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About the Book


A DRABBLE AND HARRIS THRILLER


When daring journalist Sir Percival Harris gets wind of a curious crime in a sleepy English town, he ropes in his old friend Professor Ernest Drabble to help him investigate.


The crime is a grave robbery, and the repercussions could spell disaster for Anglo-American relations. As Drabble and Harris pry deeper, events take a mysterious turn when a theft at the British Museum is soon followed by a murder.


The friends are soon involved in a tumultuous quest that takes them from the genteel streets of London to the wide plains of the United States. What exactly is at stake is not altogether clear – but if they don’t act soon, the outcome could be a bloody conflict, one that will cross borders and oceans . . .


Meanwhile, can Drabble and Harris’s friendship – which has endured near-death experiences on several continents, not to mention boarding school dinners – survive a crisis in the shape of the beautiful and enigmatic Dr Charlotte Moore?
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Chapter One


September 1937


Gravesend, Kent


Sir Percival Harris stood on the platform beneath a broad black umbrella. The water streamed off it, making him resemble a dreary sculpture in an elaborate fountain. Despite his sodden appearance, his pink, cold-looking face grinned from ear to ear. As the train jerked to a halt – throwing Ernest Drabble off balance in the carriage – Harris splashed forward and yanked open the door.


‘Bloody good to see you, Ernest. Have I got something to show you!’


Drabble pulled the coat flaps of his tweed greatcoat over him and stepped out into the deluge. He shook the proffered hand; Harris’s glove was soaked through.


‘Christ alive, Harris. You’ll catch the death –’


‘Trust me, it’s worth it.’


Before he said another word, Harris was on the move, seemingly oblivious of the standing water as he splashed through the puddles. ‘Come on, Drabble,’ he trilled. ‘Not a moment to lose . . . the light is fading fast!’


The station clock showed a quarter after five. In the background, a seagull cried out, cutting through the din of the passengers, engines, and chatter. Fittingly, Drabble caught a tickle of salt in the air amid the sweet smell of coal smoke. Harris hurried them out, past the waiting taxis and omnibuses, and into the high street, where he wove through the shoppers and children returning home from school. The rain ran down the awnings over shop windows and raincoats glistened under a glaucous sky.


Harris was too preoccupied to talk. He focused on navigating the human traffic, glancing back every now and then to ensure Drabble was keeping up. Drabble understood that his old friend would be incapable of discussing the matter in hand until they had arrived at it – physically and mentally: Harris could not do two things at once. Especially when he was on a quest.


‘Come on, Drabble!’ He dashed across a road towards a church, evading a swerving taxicab. Drabble dodged out after him, his impatience getting the better of him.


‘Are you going to tell me what this is about?’


Harris turned back, glaring indignantly from behind fogged-up spectacles.


‘Surely you of all people know why you’re here?’ He gestured towards the building behind him – a dark brick Georgian church, its square steeple topped with a spire.


‘You’re joking . . .’


Harris smiled. ‘Want me to introduce you?’


Harris heaved open the tall oak door, and peered inside.


‘All right.’ He pulled off his hat and gestured for Drabble to follow.


The interior of the church was gloomy, with the dim afternoon light seeping in grudgingly through small, high windows. Rows of pews culminated in steps leading to a marble-topped altar housed in a Romanesque apse supported by natty neoclassical pillars. On the left, a stately organ clung to a wall that was otherwise covered in memorial tablets and brass inscriptions. So far, so Georgian.


Harris strode up the aisle like an occupying Prussian, his soles leaving wet footprints on the tiles.


Drabble knew she wouldn’t be in here. She couldn’t be, not unless they’d built the ruddy church on top of her. That, of course, was possible. And now he came to think of it – all too possible when you considered what the Georgians were capable of.


‘Harris –’ he called out. ‘Are you telling me, they’ve found the grave?’


Harris spun around and squinted ferociously towards the door.


‘Shhhhhh! Come on. Leave your bloody bag there. We don’t have long.’


Passing the altar, Harris ducked down through a small door. Within was a spiral staircase, clearly of some antiquity, judging by the hollowed stone steps. It struck Drabble as odd, until he realised that they might well predate the newer Georgian structure above. ‘Shut the door behind you,’ Drabble heard Harris say, as he stomped down the steps.


They arrived in a chamber lit scarcely by slithers of glass: broad stone pillars supported a low ceiling over an undulating floor of marble. Here and there a stone inscription marked out a burial.


Harris bent down and scratched with a matchbox, lighting a lamp.


‘Come on,’ he repeated. ‘Get your coat off.’


In the far corner, Drabble saw that a stone slab had been prised off, leaving a dark hole through which poked the top of a ladder. He stripped off his wet overcoat, his trepidation mounting. Was she really in there?


‘Tell me you’ve got permission to be rooting around here.’


