730 and back to Mrs Trenchard at 0900 on the dot. Never late. Never. Until today that is.”


“And Mrs Trenchard would be where?”


“We have a place near Hammersmith Bridge on this side of the river. Lived there for years with the wife. Since the last shindig in fact. Bought the house in ‘nineteen. Got a great bargain. Bought it from this French chap. He thought he’d done very well on it but I’ve…”


“So you walk every morning from Hammersmith down to the Watney’s brewery in Mortlake and back, is that correct?”


“That’s it. This morning I set out at the usual time. Bloody freezing morning. It’s going to be the coldest January for years apparently. My neighbour…”


“Just stick to the walk if you please, Colonel.”


“Right-ho. Anyway, got down to the brewery in good time. Then on my way back encountered this dreadful sight. Poor dear!”


The Colonel’s eyes watered and he produced a purple handkerchief into which he blew noisily. “Awful sight. I wasn’t sure what it was at first. A boat passed by and drenched me. I was trying to dry myself when something somehow caught my eye. Thought it was a piece of wood, well I hoped it was. Her hand that is, which is all I could see at first. Then the rest of her came to the surface. Seen worse sights at Ypres, but still…”


“Could the body have come from the boat, sir?”


“Well, do you know, I don’t know, Sergeant. I suppose it might have. There was a lot of splashing, when the waves hit the bank and soaked my legs. I didn’t notice what turned out to be the body until after the boat had passed, so it’s possible.”


“What kind of boat was it?”


“Just a normal old river barge. Didn’t really get a good look as I was attending to my soaking trousers. Couple of fellows on the back of the boat but I couldn’t really describe them. Think there was a flag, now was it blue or blue and white? Blue and white I think.”


“Did you see anyone else around?”


“No. Another boat passed a little later on the other side. I was the only one on the towpath straight after I found her. I walked along to the local police station over there. First person I saw was the bobby at the desk. I told him what I’d found and after that there’s just been a lot of bloody tedious waiting around.”


“Sorry about that, sir. I think we can let you get you off home now. Just give the Sergeant here your address.”


The old man rose stiffly. “Best of luck catching the bugger who did it, gentlemen. Anything else I can do, just call. I may be getting on a little but I’ve still got all my marbles, you know!”
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The girl hurried across the Gloucester Road in the fading winter afternoon light, dodging the crawling lorries and taxis whose drivers were struggling to make their way through the gloom. She was carrying a basketful of small cakes and biscuits, which she had bought at the little bakery around the corner. She turned down a side-street and was soon back at the staff entrance of the large house in Princes Gate. The Ambassador was away in America, but there was still plenty of work to do. She’d been pounding at her typewriter all day and was glad when Miss Edgar had allowed her to go on this small shopping errand.


A modest celebration was to take place. Miss Edgar, who was in charge of the administration of the Ambassador’s residence, had given permission for a tea party for one of the Ambassador’s chauffeurs, whose twenty-first birthday it was. Below stairs of course, but as Kathleen Donovan saw it, it was very decent of Miss Edgar, who despite her forbidding look had a kind heart. She’d even contributed to the pot Kathleen had collected from among the other secretaries, butlers, maids and chauffeurs. The birthday boy was Johnny Morgan, a dark, attractive young Welshman. Nearly all the girls in the residence had a soft spot for him. Even Miss Edgar treated him with a trifle more indulgence than she offered elsewhere. He was also a favourite of the Ambassador, for whom he had been working for the past year.


She skipped down the creaking staircase and joined a group of some twenty people in the small parlour next to the kitchen. “Here are the cakes, everybody.”


“Thank you, dear,” said a tall, bespectacled woman wearing her hair coiled in a tight bun. “Please set them down on the table. Now come along everyone. Tuck in. Come on, Johnny Morgan, make the most of your birthday. Your next one could be in uniform and I don’t mean the one in which you drive Mr Kennedy.”


“Don’t say that, Miss Edgar. I’m sure it’ll all be over this time next year.” Morgan’s smile expanded into a broad grin. “The Ambassador says that Mr Chamberlain will have to agree a truce with Mr Hitler and there’ll be no real fighting as everyone will realise we haven’t got a hope in hell on the battlefield.”


