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    The universe is a machine




    In which everything happens




    By figure and motion.




    

      René Descartes


    




    

      I’d like to be a machine.


    




    Wouldn’t you?




    

      Andy Warhol
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  1




  The foyer of the Electric Alhambra was lit to a pretty perfection.




  One thousand vacuum bulbs, brought to brilliance by Lord Tesla’s latest innovation, the wireless transmission of electricity, illuminated a scene of lavish enchantment. Just so.




  The foyer was crafted to the Moorish style, with a high central dome and surrounding arches. And all throughout and around and about, mosaics of turquoise and gold sparkled in the dazzling

  luminescence. These mosaics were wrought with cunning arabesques and details of intricate geometry. Here a hexagram, picked out in oriental amethyst and lapis lazuli. There a pentacle, in

  heliotrope and aquamarine. So rich and complex were these ornamentations as to baffle the eye and stagger the senses. To inspire both wonder and awe.




  The foyer was furnished with settles and settees, copious couches and diverse divans. These were upholstered with sumptuous swan’s down, moleskin and marmot and pale astrakhans. Towering

  torchères with filigreed finials, tables of pewter and copper and brass. Inlaid and overlaid, fiddled and diddled, fantastic fittings and glittering glass.




  But all of these wonders – and wonders they were – served only as an architectural hors d’oeuvre to the great banquet of gilded glory that was the auditorium. For beyond tall

  doors of embellished enamel, which rose like hymns in praise of pleasure, were Xanadu and Shangri-La made flesh in wood and stone. In bronze and in ormolu, travertine and tourmaline, crystal and

  silver and glittering gold.




  The auditorium boasted seating for three thousand people in the most exquisite surroundings imaginable. Electrically lit and lavishly appointed, it was truly a marvel of the modern age.




  But—




  There were certain folk who expressed certain doubts.




  The Society columnist of The Times newspaper, for instance. He had coined a new term to describe the interior of the Electric Alhambra: ‘Architectural Sesquipedalianism’.

  Words such as ‘grandiloquent’, ‘overblown’, ‘ostentatious’ and, indeed, ‘intemperate’, flowed from his steam-powered fountain pen and figured large

  in his repertoire of damnation for this ‘Monstrous Testament to Bad Taste’.




  For ‘The Thunderer’s’ columnist was a titled toff of the esoteric persuasion and the Electric Alhambra, a Music Hall!




  Now this was not to say that the gentry did not frequent the Music Hall. Not one diddly bit of it. But even those adventurous aristocrats who favoured titillation above temperance entered the

  portals of such establishments furtively and in heavy disguise, thereby perpetuating the belief that the Music Hall was really just for commoners – the hoi polloi and not the

  hoity-toity.




  Upon this particular evening, a warm summer’s evening in early July, the hoi polloi held sway. Certain swank events here in the British Empire’s capital had drawn most of high social

  standing to the company of their own and the Electric Alhambra was the almost exclusive preserve of the downtrodden masses. Or at least those members of the lumpenproletariat as could scrape

  together the price of admission: three fine, bright copper pennies.




  But there were others present upon this summer’s evening. Others whose undeniable otherness distinguished them. Marked them out as different. Other men from other worlds were

  these. Beings from the bloated planet of Jupiter, or the cloud-girt world of Venus.




  It was now twelve years since the Martian invasion of Earth, as recalled in that historical memoir of Mr H. G. Wells, The War of the Worlds, and two since Worlds War Two. Happily the

  Martians had been mercilessly destroyed and happier still the British Empire now extended to Mars. But the alliance and state of peace that existed between Earth, Venus and Jupiter was an uneasy

  one. There was a singular lack of trust and at times acts of open hostility were directed towards off-worlders who walked the streets of London.




  But not here. Not here in the Music Hall. Whatever happened outside remained outside. Within, the Music Hall justly considered itself to be the very exemplar of egalitarianism. All were

  welcome and all were treated equally. Although those with more than three pennies to spend could occupy the better seats.




  So, what of the Alhambra’s patrons this evening? What of their looks and their manners and styles? Mr Cameron Bell, that most private of private detectives, was known (by those in the

  know) to be capable of discerning a man’s occupation merely by the study of his boots.




  The boots of those who now shuffled about upon the mosaic floor of the foyer spoke of many occupations. As indeed did their distinctive attire.




  Here were the piemen and those who offered for sale upon the thoroughfares of the great metropolis such toothsome viands as mock-plum duff, straw muffins, mud pies, sawdust puddings and

  cardboard cakes. Shirts, once white, found favour with them, as did long, pale smocks of antique design, as worn by bakers in bygone days. When bread was oft-times made out of bread and rarely, as

  now, out of chalk.




  Mingling amongst these fellows were to be seen the cockney street sellers of flypapers, beetle wafers and wasp traps, cockroach castles and sea-monkey sanctuaries. These were men of the

  ‘pattering class’, who plied their wares with silken tongues and honeyed words. Displaying a tamed spider or two, with which to garner interest from Samaritans. They sported suits of

  rough-cut plaid with patterns in beige and taupe, echoing those of Lord Burberry.




  Many and various were the trades of London’s working class. Trades that had persisted since the dawn of recorded history and would no doubt prevail for ever, resisting all future trends.

  Crossing sweepers conversed with ratcatchers, bone-grubbers and those who gathered the Pure.1 Mole-stranglers and ferret-stretchers shared jokes with

  horse-sniffers and donkey-punchers, the men who point at poultry and those who untwist dogs into the shape of balloons.




  The owners of dancing ducks and industrious insects exchanged banter with characters who bruised peaches for public entertainment and others prepared to scrape tortoises in private, once a

  proper price had been agreed upon.




  And here also were the folk of London’s underworld. The men ‘who would not be blamed for nothing’. The coiners and card sharps. The purloiners of parrots. Burglars of bunnies

  and budgerigars. Kidnappers of kittens. Procurers of poodles. Pimps of Pomeranians. Loudly dressed and loudly spoken were they, and in the company of women.




  Women of easy virtue these and of boisterous disposition. Brightly frocked, given to the downing of gin and the employment of fisticuffs and foul language. And such immoderate laughter as to

  rattle light bulbs and set upon edge whatever teeth any possessed.




  But not all women here were such as they. Others were decent working girls. Those ingénues, poor but honest, clean and well turned out. Girls in service to the houses of the great and the

  good. Parlour maids and linen-folders. Respectable spinsters who laundered lavender bags, pampered pillows and fluffed up the muffs of their mistresses. In corsets and bustles, best gloves and

  bonnets, out for a night at the Music Hall.




  And what a night this would prove to be for those who thronged the foyer upon this summer’s evening. Cooled by conditioned air that wafted from the patent ice grotto, yet warmed by

  anticipation for all that lay ahead.




  Tonight they would thrill to the best that Music Hall had to offer. The topmost of all top turns. The greatest comics and songsters, dancers and novelty acts of this or any other age. And

  topping the topmost of the bill, none other than England’s best-loved entertainer, Mr Harry ‘Hurty-Finger’ Hamilton. Four billings up from the now legendary Travelling Formbys and

  three above the remarkable Lovell’s Acrobatic Kiwis, Harry bestrode the London stage as a colossus, admired by men, adored by women. A smile, a song and a damaged digit – how

  could it get better than that?




  Tonight, Harry, all dapper in tailcoat and topper, would sing his heart out and raise the crowd to a standing ovation. And having done so, he would return to his six-star dressing room to toast

  his triumph with champagne and sherbet. In the company of ladies skilled in those arts which amuse men.




  Or at least such was his intention.




  But even the best of intentions can occasionally come to naught. And tonight things would not go quite as Harry had hoped that they would. Tonight an event would occur at the Electric Alhambra.