Harris held up the lamp, and grinned. ‘Of course I have, old man. But we mustn’t dally.’


Harris climbed awkwardly down the ladder, taking the light with him. Drabble cursed, and followed. Sometimes there was nothing to be done but to indulge Harris.


Drabble’s feet connected with soft earth at the foot of the ladder. It smelled pungently of soil and damp. He bent down under the low ceiling and immediately saw an exposed skeleton bathed in the yellow light of the lantern. Harris was gazing down at it, mesmerised.


‘There she is,’ he beamed, his sodden hair matted to his forehead and the light glinting from his dirty lenses. ‘There she is!’


Drabble stared down at the skeleton in disbelief. Of course, it was the first thing he had thought of when Harris had telephoned him in Cambridge that morning, telling him to ‘drop everything immediately’ because of a historically important find in Gravesend. She was said to have been buried here, but no one had ever found the grave. And even now, confronted by this diminutive skeleton, he could not believe that this was . . .


He turned to Harris.


‘Who says it’s her?’


‘The rector.’


‘And how does he know?’


‘He told me it’s a secret that’s been passed down from one rector to the next for generations.’


Drabble viewed the exposed bones sceptically. ‘I suppose it’s not every vicar who can boast having a full-blown Iroquois princess – not to mention the first of her people to convert to Christianity – in his undercroft.’


‘I should say –’ Harris smiled and bobbed his head towards the ceiling. ‘I’m told her name is actually inscribed on the marble slab up there – but it’s so faded and written in impossibly squiggly seventeenth-century copperplate it could ruddy well say Dick Whittington for all I know.’


‘Except he’s in St Michael Paternoster.’


Harris did not appear to hear Drabble’s comment. He nodded towards the remains.


‘What do you think?’


‘What do I think?’ Drabble repeated the question, a new light dawning on him, albeit belatedly. He scolded himself. ‘Is that why you asked me here . . . to confirm that this is her? I’m a historian, not a ruddy archaeologist.’


Harris grinned boyishly.


Drabble reviewed the skeleton, his mind working quickly.


First things first, if this was Pocahontas, daughter of the chief who had ruled much of the region of Virginia where the first English colonists had settled in the early 1600s, then the skeleton would obviously need to be that of a woman. The cranium, turned slightly to its left, was small and delicate. Drabble could tell from the angle of the mandible that this was likely to be a female. But it was not conclusive.


‘Here –’ Drabble pointed towards the middle of the skeleton and Harris moved the lamp closer. Drabble was looking for a small fan-shaped opening in the rear of the pelvis. ‘There –’ he pressed his thumb into the space in the bone. ‘That’s the greater sciatic notch.’


‘And?’


‘It’s good news, Harris –’ He wiped his finger on his handkerchief and saw Harris’s mouth break into a smile. ‘This is the skeleton of a woman.’


Harris’s smile subsided into disappointment. ‘Ah . . .’


‘Here, shine the light on the skull there –’ Drabble moved out of the light and peered closely at the cranium. Despite its great antiquity, he could see the zigzagging sutures, the fusion lines between the bones of the head, which indicated this to be a young adult, one whose skeleton was not yet fully formed. This was consistent with Pocahontas’s death at the reported age of twenty-one. All this he explained.


‘Much more than that – I can ascertain that this woman was of medium height for the era, indicating she must have had a good diet and perhaps been high-status. Her teeth are in good shape, which shows she was not blighted by an excess of sugar – that suggests the woman lived before sugar became commonplace, which is fine as far is it goes: if you were rich in the early 1600s there was enough of it about . . .’


‘She mightn’t have had a sweet tooth?’


‘Quite possibly . . .’


‘None of which categorically contradicts what the rector says –’ Harris’s eyes glistened with calculation – ‘or the swirly writing inscribed on the slab. Excellent!’


Harris set down the lantern and began scribbling in his notebook. Drabble’s heart sank.


‘One more question, Professor – do you think anything is missing?’


‘What?’


Harris lowered his voice conspiratorially. ‘Someone broke in to the church last night. They lifted the slab and got in here and did God knows what to the remains. You’ll read all about it in tonight’s newspaper.’


‘I see . . .’ So, as well as being asked to confirm the remains, he was now being required to ascertain if anything had been taken.


‘Well, what do you think?’ asked Harris.


Drabble exhaled irritably and motioned for Harris to pick up the lamp. It was possible that she would have been buried with her wedding ring, so he located her left hand and blew the dust away. He took out his pen and began prodding the dense layers of silt and dirt, formed by centuries of rot and decay – and Lord knows what else. No ring was present, and the bones in the left wrist had come adrift from the remains of the hand. The right hand, meanwhile, had also fallen apart. This wasn’t archaeology so much as guesswork.


‘It’s just possible that the neck has been shifted – but whether it was last night or last century, I couldn’t be sure.’