“That’s enough of that. Just because it’s your birthday doesn’t mean you’re at liberty to repeat the Ambassador’s private thoughts. Everyone here will kindly forget those remarks. I am sure whatever Mr Kennedy said was not intended in a defeatist way.”


Several of those present smiled to themselves. The Ambassador’s defeatist views were well known within the residence and embassy and outside. Indeed, at that very moment, Mr Kennedy was back in America doing his best to ensure that his President did not commit national resources to such a hopeless case as Britain.


Kathleen’s green eyes lingered on Morgan’s face. Although she knew that he was a milkman’s son from a small mining village outside Swansea, his high cheekbones and chiselled features gave him an aristocratic air, or so it seemed to her. She was quite a looker herself, with silky red hair, striking green eyes and a warm, welcoming mouth. Her old friends at home in Kerry called her Maureen because of her resemblance to the Hollywood film star Maureen O’Hara. A more recent friend in the Ambassador’s residence, Joan, another pool typist, had made similar comparisons. Kathleen had laughed at the teasing and compliments, but when she reconsidered these compliments while studying herself in the mirror in her digs, she worried that her face was too bland, plain even. She had never had a boyfriend and was nervous in male company. Johnny Morgan was nice to her, though, and she did not feel quite so shy with him. But then he was nice to all the girls, to Dora, Virginia, to Joan…Looking around suddenly, she wondered where Joan was and asked Miss Edgar.


“No idea, dear. She didn’t turn up for work on Friday, nor today, and I’ve had no message about her being ill. I’m more than a little annoyed with her as there’s a backlog of work for her. Mr Norton has a pile of reports he wants typed to be sent to the Ambassador. And I always thought she was such a reliable girl.”


Kathleen nervously approached the guest of honour:


“Do you know, Johnny?”


“What?”


“Where Joan is. I thought she’d be here to celebrate your birthday.”


 “Maybe she’s not well or something.”


Priestley, one of the other Embassy drivers, butted in and asked Johnny “Didn’t you see her for lunch on Thursday? How was she then?”


Morgan fumbled in his pocket for a cigarette. “Not me, Bill. I haven’t seen Joan for a week or so.” He turned towards the main door. “Sorry. This tea is running through me like nobody’s business. I’ll be back in a minute.”


Henrietta, an upstairs maid, lifted her pert nose. “How vulgar, but I suppose that’s the quality of behaviour you must expect in wartime when the best jobs in service are going to the sons of miners up from the valleys.”


Ignoring Henrietta, the small pale Priestley continued, “I expect it’s nothing too serious with Joan. A cold perhaps, or some small problem at home. Funny though,” he added as he gobbled a teacake, “but I could have sworn that I saw the two of them going into the café round the corner on Thursday. My missus keeps on at me to get some spectacles, but I don’t think there’s really a need. Probably saw him with another of his floozies.” Kathleen blushed. “Well we all know what Johnny’s like, don’t we?” Priestley wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Anyway, I don’t think it’s right for a chauffeur to wear glasses, do you? Don’t think the Ambassador would like it either.”


Morgan returned and flashed a winning smile in Kathleen’s direction. “Fancy a drink after?”


“I don’t know. I was going to try and get home early and…” “And what? Don’t be a spoilsport. Just a quick one. To properly celebrate my birthday. What do you say?”


“Alright then. Just a quick shandy.” Morgan patted her shoulder and as she felt a warm tingle run down her back, the mystery of Joan’s whereabouts faded from her mind.






CHAPTER 2


Wednesday January 24th


In his Chelsea lodgings Merlin awoke with a groan. His mouth was parched. He sat up and leaning out of bed pulled back the heavy grey curtains and looked out of the window. Although he was living in a pleasant part of town, he could not say his view was that wonderful. He could see the backs of two terraces of houses and a row of tiny gardens. In the distance there was a church steeple covered in scaffolding. Returning his bleary gaze to his bedsitting room he saw on his bedside table the heavy Bush radio, to which he had treated himself at Christmas. There was not much else, just an old red armchair in need of re-covering, a dark brown wardrobe and a chest of drawers by the washbasin opposite the door. Another van Gogh print, the one of the starry night, hung askew next to the mirror above the sink. His battered old record player sat on the floor by the window. It was a far cry from the cosy house in Fulham, which he had shared with Alice.