  An event that was definitely not listed upon the playbill. It would prove to be a tragic and terrible event. The first in a series of tragic and terrible events. Tragic and terrible events that

  would threaten not only the Music Hall, but London, the Empire and all of the Solar System.




  Tragically.




  And terribly.




  They would involve, amongst others, a man and a monkey, as can sometimes be the case.
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  In a crowded communal dressing room, which owned to no stars upon its door but an abundance of kiwi birds flopping foolishly about, a man and a

  monkey sat and scowled.




  Neither was speaking to the other.




  That a man might have nothing to say would appear reasonable enough. Most ordinary men have the choice of speaking words when they wish to and withholding them when they do not. But not so

  monkeys, which are generally assumed to be wordless, at least in human terms. This, however, was no ordinary man and certainly no ordinary monkey.




  The gentleman’s name was Colonel Katterfelto.




  The monkey’s name was Darwin.




  Now Colonel Katterfelto had a tragic tale to tell and would tell it at the dropping of a sixpence. Late of the Queen’s Own Electric Fusiliers, he had distinguished

  himself in the Martian campaign and been awarded several medals for valorous deeds above and beyond the call of duty. Sadly the colonel no longer sported these medals, for he had been forced to

  pawn them. He did, however, cling to his dignity, though this was oft-times perilous.




  Although age had brought a bow to his back, Colonel Katterfelto still retained his military bearing. The greying whiskers of his mustachios were tinted a steely blue and twisted into martial

  spikes. His pale grey eyes were clear and alert, though in them sadness showed.




  For the colonel had fallen upon hard times and been reduced to the status of Music Hall bill-bottomer. A precarious position at best and one to be dreaded at worst. The worst being the volatile

  crowd’s aptness to greet those first up on the evening’s bill via the medium of hurled rotten fruit and vegetables.




  It was a tradition, or an old charter, or something.




  But the colonel would give of his best this evening, for he knew of no other way. Had he not laid down fire upon Martian tripods? Rescued wounded comrades-in-arms? Marched across the dusty

  landscape of the red planet, letting loose at anything that moved with his back-engineered service ray-gun revolver (which now sadly lay in the pawnshop next to his medals of honour)? Yes he had,

  he most certainly had.




  A rough crowd held no fear for Colonel Katterfelto, though he fretted for the staining of his uniform. It had been for him a sad and sudden decline into penury and it had not been of his own

  making. The colonel knew just where the blame for it lay.




  The blame lay with Darwin the monkey.




  Darwin the monkey’s tale was equal in sadness to that of the colonel’s. Perhaps more than equal, in fact, because it involved the loss of not one but two

  fortunes. And Darwin the monkey had no one to blame but himself.




  He had once been employed as monkey butler to Lord Brentford. When his lordship came to a sorry end aboard the ill-fated airship the Empress of Mars, Darwin inherited the Brentford

  fortune. The Great House at Sion Park, along with extensive grounds, which Darwin soon converted into England’s biggest banana plantation, and a good many golden guineas besides. Some of

  these guineas Darwin had invested most wisely; others most surely he had not.




  Upon a May morning in the year of eighteen ninety-six, a gentleman caller at Sion Park had presented his card. Known only as Herr Döktor, he had a unique proposition to put to

  England’s most moneyed monkey.




  It was Herr Döktor’s conviction that it was possible to teach monkeys to read, write and speak the Queen’s English. This, he considered, would advance their evolutionary

  progress, enabling them eventually to catch up with our own. This was not, he was careful to stress, in any way a heretical idea. On the contrary. Herr Döktor was doing God’s

  work. His goal was to bring enlightenment and understanding to Man’s hairy cousins, that they might save their souls through knowledge and worship of the Almighty.




  Naturally it was difficult to put a price upon the benefits of such an offer. The benefits that would present themselves to the world’s first talking ape. But Herr Döktor was

  nonetheless willing to name a sum, which although on the face of it sounded over-excessive to the point of whimsy, he considered suitable. A labourer being worthy of his hire, as the scriptures so

  aptly put it.




  Darwin, who had a basic understanding of English – for how otherwise might he have served as a monkey butler? – warmed immediately to the prospect of articulating human speech. He

  forked out the most considerable sum, in cash (for render unto Caesar those things which are Caesar’s) and engaged in a six-month programme of intense tutorage.




  It was not, however, without incident and Darwin, who had yet to eschew the basic ways of monkeydom, had not been above the occasional flinging of dung to enforce a point when he felt it

  necessary.




  But he met with success and half a year later had mastered the basic rudiments of the Queen’s English. He then shook hands with Herr Döktor and in all but perfect ‘Man’

  thanked him for his lessons and bade him farewell.




  Herr Döktor bowed and turned away, struggling down the drive, bow-legged beneath the weight of golden guineas.




  Three days later, cleanly shaven of face and presenting himself as an English country gentleman, Darwin settled down before a gaming table at Monte Carlo and within several hours had gambled

  away his entire remaining inheritance. Big house, banana plantation, a spaceship and all.




  Very sad.




  There was probably a moral to be learned there, but whatever it was, it was lost upon Darwin. Who now found himself gifted with speech, though quite without funds.




  He could of course have chosen to exhibit himself before a paying public, but this he had no wish to do. Knowing something of the showman’s life, he harboured no longings to be presented

  as a freak of nature. Rather he wished for comfort and stability and so chose once more to accept the position of monkey butler. But not, it must be said, without a slight degree of bitterness

  towards humankind.




  Colonel Katterfelto had, like most gentlemen of his time, always yearned for a monkey butler. A servant who would work for bananas, be ever obedient and not answer back. He had

  lately come into an inheritance of his own and this coupled with his army pension, which he chose to take as a cash sum, would, he felt, enable him to achieve his life’s ambition. To build a

  certain something, with the aid of a monkey butler.




  The certain something that the colonel had in mind was a something of almost infinite magnitude. Its genesis had come about with a book the colonel had read when still a child. A book of

  considerable age entitled Treatise upon the Establishment of a New World Order, through the Construction of the New Messiah. As curiosity might have it, and here it might be said that

  curiosity was piled upon curiosity to form an all-encompassing coincidence, the author of this ancient tome was one Herr Döktor.




  The gist of this treatise was that the New Messiah would not come down in glory from the skies, as was popularly touted about in scripture. The New Messiah would be a modern messiah, behaving in

  the ways of modernity. The New Messiah would require a little help from his friends to manifest himself. He would in fact need to be constructed from modern materials. The author argued

  convincingly that human anatomy was far too complicated, and that a good engineer could create a man of greater simplicity and greater efficiency. A man that would last far longer than three score

  years and ten. A man who might be as a God. Included in the treatise were the plans for such a man. A mechanical man that would be designed as ‘a magical magnet used to attract divine

  energies’. A Mechanical Messiah to be imbued with the presence of God. Heaven’s last and best gift to Mankind.




  And all it required was finance.




  In the communal dressing room, Colonel Katterfelto tapped distractedly upon his ray-gun holster, wherein lay the ancient tome. Somewhat scuffed and charred about its edges. Where had it all gone

  wrong? he wondered, and then he recalled well enough.




  He had engaged the services of his monkey butler. He had drawn out his fortune from the bank. He had purchased tickets to America, where a family property had been bequeathed to him, and had

  sailed upon The Great Eastern2 in the company of Darwin, striking port in New York and heading off to Wormcast, Arizona.




  Here, in a simple shack on the edge of town, the colonel had set up his Spiritual Laboratory and begun his Great Work. Things had gone well. Up to a point. The actual construction of the

  Mechanical Messiah had been reasonably straightforward. A local blacksmith shop, a light engineering company and an airship construction works had shared in the manufacture of parts. Each working

  upon separate, seemingly unrelated items and no one but the colonel knowing of the intended whole. Secrecy, the colonel considered, would be for the best, until the Great Day dawneth. The parts had

  been expensive, but how could one place a monetary value upon the salvation of Mankind? It was beyond price.