He got up and, having first straightened the van Gogh, he bent to drink copiously from the tap. He had sold that house as quickly as he could after Alice’s death. The agent had told him that he could have got a much better price with a little patience. But Merlin had not wanted to be patient. He was desperate to get shot of everything as quickly as he could. Alice’s death had been so sudden. The house was full of her – the ornaments, the furniture, the pictures, the china, the air – everything vibrated with her personality, her beauty, her spirit. He could not bear it. He had sold the house and most of its contents at knock-down prices.


Jack Stewart had been a brick. He had understood his friend’s pain. He had found the agents. After the funeral, he had put his friend up for a while at his little flat in Pimlico. And when Merlin had insisted on not being a burden any longer, Stewart had found the bed-sitting room off the King’s Road. The room in which Merlin now shivered.


He had wanted something simple and central. He had the money to afford something better. He could have bought another house in Fulham or a nice flat in Chelsea. But these lodgings suited him for the moment. He was in many ways a solitary man, but he liked the sound of human activity in the house. His landlords were good people. Dr Hewlett was a retired GP, a genial white-haired pipe smoker with a penchant for malt whisky and lengthy discussions about the merits or failings of the Surrey cricket team. Mrs Hewlett was a bubbly little northerner, who chided her husband over his pipe-smoking but shared his other tastes. In many ways they had the same sort of down-to-earth teasing relationship that he had had in his marriage.


He splashed the freezing water over his face. It had been a mistake to meet up with Jack Stewart. He had never been much of a drinker before Alice died – an occasional pink gin perhaps or a glass of red wine. Stewart had encouraged him to drown his sorrow with beer and plenty of it. He had now acquired the taste and was, he knew, drinking too much. This was hard to avoid if your principal, indeed only, drinking companion was someone like Stewart who could, and often did, put six or seven pints away without batting an eyelid. This his friend had done last night at The Surprise. Apparently, he had been on continuous AFS duty for seventy-two hours and may have been making up for lost drinking time. But then again, since the anticipated airborne arrival of the German hordes had yet to materialise and the Auxiliary Fire Service had little to do but organise sandbagging and practice running up and down their fire towers, what was to stop the firemen dropping into the pub for a few drinks every once in a while? Stewart’s duties certainly did not inhibit his scope for chatting up girls. He had elaborated at length on his prowess last night after his attempted apologia for Marshal Stalin’s attack on Finland had been duly delivered. In any event they had drunk a bucketful and Merlin could not remember whether at any stage they had eaten anything to soak up at least some of the alcohol. He rather thought not.


When he arrived at Scotland Yard there was nothing to cheer him and his hangover, if anything, seemed to be getting worse, despite the consumption of three menthol sweets.“I think you could do with a nice cup of tea, sir,” said Detective Sergeant Bridges with what seemed an offensive level of cheerfulness. Merlin grunted and Bridges took this to be an affirmative response. The first thing that he saw on his desk was a memo from the A.C.


I would appreciate, at your earliest convenience, reports on progress on the following items: The Barnes Incident, The Birdcage Walk hit and run of a week ago, and Johnson’s progress thereon.


Verey’s progress with the East India Dock investigation.


The forthcoming McGillvray IRA terrorist trial.


The review of our fingerprinting methodology requested several weeks ago.


There are a number of other outstanding items as you know, but I regard an update on the above as the most pressing.


“Very kind of you to be so accommodating,” Merlin said to himself.


“Beg pardon, sir?” Bridges deposited a steaming cup of tea on Merlin’s desk.


“Nothing, nothing. Thanks, Sergeant. Let’s hope this does the trick..”


Merlin parked the memo under the paperweight on the right of his desk. The paperweight, a bronze replica of the Eiffel Tower reminded him of his last holiday with Alice. Paris in June 1938 – what a time they had had. He pinched himself hard. At the beginning of the month he had made a New Year’s resolution to avoid wallowing in the past. He was determined to keep it. There was no room for any more self-pity. He pinched himself again.


“Any news on Barnes?” It had been forty-eight hours since the girl’s body had been discovered and they still had not received Dr Sisson’s report, promised for the day before.