  It took six months to construct the Mechanical Messiah. It took the townsfolk of Wormcast, Arizona, less than an hour to destroy it.




  It had all been such a sad misunderstanding. It had all been the fault of Darwin the monkey butler. The colonel had not one inkling as to his servant’s skills in the field of human speech.

  And then, upon having made his tenth attempt to bring life to the Mechanical Messiah by drawing into it the electrical ether, in a manner which had hitherto only been attempted (with some success,

  it is recorded) by a certain Victor Frankenstein, the misunderstanding had occurred.




  The colonel considered that if the lightning rod had been correctly aligned by Darwin, the experiment might well have proved a success. But instead of the lightning darting down the rod to

  engage with the terminals upon the shoulders of the Mechanical Messiah, it jumped these terminals and bounced about the Spiritual Laboratory, striking Darwin and setting fire to his tail.




  Which caused the monkey to cry out the Name of God’s Son.




  Colonel Katterfelto had fallen back in amazement. And then rushed forwards to extinguish his burning butler.




  ‘It is a miracle,’ cried the colonel. ‘You have become a Vessel of God. The voice of the angels speaks through you.’




  Darwin, still smouldering slightly, turned a bitter, although thoughtful, eye upon the colonel.




  ‘The angels require that you should furnish this vessel with a bunch of bananas and a large gin and tonic,’ he had said. Most eloquently.




  And from thereafter all had gone terribly wrong.




  The angels made many demands of the colonel. Many demands that did not seem even remotely connected with bringing life to the Mechanical Messiah. Most seemed more directly concerned with the

  vessel’s welfare in the form of culinary requirements and bottles of vintage port. At times the colonel questioned these demands.




  ‘To what end,’ he enquired, ‘did the New Messiah need to have the front garden converted into a banana plantation?’




  But who was he to argue with the angels? Who would do such a thing?




  The end came swiftly and in the form of fire. Darwin, somewhat bloated of belly from an over-surfeit of bananas and far gone in drink through the imbibition of too much vintage port, had taken

  it into his hairy head to borrow the horse and trap (a surrey with a fringe on the top) and drive into town to purchase some chocolates from the general store.




  It had been an ill-considered move. For where Colonel Katterfelto discerned the voice of angels speaking through Darwin, the plain folk of Wormcast, Arizona, saw something altogether different.

  They saw a demon employed by the Antichrist. For rumours in Wormcast were rife that Colonel Katterfelto was up to something altogether unhealthy at his shack. And this, if proof were needed, was

  all the proof there needed to be.




  That night the God-fearing folk of Wormcast, Arizona, marched upon the Spiritual Laboratory in the company of blazing torches.




  And that was that was that.




  The man and his monkey fled Arizona. They returned to London, where Colonel Katterfelto hocked his medals and his ray gun and invested the last of his money in a set of battered clockwork

  minstrels.




  He was down, was the colonel, but not entirely out. He would rise again. But for now he certainly wasn’t speaking to Darwin, who had remained with the colonel for reasons of his own. And

  Darwin was not speaking to him.




  So the two sat wordlessly and glowered at one another, as kiwi birds flopped foolishly, and the five-minute bell rang a kind of a death knell in the crowded communal dressing room.
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  An evening at the Music Hall quite suited Cameron Bell. He needed something to exercise his mind. The challenge of another complex criminal case

  would have been the first choice of the man known by those in the know to be the world’s greatest detective. But if such was not forthcoming then an evening of frivolous entertainment.

  Especially if it came in the comely form of the enchanting Alice Lovell, whose acrobatic kiwi birds were presently causing some annoyance to Colonel Katterfelto.




  Cameron Bell was a most private man, and although history would remember him, it would do so under two quite separate names. And neither of these his own. Amongst Cameron’s many friends

  was a pair of literary types and each chose to immortalise him in print. Charles Dickens based the look of Mr Pickwick3 upon Cameron Bell. And Arthur Conan Doyle based the skills of Sherlock Holmes upon those of this real-life detective.




  Cameron Bell was greatly tickled by his friends’ depictions of him. The only drawback being that folk did tend to stop him in the street to enquire whether they could join The Pickwick

  Club, and how was Sam Weller4 doing these days?




  Upon this particular evening, this early summer’s evening in July of eighteen ninety-seven, Cameron Bell had chosen to fork out the full half-crown for a box seat near to the Electric

  Alhambra’s stage. There were others in that box upon this evening and Mr Bell doffed his silk top hat towards them as he entered and settled into his numbered seat.




  These others were Venusians. A male and a female so it seemed, although a debate still raged amongst those who were not in the know, yet wished to be, as to exactly how many sexes Venusians had.

  Some said three: male, female and ‘of the spirit’. Others contested that Venusians were trimaphrodite, embodying all three sexes in a single being.




  Cameron Bell knew the truth, but this truth he kept to himself. From the corner of his eye he viewed his fellow patrons of this most expensive box. They were certainly magnificent creatures.

  Tall and stately, with skin of an ivory paleness. High snowy plumes of hair, teased into intricate spires and intriguing curlicues. Eyes of gold and angled cheekbones. Fingers delicate and fine.

  They exuded a subtle perfume. Artificial? Or bodily odour? Cameron Bell did not know that.




  The Venusians spoke one to another in hushed tones, and in their native tongue. The meaning of their words was lost to Cameron Bell. For although he had made numerous attempts to learn Venusian

  – no simple matter, as Venusians were not at all forthcoming – he had concluded that without the aid of a willing tutor, the task was nigh impossible.




  Why, it would be easier to teach a monkey to speak the Queen’s English. And such an idea as that was clearly ludicrous!




  The most private of private detectives placed his silk top hat between his feet and divested himself of his white kid gloves. Perching his pince-nez upon his nose, he gazed out across the

  brightly lit auditorium. And certain words which he had recently read in The Times Society column returned to him. He tended to share the columnist’s opinion: the interior of the

  Electric Alhambra was really much too much.




  The ceiling, so very high above, beyond the six tiers of balcony seats, was frescoed in the style of Michelangelo. With Queen Victoria, the Royal Sovereign, pictured as Empress of the Solar

  System, throned in glory and presiding benignly over her realm. Her subjects, of every colour, race and hue, including some that looked suspiciously Venusian in origin, knelt before her, gazing up

  in adoration. Cherubim and seraphim fussed and fluttered around and about, smiling with love upon Her Majesty.




  The walls that climbed to meet this travesty of Renaissance genius were of the rococo persuasion. Fussed and made fancy with a frenzy of gilded ornamentation. Fairies and phantoms, satyrs and

  sprites, fabulous figures and mythical heroes, scrambling over one another. As if seeking to reach, and no doubt offer praise, to the Queen Empress Goddess on high.




  But at least those who were made giddy from the gazing upwards did so in a cool and healthy climate. For the temperature and quality of the air was managed by intricate electrical systems,

  pneumatic, hydrostatic, magnetical and hydraulic in nature. Driven through the patent ice grotto and all linked to a self-governing nexus designed by Sir Charles Babbage.




  No matter one’s feelings for this Music Hall’s aesthetic, it truly was a marvel of the modern age.




  Mr Cameron Bell leaned back in his plush red-velvet-covered chair, delighting momentarily at simply being here and taking in the din of the restless crowd.




  Raucous cries and cockney oaths and all over general hubbub.




  Then—




  The dimming of the house lights, the crowd noise gone to murmurs, now to silence.




  Then—




  The striking up of the band. Tonight the world-famous Titurel de Schentefleur would conduct Mazael’s Mechanical Musicians. A single tap of the baton and the overture began.




  This overture consisted of several popular Music Hall songs of the day and the crowd enthusiastically sang along with these.




  The first to have the patrons in full voice was Tommy ‘the Teapot’ Tompkinson’s famous audience-pleaser, ‘A Nice Cup of Tea for the Baby Girl’.




  Which went after this fashion:




  

    

      

        

          

            A nice cup of tea for the baby girl




            It don’t get better than that.




            You can keep all those gents




            With their sweet-smelling scents,




            Those toffs in their toppers




            And fine opera hats




            Because my wife’s a regular diamond




            She’s pure as an emerald or pearl.




            If I’m down on my uppers




            I’m still brewing cuppas




            For my sweet baby girl.


          


        


      


    


  




  A time would come in the future when folk would look back upon lyrics such as these and say, ‘They don’t write songs like that any more.’ And they would clearly be

  right.




  Cameron Bell sang what words he knew and hummed along with the rest. He had a good view of the mechanical musicians. Scarcely manlike, more a number of mahogany cases filled with complicated

  gubbins that squeezed bellows to power the woodwind section, or drew complex bows across curious violins. It was said that a professor from Brentford in Middlesex was working on a more compact

  system, which might be installed in drinking houses for their patrons to sing along with. But whether anything would come of Professor Karaoke’s musical machine was anybody’s guess.




  The first song came to an end and the second began. A sad one, this, as could tease a tear from the eye of a potato. The plaintive ballad that was ‘Me Mammy’s Wooden Foot’. A

  song of maternal love and accidental amputation.




  And so it went on, but not for too long. The secret has always been knowing when to stop, and when faced with a crowd armed with rotten fruit and veg, it is better to err upon the side of

  caution.




  Titurel de Schentefleur turned and bowed to the audience and then he and Mazael’s Mechanical Musicians descended at speed beneath the floor of the auditorium via a system of hidden

  hydraulics. Doors closed over the orchestra pit. A spotlight stabbed at the stage. Struck the great curtain to form an illuminated disc.




  And into this swaggered the master of ceremonies and interlocutor for the evening, ‘Lord’ Anthony Spaloney (the King of the old Baloney). In turquoise tailcoat and topper, he cut a

  considerable dash. The crowd cheered as he bowed extravagantly towards them, before, as he put it, ‘enunciating the gamut of delicious delectations that would gloriously grace the stage upon

  this eventime’.




  And as no one as yet had thrown anything, he went on to speak of tonight’s star ‘turns’. He showered syllables of sophistry upon the skills of the Scandinavian Saxophonists.

  Poured paeans of praise over Peter Pinkerton, the Piebald Prestidigitator. Eloquently extolled the exceeding excellence of Elmer Ellington’s Electric Eels. Affected an amorous appassionato

  whilst addressing amatory attention to Acton’s Aphrodite Alice Lovell. She of the Acrobatic Kiwis. And then, for here was a man who, through long experience in his line of work, had certainly

  learned that the secret was in knowing when to stop, hastily introduced the first star turn and exited the stage without a single missile being thrown.




  He inclined his head towards Colonel Katterfelto, waiting stage left, made the sign of the cross and then made away to the bar.




  The chords of a hidden harmonium heralded the arrival of Colonel Katterfelto. The great curtain rose to reveal the ample stage, bare of theatrical properties, but made gay by a colourful

  backdrop in the form of one vast Union Jack.




  This backdrop had been hung at the instigation of Colonel Katterfelto. The old soldier reasoning, quite rightly, that this might prove a deterrent against the flinging of foul fruit and veg. For

  no Englishman or woman, in the rightness of their minds, would ever think of besmirching the Union Jack.




  The hidden harmonium struck up a military march and Colonel Katterfelto strutted onto the stage. Polished boots and swagger stick and goggled helmet perched upon his head.




  The crowd, recognising at once the distinctive blue and silverly braided uniform of the Queen’s Own Electric Fusiliers, applauded the colonel and viewed the stage with quizzical

  expressions. Katterfelto’s Clockwork Minstrels were still an unknown quantity.




  The old soldier gazed towards his audience. But naught could be seen of them beyond the glare of the footlights. A tactical error, the colonel considered. One should always see one’s enemy

  before one’s enemy sees one.




  The colonel raised his hands slowly and lowered his goggles over his eyes. This brought some mirth to the crowd, who now, entertaining the idea that this might be a mime act, readied

  their soft-skinned weaponry, Union Jack or no Union Jack.




  Colonel Katterfelto switched on his goggles. Night-vision mode, Martian technology back-engineered by British boffins for soldiers in service of the Crown. The crowd became visible.




  Ugly, thought the colonel, affecting a gap-toothed smile.




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘it is my pleasure to present for you this evening an entertainment that embodies the very spirit of our age. An age of enlightenment and

  progress. An age—’ The colonel saw the movement, gauged the arc, watched as the turnip reached its apogee, stepped smartly aside as it swung down onto the stage.




  This evasive manoeuvre most impressed and somewhat baffled a crowd that was used to having the element of surprise on its side. A cabbage was launched towards the stage; the colonel nimbly

  sidestepped this. Fruit followed on and the colonel dodged this, too.




  In his box, Cameron Bell opened his umbrella. When fruit and veg were being thrown, there was a tendency for some of it to ‘accidentally’ strike home amongst the sitters in the

  expensive boxes. It was better to be safe than to be sorry.




  Then there came a temporary lull in the bombardment. For without warning something short and shiny-looking tottered onto the stage. It was a tinplate manikin, some three feet in height. Its face

  wore smiling painted features, its body a painted red suit and a painted bow tie. A large key revolved slowly in its back as it made its precarious way towards the colonel, wobbling uneasily with

  every metal footfall.




  The crowd applauded the tin man’s entrance and Colonel Katterfelto, with hope in his heart, twirled his swagger stick, bowed low towards the automaton, then made a number of expansive

  gestures that none could fathom the meaning of. Then bit upon his upper lip as the clockwork walker toppled.




  The bombardment that followed was given equal distribution between Colonel Katterfelto and the fallen tinplate figure. Two heavy swedes struck home against the latter, causing a turn towards the

  unexpected. Seams split and a monkey, now suddenly revealed to be the hidden operator of the clockwork minstrel, leapt out, baring his teeth.




  The crowd jeered and bellowed and flung everything it had.




  Darwin, now gibbering in the tongue of his ancestors, did as his simian forebears would have done: produced dung and heaved it in joyful retaliation at the audience.




  The curtain fell.
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  Colonel Katterfelto returned to the communal dressing room.




  To receive a standing ovation.




  Somewhat taken aback and drop-jawed by this unexpected applause, the old campaigner gratefully received the penny cigar that Peter Pinkerton, the Piebald Prestidigitator, pushed into his mouth.

  And sucked greedily upon it, once lit. Surely these artistes had made some mistake. The colonel was rightfully bewildered.




  ‘It is this way, sir,’ said Alice Lovell, made lovelier by the white ringmaster’s uniform that hugged her where a lady should be hugged. ‘No bill-bottomer has ever before

  stepped from that stage utterly free of besmirchment.’




  ‘Ah,’ said the colonel. And nodded his elderly head.




  ‘And what is more,’ continued Alice, coquettishly cocking her head upon one side, ‘you have spared your fellow performers, having caused the mob to exhaust its supply of mouldy

  fruit and vegetables.’




  ‘Ah,’ said the colonel once more. And he once more sucked upon his cigar.




  ‘Sorry about your monkey, though,’ said Alice.