“I’ve put another call in this morning, sir, but Inspector Venables said the doctor had been called out to a road accident in Richmond and that his assistant had no news.”


Merlin slammed his right hand down on the desk a little harder than he had intended and winced. “What the hell does he think he’s playing at? Idiota!”


Bridges, acknowledging one of the few Spanish pejoratives of his boss which he understood, shook his head sadly and sucked in his breath.


“Did you ask Venables whether he had anything to add to his own completely unenlightening report?”


“He doesn’t.”


“Huh! Any interesting missing person reports?”


“Nothing that really matches in yesterday’s batch but I’m expecting last night’s reports to be sent to me in the next hour.”


“And what about that boat?”


“I’m working on it.”


“Very well. Be sure to chase that police doctor during the morning, won’t you?” He closed his eyes briefly and sighed. “Now perhaps you can ask Johnson and Verey to come up and update me on their cases. Oh, and Sergeant?”


“Sir?”


“Could you have a look in the medicine box and see if there’s anything in there for my headache?”


Arthur Norton straightened his bow tie and applied the last touches of oil to his hair. Wearing his new Savile Row evening wear, he preened himself in front of the full-length Venetian mirror in his entrance hall. His features were regular, though a little spoiled by a weak chin and a puffiness round the eyes bearing witness to a lively social life. To Arthur Norton, however, the face in the mirror was one of which he was inordinately proud. His looks, he thought, especially with the recent addition of a little dignified salt and pepper in his hair, were even improving with age. He wondered briefly whether now was the time to remove the moustache which he had added to complement the portrait a year or so ago. “No,” he murmured, remembering the young debutante who had commented favourably on it the other night. His figure wasn’t so bad either, though his waistline had expanded a little since his arrival in England.


He stepped into the living room and poured himself a large Scotch. He still felt the need for a little Dutch courage before entering the social fray. In this he was unlike his friend and patron, the Ambassador who had for many years confidently maintained a fantastically complicated private life against a background of buccaneering business dealings, while effortlessly meeting his ever expanding family obligations. He was so self-disciplined that Norton did not think he had ever seen the Ambassador take more than one alcoholic drink in an evening of entertainment, and more often than not he took only water or soda. Women were Joe Kennedy’s alcohol and he did not need the hard stuff to put lead in his pencil.


Norton stepped into the pitch-black Mayfair street below his flat and set out on the short walk to his evening’s destination. It was twenty-to-eight and he was due on the hour. As he walked around the corner into Hill Street, he heard steps. He had forgotten his torch and swore at himself. He hurried across the road. Street attacks had multiplied tenfold since the introduction of the blackout. The steps behind him picked up their pace and he began to run.


“Mr Norton!”


Norton recognised the voice and stopped.


“It’s me, sir.”


Norton caught his breath and turned to face his pursuer. “Goddam it, what do you want? I’m in danger of being late for a very important dinner.”


Not for the first time, Johnny Morgan sniggered to himself at Norton’s strange way of speaking. ‘New England Lockjaw’, he heard someone call it when discussing the Ambassador. For some reason the Ambassador’s version of the accent was much easier on the ear than Norton’s braying nasal twang.


“Come on Morgan, spit it out or get on your horse. I have no time to waste.”


“It’s about the arrangements, sir.”


“What arrangements?”


“You know. With the girls. Those arrangements. I need…” A loud bang sounded from nearby and Norton jumped. “Only a car exhaust, sir.”


“Look, I can’t talk now. Let’s have a word tomorrow.” “When?”


“I’ll meet you in that saloon just around the corner from the embassy – no, then again, let’s meet a little further afield. St. James’s Park, at the entrance nearest The Ritz. Say at about midday. You can get away then, can’t you? With the Ambassador away you can’t have much to do at the moment.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll get away somehow.”


“Very well. So, good night.”


“There’s one thing that can’t wait though.”


“What, Goddamit?”


“The money, sir.”


“We can discuss that tomorrow.”


“No, sir. I need some now. I want what’s due. You know the amount.” Morgan’s voice now had a steely edge.


Norton paused for a second before reaching into his trouser pocket. “Lucky for you I’m carrying some cash.”