  Colonel Katterfelto gazed down at his erstwhile monkey butler, now bedraggled stage assistant. Darwin, with no night-vision goggles to enable him to view ‘incoming’, was a monkey

  greatly in need of a bath. A sad and sorry sight.




  A shadow of a smile appeared upon the colonel’s face, but sensing a retribution for such an expression that was likely to come in the form of faeces, he turned far down the corners of his

  mouth and said, ‘Poor fellow indeed. Perhaps, dear lady, you might assist in bathing my hirsute companion. Your hands being smaller than my own and better suited to so delicate a

  task.’




  ‘Well . . .’ went Alice Lovell.




  The colonel displayed his hands and caused these to tremble somewhat. ‘The shock of it all,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I should retire this night forever from the stage.’




  It was now Alice Lovell’s turn to say, ‘Ah.’ Followed by, ‘Not a bit of it, sir. You must complete the season with the rest of your fellow performers.’ Adding that

  she would gladly cleanse the ape upon this occasion.




  Darwin viewed the attractive young woman, scarcely a head higher than himself. Slim and sleek, with the prettiest of faces. Certain thoughts passed through the mind of Darwin the Music Hall

  monkey. Certain thoughts that are best left unrecorded.




  Alice Lovell took Darwin by the hairy hand and led him to the patent water closet.




  Onstage, the Travelling Formbys were singing a song that extolled the virtues of a washed bottom and a clean handkerchief. The crowd, most of whom owned to neither of these,

  sang along with vigour. Whilst making a mental note that next week they must bring more fruit and veg.




  Cameron Bell put his finger to the servant-call button and when the liveried menial arrived at the box, ordered a bottle of champagne. ‘With three glasses, if you please.’




  And then he settled back once more in his comfortable seat and longed for Alice Lovell.




  Cameron Bell had scarcely known a woman’s touch since the death of his mother. For he was a man driven, a man consumed by his occupation. Not for him the pleasures of the flesh, or indeed

  the deeper joys of female companionship. His was a solitary and cerebral existence. To match his wits against master criminals and to succeed. To unravel the seemingly inextricable conundrums that

  foxed the fellows of Scotland Yard. To prove that he was the best, nay, better than the best.




  Mr Carl Gustav Jung had already coined a term to describe the mental condition of subjects he examined who displayed the obsessive nature of Mr Cameron Bell. Mr Bell had no time for such

  nonsense. And no time for Carl Gustav Jung.




  In truth there was really only one being in the whole wide world that Mr Bell had any personal time for, and that was the adorable Alice. Cameron Bell was in love with Alice Lovell.




  But could this angel made flesh ever share such feelings for a young man who bore an uncanny resemblance to Mr Pickwick? Cameron Bell supposed it unlikely, but he could always dream.




  The liveried menial brought the champagne; Cameron Bell uncorked it. What could a man such as himself offer a woman such as Alice? he wondered. He had money, if money she wanted. He was well

  paid at times for the exclusive and discreet services he offered to clients of the wealthy upper classes. Though somewhat portly, he dressed well and both his bottom and his hankie were clean. And

  beauty was in the eye of the beholder. The lovely Alice might take to him immediately. He might be just what she was looking for.




  ‘Tall and spare,’ said Alice Lovell, lathering Darwin in the water closet, ‘with a head of curly black hair. An Italian songster, perhaps. There is

  Señor Voice, the singing horse-tram driver of the number twenty-three to Hammersmith. He has a certain swarthy charm.’




  Exactly why she was describing the man of her dreams to a monkey, Alice wasn’t certain. He just looked like a good listener.




  Darwin, somewhat cross-eyed and gaga from the delicate and at times intimate bath he was receiving, picked up on the words ‘spare’, ‘curly hair’ and

  ‘swarthy’. A fair description of himself, he supposed.




  ‘Five minutes, Miss Lovell,’ called a voice, as knuckles knocked at the water-closet door.




  ‘You’ll have to dry yourself,’ said Alice to Darwin. ‘And please stop doing that, my dear, it really isn’t decent.’




  Alice Lovell’s act could justly call itself unique.




  Certainly there were many other bird and animal acts to be seen. Upon the stage and also on the streets.




  But acrobatic kiwis? Not another.




  There were many dancing ducks, of course, displayed along the thoroughfares. These inevitably danced upon the tops of biscuit tins. It was said, and not without good cause, that these biscuit

  tins generally contained a lighted candle.




  Chicken baiting was, as ever, a popular sport. And women were thrilled to an excess of excitement watching a healthy young man, stripped bare to the waist and armed with nothing more than a

  butcher’s cleaver, matched against as many as five ferocious fowl in a backstreet chicken pit.




  Ranked also high in popularity were the predictive parrots and prophesying penguins, birds so trained as to convincingly cast tarot and foretell the future. And here it has been justly stated

  (by those who hath the wisdom to discern trickery in the shape of the candle that heateth the biscuit tin) that a client seeking knowledge from such birds might find a far better future for five

  guineas than five shillings.




  Acrobatic kiwis, though? Well, that was another matter.




  They had come from New Zealand, of course, conveyed to these shores by Alice’s father, Captain Horatio Lovell. The good captain brought back with him a number of natural curiosities, many

  of which he exhibited before paying clientele. Amongst these was a mermaid. A shrivelled leathery item, quite unlike the glamorous creature pictured upon the printed handbills the captain

  distributed in the East End street markets.




  Those discerners of candles in biscuit tins and the dubious credibility of feathered prophets concluded that Captain Lovell’s mermaid was a skilfully constructed chimera. Its top half

  being that of an ape, its lower, that of a codfish.




  Captain Lovell argued with conviction that this was not the case. Conceding that perhaps his exhibit was not actually a mermaid as the creature was popularly imagined, but was,

  nonetheless, the genuine article.




  It was a hitherto undiscovered species of aquatic oceangoing monkey.




  Aquasimius Lovelli was the name he suggested to the curator of the Natural History Museum.




  His kiwi birds met with a more sympathetic audience.




  Especially when presented by his delightful daughter.




  The theatre-going public, always on the lookout for unusual amusements, had warmed to the acrobatic kiwis.




  Alice had patiently trained her wingless charges to ride specially constructed tricycles, tread tightropes, form avian pyramids, unfurl a Union Jack and bow their knobbly knees before a framed

  lithograph of Queen Victoria. They were really quite this season’s thing.




  The audience that night at the Electric Alhambra adored Alice and cooed and ahhhed at her kiwis as one might at a bonny baby in its crinoline bonnet. They had naught to throw,

  but would not have thrown it if they had. As the kiwis were put through their entertaining paces, ladies crooned and gentlemen cheered and Cameron Bell’s heart fluttered.




  The private detective toasted the trainer of kiwis. The Venusians sharing his box having declined to share his champagne, Mr Bell, somewhat flushed now of face, raised high his glass and to each

  acrobatic perambulation of the kiwi birds cried, ‘Bravo,’ and, ‘Well done,’ and, ‘God bless you, sweet lady.’




  The performance concluded with a bijou re-enactment of the Battle of Waterloo. A kiwi dressed as Wellington, the Iron Duke, engaged in beak swordplay against another clad in the uniform of

  Napoleon. This was a great crowd-pleaser, as was indeed anything that involved the trouncing of the unsavoury Johnny Frenchman. It was patriotism, really.




  Alice Lovell left the stage to rapturous applause, her kiwis on her fine high-booted heels.




  And so the evening progressed. Act followed act. Turn after turn. Each receiving a warm reception.




  Then came the top of the bill.




  Harry ‘Hurty-Finger’ Hamilton. Darling of the Music Hall. Harry presented himself this evening in the military trappings of that now-legendary regiment the Queen’s Own Third

  Foot and Mouth. The terrors of Johnny Afghan in the Khyber Pass. Pith helmet rakishly angled, regimental waistcoat firmly buttoned, kilt a-sway as he gambolled to and fro, flourishing a sporran, a

  dirk and puttees.




  From the start to the end the audience loved him. Harry held each of them in the palm of his hand. He sang the song that had made him famous. The song that the audience loved so well, for they

  had part in it, too.




  

    

      

        	

          HARRY: 


        



        	

          I’ve got a hurty-finger and it has me feeling sad.


        

      




      

        	

          CROWD: 


        



        	

          He’s got a hurty-finger.


        

      




      

        	

          HARRY: 


        



        	

          I’ve got a hurty-finger and I think it’s rather bad.


        

      




      

        	

          CROWD: 


        



        	

          He’s got a very hurty-finger.


        

      




      

        	

          HARRY: 


        



        	

          I’ve got a hurty-finger and I think it’s getting worse.


        

      




      

        	 



        	

          I’ve got a hurty-finger, please will someone call a nurse?


        

      




      

        	 



        	

          It doesn’t help when folk like you sing—


        

      




      

        	

          CROWD: 


        



        	

          Stick him in a hearse.


        

      




      

        	

          ALL: 


        



        	

          I’ve got a really hurty-finger.


        

      




      

        	

          

            HARRY: 


          


        



        	

          

            I’ve got a hurty-finger and it makes me want to cry.


          


        

      




      

        	

          CROWD: 


        



        	

          He’s got a hurty-finger.


        

      




      

        	

          HARRY: 


        



        	

          I’ve got a hurty-finger and I think I’m going to die.


        

      




      

        	

          CROWD: 


        



        	

          He’s got a really hurty-finger.


        

      




      

        	

          HARRY: 


        



        	

          I’ve got a hurty-finger and it has me feeling glum.


        

      




      

        	 



        	

          I’ve got a hurty-finger and I really want my mum.


        

      




      

        	 



        	

          It doesn’t help when folk like you say—


        

      




      

        	

          CROWD: 


        



        	

          Stick it up your b[image: ]m.


        

      




      

        	

          ALL: 


        



        	

          I’ve got a really hurty-finger.


        

      


    


  




  Harry bowed, the crowd cheered wildly.




  Harry waggled his kilt suggestively.




  Washerwomen swooned and a frog-fondler clutched at his heart.




  Harry bowed once more and then, without warning of any kind whatsoever, that certain event that was not listed upon the playbill, that certain event that would rightly be described as a tragic

  and terrible event occurred.




  All of a sudden.




  And just like that.




  Fire seemed to fall from the Heavens.




  Or did it rise from Hell?




  There was a whoosh and a ball of flame.




  And Harry Hamilton exploded.




  He was gone in the twinkling of an eye. In a million flaming fragments.




  And naught was there left to be seen of him at all, but for a single bandaged finger.




  The crowd looked on in slack-jawed amazement. Was that part of the act? they asked themselves. Some spectacular finale? Those in the front rows, spattered with blood, agreed not. In terror and

  panic the crowd took to a collective decision. Chaos reigned as those in the stalls made a mad rush for the exits.




  In his box and with only the minimum of blood-splatter soiling the silk lapels of his evening jacket, Cameron Bell looked on. He viewed the crowd and he viewed the stage and he

  nodded. Thoughtfully.




  ‘Well now, indeed,’ said he.
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  An unnatural silence descended.




  It all but popped the ears of Mr Cameron Bell, now all alone in the great auditorium. The private detective gazed about and cocked his ear to this silence.




  Distant sounds were to be heard. A soft purring of revolving cogs, meshing gears, spinning ball-governors. Cameron Bell identified these sounds to be those of the Music Hall’s

  mighty central nexus – the advanced Difference Engine, designed by Sir Charles Babbage, which managed many aspects of the Electric Alhambra’s day-to-day running.




  Clearly the air-cooling system was compensating for the sudden rise in temperature caused by the incendiary destruction of the star turn. The phrase ‘went out in a blaze of glory’

  momentarily entered the hairless head of Mr Cameron Bell.




  But what had happened to hapless Harry Hamilton? Some natural disaster? Which was to say something not caused by the hand of Man? Mr Bell recalled that in Bleak House, his

  friend Charles Dickens had written of a character by the name of Krook, a rag-and-bottle merchant and hoarder of papers. Krook met his demise in a ball of fire, in what was described as a case of

  spontaneous human combustion. The scientific community debated over the reality of this phenomenon. But was this what had happened here, witnessed by an audience of thousands?




  And if not?




  Cameron Bell did strokings of his chin. If not, then this was a rare one indeed. In that it represented a most singular occurrence. A murder committed in plain sight of the detective who would

  set about its immediate investigation.




  ‘Please, sir,’ came an urgent voice, stirring Mr Bell from his reverie. ‘You must vacate the premises. You may be in danger, please, sir.’




  Cameron Bell glanced over his shoulder towards an anxious-looking liveried menial who danced nervously from one foot to the other.




  ‘We should all flee now,’ implored this person.




  ‘I think not.’ The private detective picked up his hat and perched it upon his head. He handed his champagne glass to the liveried menial, then upon second thoughts retrieved

  it from his trembling fingers and snatched up the champagne bottle. ‘Waste not, want not,’ he said with a smile. ‘Now take me to your master.’




  Lord Andrew Ditchfield, owner of the Electric Alhambra, was a man who liked to be on his premises. Though he owned to a town house in Kensington and a country manor in Ruislip,

  he all but lived at the Electric Alhambra. High in the building’s uppermost towering turrets, he lodged in apartments that he had nicknamed the Eagle’s Nest. With swank office and

  living accommodation, including a modern bathroom with shower arrangement and a marble bathtub into which jets of water might be introduced at the touch of a single button. This particular marvel

  of the modern age was the invention of a professor of hydraulics from Brentford in Middlesex by the name of Doctor Jacuzzi.




  Lord Andrew’s bedroom in the Eagle’s Nest had electrically driven doors that opened onto a roof garden of surpassing beauty. Topiaried hedges surrounded this most private garden.

  Hedges shorn into the shapes of steamships and railway engines, dirigibles and spaceships. Fountains played and rare flowers bloomed upon this London rooftop.




  Lord Andrew Ditchfield was not pleased to see Mr Cameron Bell. Lord Andrew was in something of a lather.




  ‘I will not be blamed for this,’ he cried, upon introduction to the Pickwickian personage who had somehow slipped past his personal guard and used his private lift. ‘It is not

  my fault. I will not take the blame.’




  ‘Well now, indeed,’ said Mr Cameron Bell, viewing the Alhambra’s owner. An exceedingly handsome young man. Straight of back, broad of chest and narrow of waist. He wore a

  quilted red silk dressing gown that reached to his monogrammed slippers and a matching smoking cap with a dangling golden tassel. He was in a state of some distress and his voice had a certain

  quiver.




  ‘They will blame it upon the theatre. I know it,’ he said. ‘Upon the electrical system. They will, I know it, I know it.’




  Cameron Bell placed champagne glass and bottle upon an inlaid ivory side table, crafted in the manner of Dalbatto. Removed his hat from his head and slid it onto the hat rack next to the

  entrance door. Then took up the champagne bottle once again.




  ‘Would you care for a glass?’ he asked.




  Lord Andrew perused the label. ‘Not that muck,’ he said.




  ‘Quite so.’




  ‘You—’ Lord Andrew now perused the calling card that Cameron had presented to him. ‘Bell.’ He nodded. ‘I know of you – you have a slight

  reputation.’




  ‘Slight?’ said Mr Bell.




  ‘You dealt with a delicate matter concerning Lady Karen Pender. A personal friend of mine. She said you did an adequate job.’