“I knew a fine gentleman like yourself would be carrying cash on a night out on the town, sir. Better watch out for ruffians, though. Plenty of them about in the blackout.”


Norton handed over some notes then hurried away towards Berkeley Square, while Morgan turned into The Running Footman to check that he had not been short-changed.


Norton’s destination was an imposing house at the end of a side-street behind Claridge’s Hotel. It was a large Georgian property fronted by a fountain, in which various pop-eyed sea-creatures spouted water over a gang of winged cherubs. A uniformed flunkey let him in to a brightly-lit marbled hall, where a pretty woman with a coquettish smile broke off from a conversation with a very tall but stooped elderly man.


“Lady Pelham. A real pleasure to see you again. Thank you for having me.”


“The pleasure is all ours, Mr Norton. Reginald, say hello to Mr Norton, you remember, from the American Embassy.”


“Welcome, welcome. Jolly nice to see you again.” Lord Pelham inclined his shining cranium, which was completely bald save for a fringe of white hairs that stuck out untidily over the back of his neck. Norton guessed that he had a good thirty years on his wife, a striking woman with film-star looks, whose clinging pale-blue evening dress stunningly highlighted her shapely contours. Norton eyed the diamond-bedecked décolletage appreciatively and wondered whether his lordship was able to take full advantage of his luck in having such an engaging partner.


Reginald Pelham had been a cabinet minister long ago. One of his ancestors had been a side-kick of the warrior Duke of Marlborough and had secured rich pickings from this relationship. His lordship had a fabulous stately pile in Oxfordshire, where Norton had recently been a guest at a most enjoyable weekend party. Pelham had only recently married, after many years as a bachelor. An ambitious as well as an attractive woman, Diana Pelham was now making good use of her husband’s wealth and position and with her own not insignificant connections was well on the way to being the leading society hostess.


“Come, Mr Norton. Won’t you join the rest of our party? We are a small gathering tonight, but I believe you will find the company stimulating.” Lord Pelham nodded in the direction of a door. Norton followed his hosts into a large wood-panelled room, where he was immediately offered a champagne cocktail by a waiter. Glass in hand he was moved on by his hostess, “Let me introduce you to our other guests.”


Glancing quickly around the room he recognised some faces from his Oxfordshire weekend. Lady Pelham guided him towards two men standing by the fireplace. “I believe you know Major St. John…”


“Norton, hello, hello. And how’s that fine Ambassador of yours keeping?” Major Edward St. John was a stocky white-haired man, whose bright red nose reflected his love of fine wines and spirits. He was a Tory Member of Parliament, who was, as Norton knew, a prominent Chamberlain supporter.


“He’s in the pink, I believe, Major. Still in America, but due back next month.”


“Mr Pemberton. Good to see you again.”


Vivian Pemberton, a slight, elegant man whose face appeared to portray a permanent look of mild amusement, was smoking a pungent cigarette through a long silver cigarette holder. He looked back through a haze of smoke. “Likewise, Norton.”


“I saw one of your plays last week. The one at the St. James’s Theatre. Knockout stuff. Are you working on another now?”


Pemberton took a long draw on his cigarette. “I’m afraid the Ministry of Information have me working on more serious stuff at present. An awful bore, I’m afraid, but as everyone keeps saying, there is a war on.”


The three ladies who had been chatting over their drinks at the other end of the room joined them.


“This is my wife Madeleine and this, my dear, is Arthur Norton, one of our American friends.”


Norton shook the hand of Mrs St. John, the small mousy creature who smiled weakly at him. The elder of the other two ladies raised her eyebrows at him and held out her hand.


“And this is Lady Celia Dorchester, and her niece, Nancy Swinton.”


Norton kissed Lady Dorchester’s raised hand. Her niece held her hand out at a lower level and he shook it. Supposedly Lady Dorchester had been a famous beauty in her day, but it was difficult for him to discern the traces of her youthful charms through the layers of fat now enveloping her face. Miss Swinton was a tall, healthy, rather gangly-looking girl. Not really his type on first impression – too natural looking a beauty for his taste.


“Norton is a close associate of the American Ambassador, ladies.” St. John drained his cocktail and signalled for another.


“Yes, yes, we know that, don’t we, Nancy? I am a great admirer of Mr Kennedy. A man of such energy.”