  ‘Adequate?’ Cameron Bell took in the opulent apartment and the titled owner, who bobbed about in the nervous fashion affected by at least one of his liveried menials.

  ‘How sad,’ he added.




  ‘Sad?’ asked his lordship. ‘What mean you by this?’




  ‘To lose so much,’ said Cameron Bell. ‘Should the responsibility for Mr Hamilton’s most tragic and public demise fall upon your shoulders. Do they still employ the

  silken rope for the hanging of aristocrats?’




  Lord Andrew Ditchfield came all over pale. ‘Silken rope?’ he said.




  ‘Progress,’ said Cameron Bell, as if musing aloud. ‘Such a vexed question. Is it good, is it bad? All around us miracles of new technology. But are we losing ourselves, our own

  identities? Is this progress a blessing or a curse?’




  Lord Andrew Ditchfield flapped his hands about.




  ‘This wireless transmission of electricity, for instance. The latest piece of genius from Lord Nikola Tesla—’ Cameron Bell paused to observe the grinding of Lord

  Andrew’s teeth. The old aristocracy had not taken kindly to Mr Tesla’s elevation to the peerage. Although he had been rightly rewarded for his services in the Second Worlds War, he was

  still to the minds of Lord Andrew and company just one more Johnny Foreigner.




  But very good with electrical systems. Hence his employment here.




  ‘We might blame Tesla,’ said Lord Andrew hopefully.




  Cameron Bell just shook his naked head. ‘I regret to say,’ he said, ‘that if Mr Hamilton died through some malfunctioning of the electrical system, it is you who will do the

  dance for Jack Ketch, silken cord or not.’




  Lord Andrew buried his face in his hands and began to sob.




  ‘If only,’ continued Cameron Bell, as if once more musing aloud, ‘there was someone possessed of investigative skills to a degree that could justly be described as above

  adequate who could look into this matter on your behalf. Who could possibly present plausible evidence to support an argument that the electrical system of this elegant and successful

  establishment was in no way to blame, then—’




  ‘How much?’ cried Lord Andrew. ‘How much do you want? You are hired, just tell me how much.’




  Mr Cameron Bell made a thoughtful face and offered a thoughtful nod. In business, as in life, he tended to adhere to something known as the Vance Principle, a universal overview which posited

  that nothing in the universe was stable. All was constantly changing, evolving, all was mutability.




  Mr Cameron Bell’s fees were in harmony with this cosmological axiom and so varied according to the anxiety and financial standing of his clients.




  This was in no way dishonest, for Cameron Bell was a most honest man. This was merely business. And it also had to be said that Cameron Bell was not one who could be ‘bought’. He

  would never knowingly attempt to prove the innocence of any he knew to be guilty. No matter how much they paid him.




  And he had already made up his mind that Lord Andrew Ditchfield was not guilty of this crime, if crime it really proved to be. Neither through negligence nor intent, no guilty man was

  he.




  This Mr Bell instinctively knew, with an instinct based upon reason.




  Cameron Bell named a figure as a daily retainer and another as a final remuneration upon satisfactory closure of the case. Lord Andrew, aghast at the enormity of the figures concerned, took to a

  wilder flapping of his hands.




  ‘What luck,’ said Cameron Bell.




  ‘Luck?’ queried Lord Andrew Ditchfield, who could see no luck at all.




  ‘That I am already on the scene, as it were. Even now the London bobbies will have been alerted and will be on their way. Commander Case of Scotland Yard will probably take immediate

  charge of this one. A thorough fellow he is, to be sure. Although perhaps at times too thorough. He would no doubt wish to preserve the crime scene for as long as possible. Days, weeks, months, who

  can say? The Electric Alhambra would have to remain closed throughout this protracted period.’




  Lord Andrew groaned dismally.




  ‘What joy,’ said Cameron Bell.




  ‘Joy?’ queried his lordship, throwing up his flapping hands.




  ‘What joy will be seen upon the face of Commander Case when he finds that there is an aristocrat involved. He is presently flirting with this new political fashion known as

  Bolshevism. What was it I recently heard him say? Oh yes – “Come the revolution, aristocrats will be first up against the wall.” A foolish fellow at times. But a great

  friend, and one who will take my advice.’




  ‘I will write out a contract,’ said Lord Andrew, ‘employing you from this very moment.’




  ‘As luck would have it,’ said Cameron Bell, producing a cream vellum envelope from an inner pocket, ‘I have one of my own with me. I will just fill in the financial details and

  then you can sign it.’




  Commander Case took command of the situation. He arrived at the Electric Alhambra minutes later. In the company of numerous police constables and several members of the press.

  Including the Society columnist of The Times.




  He was greeted in the foyer by Cameron Bell.




  ‘Ah,’ puffed Commander Case, a lean and wiry individual with the looks of a whippet and a love for utter control. ‘You, Bell, who invited you here?’




  ‘I witnessed the entire event,’ said Cameron Bell. Who once more held a champagne bottle in one hand and a glass in the other. It was not, however, the same champagne bottle. Rather

  it was a magnum of superior vintage, fresh from the electrical refrigerating cupboard in Lord Ditchfield’s suite of rooms. ‘Care for a swift glass or two of the bubbly stuff, before you

  depart?’




  ‘I suspect that I shall remain here for some considerable time,’ said Commander Case. ‘And, as you know full well, I never drink on duty.’




  ‘Duty?’ Cameron Bell made a certain face. ‘I see the hacks of Grub Street are hard upon your heels once more. I recall, to our shared horror, the liberties they took with you

  regarding the pronouncement you made in the case of Doctor Hill, the Putney Poisoner.’




  Commander Case turned bitter eyes upon Mr Cameron Bell. ‘You got me out of that one, right enough,’ he conceded.




  ‘And this one also, if you will allow me to conduct the investigation in my own manner, unhampered—’




  ‘Unhampered?’ Commander Case raised his eyebrows.




  ‘Slip of the tongue,’ said Cameron Bell. ‘Naturally I meant unassisted.’




  ‘Naturally you did.’




  ‘I saw the whole thing happen,’ said the private detective, sipping upon his champagne, ‘and I will be pleased to conduct the investigations entirely alone and with only the

  minimum of expense to the Metropolitan Police Force.’




  ‘Minimum expense?’




  ‘Travel costs and other sundries. Trifling fancies, really.’




  ‘And—’




  ‘I will report my findings directly to you and when the case is successfully concluded, you may take full credit. What say you to this?’




  There was a moment. A significant moment. And both men knew the significance of this moment.




  Commander Case put out his hand and Cameron Bell then shook it. The nature of the handshake was also significant.




  ‘Champagne?’ said Cameron Bell, with a smile.




  ‘Certainly,’ said the commander.
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  The clinking of champagne glasses was not to be heard in the unstarred communal dressing room. The chattering of teeth and the knocking of knees

  and the rattle of pewter hip flask’s neck against the plywood dentures of Peter Pinkerton. Surely.




  But not the clinking of champagne glasses.




  The turns were in a state of some distress.




  Jugglers jiggled nervously and kiwi birds, exhibiting that mysterious sixth sense that their kind are noted for, discerned a palpable danger and used their chameleon-like skills to blend in with

  the fixtures and fittings. The sounds of chattering teeth, knocking knees and juggler jigglings were interspersed with cries and curses as folk tripped over the kiwi birds.




  There was chaos, there was fear and there were theories.




  ‘I saw it happen from the wings,’ wailed one of the Travelling Formbys. ‘He was consumed by the fire of the Almighty.




  ‘’Tis true as my brother tells it,’ his brother agreed. ‘ ’Tis punishment for the sins of all the artistes.’




  Another Travelling Formby, although exactly which one it was – as they all looked so alike – none could say, put in his three-pennyworth, too.