Lady Dorchester nodded her head for emphasis and her jowls shuddered. Norton was considering whether Lady Dorchester was numbered among the long list of Kennedy conquests, when a servant announced from the end of the room that dinner was to be served.


As the guests proceeded into the dining room, a loud rap was heard at the front door.


“I think that’s our late arrival.” Diana Pelham stepped back into the hall.


Norton had just found his name card between Nancy Swinton and his hostess, when she returned.


“I think you all know Freddie Douglas, don’t you? The fastest rising star in the Foreign Office, at least that’s what Edward Halifax told me the other day.”


Douglas, a slender, good-looking young man with oiled black hair and deep-set dark, wary eyes, smiled apologetically. “Well, I don’t know about that, Diana.”


“False modesty, Freddie. Come on now. Sit down here by me.”


Douglas sat down on Lady Pelham’s other side. He was wearing an immaculate, dark pin-striped suit, unlike the rest of the men around the table.


“Sorry about the kit. Everything’s so busy at the F.O., I didn’t have time to get home to change. As you’re such a sweetie, Diana, I thought you’d tolerate my failings in etiquette.” Lady Pelham gave him a dazzling smile as he paused to look around the table and exchange greetings.


“Arthur. How are you? Enjoyed the other night. I need to chat to you about a couple of things. We’ll speak later.”


Douglas tapped his nose meaningfully and sat back in his chair. “Sorry, Diana. Very rude of me, conversing over your head. My profuse apologies.”


“Don’t worry, dear. Ah, here’s the wine. Now I’d like your opinion on this. Our new butler found it the other day in St. James’s. Tell me what you think.”


Norton didn’t hear Douglas’s opinion on the wine, but as far as he was concerned, it was as fine a Puligny Montrachet as he had ever tasted and that was saying something.


“And so, Mr Norton, do you like living in England?” “Well, yes I do, Miss Swinton. Of course, I think I’d have to say I’d like it even more in different circumstances.”


“Indeed. Different circumstances. How I long for different circumstances. For the purposes of tonight, let us assume different circumstances and talk about pleasant things. I am tired of talking about the war. My aunt can talk about little else. Do you ride, or shoot?”


Pretending to a far greater affinity with horses and guns than was strictly accurate, Norton enjoyed his chat with Nancy Swinton. She might be an ungainly sort of girl but on further acquaintance she had a sweet nature and a certain sort of charm. Perhaps his first impression was wrong?


Inevitably, to Miss Swinton’s disappointment and a little to his, the talk of the table at large soon turned to the war and they were not allowed to stay out of it.


“And what do you think, Norton?” The robust colour of St. John’s nose had now extended to the rest of his face.


“Sorry, I didn’t catch what you said.”


“I was saying that this war is a stupid mistake. It’s not Herr Hitler that we should be fighting. It’s the communists and socialists we need to worry about. We should be working with Hitler, not against him. What do you say?”


“I don’t think that would be the Roosevelt administration’s line at present.”


“Oh come on, Mr Norton. I’ve heard Mr Kennedy say much the same thing as I’ve just said.”


“The Ambassador does have some strong views on Stalin, I have to admit.”


“Strong views indeed. Look. I’ve met Herr Hitler several times. So he’s a strong man and has done some things we don’t like. But my God, sir, we can and should do business with him. Isn’t that so, Douglas?”


Douglas finished his glass of the inspiring Chateau Lafitte, which had accompanied the roast lamb, and set down his napkin.


“As you know, Major, government policy at present is to work with all our might in assisting our French and other allies in Continental Europe in maintaining at least the status quo for the present, while we go about the serious business of rearmament. It is of course legitimate to question whether that will remain government policy. I, and I think I can say many of my colleagues at all levels of departmental responsibility, would certainly concede that there is an argument that instead of confronting Herr Hitler, perhaps we should consider reaching some sort of accommodation with him. Might Herr Hitler, if allowed to expand and consolidate his power in Continental Europe, be content to leave us and our Empire alone?”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A ‘[ lost myself in

DCI Frank this thriller...

i superb
Merlin entertainment.

thriller ‘ Eurocrime

% MARK ELLIS









OEBPS/images/img1.jpg