  ‘Let us pray for salvation,’ he cried, ‘for which of us sinners will be next?’




  Peter Pinkerton advanced another opinion, no less apocalyptic, but perhaps a tad more optimistic. He had recently become a Jehovah’s Witness and so knew with utter conviction that the

  world was due to end in a matter of months.




  ‘It is the Rapture,’ he intoned, ‘when the good will be taken up.’




  Tony Spaloney waggled his fingers and wobbled a bit on his heels. He was now somewhat gone with the drink and as such he had plenty to say. ‘Murdering Martians,’ he began.

  ‘Bombed out me pie, eel and mash shop, they did. And me poor Aunty Doris was strewn to the four winds. Nothing left but ’er stays and ’er old battered bonnet.’ He was a

  cockney, was Tony.




  Peter Pinkerton said, ‘All the Martians are dead.’




  ‘I’ll not argue with that,’ cried Tony Spaloney. ‘But think on this. We all knows there’s ghosties, don’t we? Anne Boleyn, as walks the Bloody Tower,

  with ’er ’ed tucked underneath ’er arm.’




  Peter Pinkerton nodded. Where was this going? he wondered. And shouldn’t he be going? Far away from here?




  ‘Martin ghouls!’ shouted Tony Spaloney, making the camouflaged kiwis more restless. ‘The ghosts of dead Martians, exacting a ’ideous revenge upon all ‘umankind.

  What we needs ’ere is an exorcist, not no ruddy policemen.’




  Some heads nodded, some shoulders shrugged.




  ‘’Tis the wrath of God,’ bawled a Formby. ‘The wrath of God is upon us.’




  ‘Please calm yourself, young sir.’ Colonel Katterfelto finally rose from his seat to take command. ‘It was not the wrath of God. You may have my assurance on

  that.’




  A wailing Formby squared up before the colonel. But the old campaigner had twenty-five years of military service and the command of men to his account. He fixed the Formby with a baleful

  eye.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ the Formby snivelled. ‘But how can you know for sure?’




  ‘Because I know how he was killed,’ said the colonel.




  This brought a sudden silence to the communal dressing room.




  A silence that was almost all-consuming. Broken only by a rhythmic crunching sound. Of Darwin munching peanuts.




  ‘I know how he was killed,’ said the colonel once more.




  ‘Then I would very much appreciate it if you would enlighten me.’




  Colonel Katterfelto turned at the sound of this voice, to view a fellow standing in the open doorway.




  ‘Cripes alive,’ said Tony Spaloney. ‘It’s only Mr Pickwick.’




  Cameron Bell sighed softly. ‘Cameron Bell,’ said he. ‘I am the investigative officer assigned to this case. I was making my way to the scene of the crime when I overhead this

  heated conversation.’




  ‘Wrath of God,’ a Formby whispered, and merged amongst his brothers.




  Cameron Bell would have doffed his top hat, but he had left it, for reasons of his own, along with his umbrella, in Lord Andrew Ditchfield’s lofty apartments.




  ‘Any help that anyone can offer in this tragic affair will be very much appreciated. And well rewarded, too,’ said the private detective.




  ‘The ghosts of Mars,’ said Tony Spaloney. ‘You can have that for a quid.’




  Cameron Bell smiled politely. ‘I would be interested to hear what Colonel Katterfelto has to say.’




  ‘Ah,’ gruffed the colonel. ‘You know me name. Assume you caught me act.’




  ‘An unappreciative crowd,’ said Cameron Bell, diplomatically. ‘You certainly foxed them with your—’ The private detective gestured with his champagne glass towards

  the goggles that adorned the colonel’s headwear. ‘I would dearly love to purchase a pair of those.’




  ‘I’m keeping mine.’ The colonel added a huff and a puff to his gruffing.




  ‘Quite so.’ Cameron Bell offered up the warmest of smiles. ‘But I would be grateful to hear your theory regarding the untimely death of Mr Harry Hamilton.’




  ‘Gun,’ said the colonel. ‘He was shot.’




  ‘Gun?’ said the private detective, his warm smile sinking away.




  ‘Space gun.’ The colonel tapped at his holster. ‘Ray gun, man. I should know, I’ve fired a few in me time. Hunted big game on the Martian steppes. Used to lead

  safaris for the gentry, after the Martian Menace was brought to an end. Bagged great three-legged beasties. But zap and blat—’ The colonel mimed cocking and shooting.

  ‘Reduce a man to atoms in the twinkling of an eye. It was a ray gun took poor Harry Hamilton. Take my word as a fact.’




  ‘Interesting.’ Cameron Bell raised bottle to glass. And then became aware that all stares that were aimed in his general direction had now specifically affixed themselves to the

  magnum of champagne.




  ‘Would anyone care to join me in a glass of bubbly?’ asked Mr Bell.




  But then he caught his breath. For from behind the curtain that screened off the female artistes’ area stepped the lovely Alice Lovell. She wore a black silk kimono, smothered in floral

  motifs, and a cloche cap of the very latest fashion.




  ‘Did I hear someone mention champagne?’ she asked.




  The champagne didn’t really mend the artistes’ shattered nerves. But it did go down very well and it did give Cameron Bell the chance to breathe in Alice

  Lovell’s beauty at close quarters.




  ‘Do you work at Scotland Yard?’ she asked him, as he poured champagne into her out-held enamel cup. Very slowly.




  ‘I am a private detective,’ said Cameron Bell. ‘A consulting detective.’




  ‘Like Sherlock Holmes?’ said Alice. ‘My cup is now completely full,’ she added.




  ‘Just like Sherlock Holmes,’ said Cameron Bell.




  ‘He is dreamy,’ said Alice and she sighed. ‘He’s a real man. Tall and slender and so intelligent.’




  Cameron Bell dwelt upon the words man and intelligent. Both certainly applied to himself, he considered.




  ‘They should call in Sherlock Holmes,’ said Alice.




  ‘He is fictional,’ said Cameron Bell, toasting Alice with his glass.




  ‘Of course he’s not.’ Alice laughed a most enchanting laugh. ‘I have a good friend, a decent, honest working girl, employed to pamper Lady Windermere’s pussy. Such

  a friendly little cat. She says that Sherlock Holmes took care of a very delicate matter for her ladyship.’




  ‘Ah now, well, indeed,’ said the most private detective.




  Cameron Bell was enjoying himself most deeply and the artistes of the communal dressing room were most deeply enjoying his champagne. For he had ordered two more magnums be brought down from

  above by the trembling liveried menial, whom Lord Andrew had ordered not to leave the building. The private detective knew, however, that he should hasten to the scene of the crime to begin

  his investigations.




  He thanked the artistes for their theories and their company, then took and kissed the hand of Alice Lovell. An act of daring that he would certainly never have accomplished sober. He then told

  all and sundry, man and woman, kiwi and monkey alike, that he would do everything in his power to bring this sorry matter to a speedy conclusion. Then bade his farewells to all.




  ‘And give my regards to Sam Weller,’ called a Formby, who had not previously spoken and was altogether uncertain as to what was actually going on.




  The footlights were off, but the stage was still well lit. Cameron Bell stepped gingerly onto this stage. It was as if he was making his entrance. And although the great

  auditorium was now empty and all was still and silent, he felt that he was now the star turn and that this was somehow his moment.




  Cameron Bell took deep and steadying breaths. Brought out his pince-nez, perched them on his nose. He strode to the centre of the stage, then paused. And mused for just a moment more. One could

  not help but be overwhelmed by this. The scale and splendour of it all and that special something that all true performers sense when they tread the boards. It is passion and reality, it is fear

  and excitement, it is all that show business in its many forms embodies. And it touched the very soul of Cameron Bell.
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