Harris looked up from his notebook, an eyebrow cocked. ‘A necklace or pendant?’


‘Impossible to say.’


‘Care to speculate?’


‘I’ll leave that to you.’


‘All right. What about the wrist?’


‘The burial has been disturbed is all I’ll say.’ Drabble frowned at him. ‘And you’re not to quote me by name. You understand?’


‘You have my word.’


‘I’ve had that before.’


Harris coughed in such a way as to communicate the closure of that topic of conversation. ‘How recently would you say that the burial has been disturbed? Yesterday or decades ago?’


‘You’d need an archaeologist for that.’


Harris growled, ‘Come off it, Ernest. Some of those marks in the dust look pretty fresh to me.’


‘So what do you need me for?’


It was Drabble’s turn to smile mischievously.


‘I’ll say this: if someone did go to the trouble of finding this grave – which, don’t forget, archaeologists failed to locate back in 1923 when they excavated here – and they broke in at the dead of night to achieve it, then you must wonder what they wanted.’


Harris’s eyes lit up. ‘Well exactly, old man –’


‘Either something was here and has been taken, or they will have been gravely disappointed, so to speak.’ Drabble looked down at the skeleton, at its slightly mangled spine and sternum and that dislocated left wrist. ‘If she was laid to rest with a bracelet or necklace then this could well be consistent with robbery. Plus, those marks in the dust do look pretty recent.’


Harris looked up eagerly from his notes.


‘Fresh?’


‘Don’t quote me.’


‘Heaven forbid.’


A breeze sent the flame in the lamp flickering over and they heard a rising creak – like the door at the top of the stairs opening. Hadn’t Drabble latched it? Harris seized the lamp.


‘Come on, we’d better not outstay our welcome.’ He crawled over to the ladder, and looked back, smirking. ‘This place gives me the crypts!’


At the station they bought a copy of the second edition of Harris’s paper, the London Evening Express, and boarded the next train for the capital.


Harris slammed the first-class compartment door shut, and plumped down opposite Drabble, who was stowing his Gladstone bag. He pulled out his pipe.


‘Grave robbery in Gravesend!’ he declared with relish. Plumes of smoke ballooned from his pipe as he began to jot down his story with the stub of a pencil. ‘But what did they steal? A necklace or pendant; a bracelet of some description? Both, perhaps?’


‘Aztec gold?’ suggested Drabble with a lift of an eyebrow, as he glanced about for a radiator or heater. The carriage was cold and damp.


‘It’s a mystery –’ Harris referred back to his notes and then leafed back and forth, scribbling down shorthand notes from an earlier conversation into quotes for his story. All the while smoke poured from his pipe and dispersed from his mouth. It was a wonder he could see what he was writing. He grinned over at Drabble through the mist, pipe gritted between his teeth.


‘You staying at the club?’


‘Where else?’


‘Bloody marvellous. We can have a right old binge!’


Unfolding the Evening Express, Drabble was able to read Harris’s first story on the case – just five short paragraphs, detailing the fact that the remains had reportedly been found – Pocahontas’s grave ‘discovered’ in Kent’ – and ‘likely disturbed’ but nothing more:


The alarm was raised by the churchwarden, Mrs Wyndham, shortly after seven a.m. this morning, according to the Kent County Constabulary. ‘It’s a violation,’ she told this paper’s correspondent.


Drabble looked up from the paper. ‘Did she really say “violation”?’


‘With the usual prompting.’


‘How did they get in?’


‘Broke a window in the vestry. Didn’t take anything, mind.’


‘Just after Pocahontas?’


Harris nodded and returned to his notebook. Drabble read on:


Speaking on behalf of the American people, the United States ambassador welcomed news of the discovery of the resting place of Pocahontas, and expressed concern over the break-in. The official spokesman confirmed the ambassador would be visiting directly in the coming days to see the burial for himself, and to pay his respects.


Drabble looked over at Harris.


‘You spoke to the rector, didn’t you?’


It took a moment for the question to register before Harris looked up.


‘What?’


‘The rector. Did you speak to him?’


‘Oh, yes.’ Harris’s face lit up. ‘And strangely enough, he was rather irritated. But not about the break-in, rather about the fuss . . . the attention. If I didn’t know better I’d have said he was annoyed that Mrs Wyndham raised the alarm at all.’


‘It stands to reason. You said yourself the grave was a secret they’ve guarded for generations. Presumably he would rather she hadn’t told the police.’


‘Good point.’


‘Don’t forget, he has been happy to contribute to the fiction that the precise location was lost, so it must have been galling for him to have to own up to the fact that he and his forebears have been lying to all and sundry for centuries. Bearing false witness and all that.’


At Waterloo station, they took a cab to the Granville club.


Once there they headed straight for the Long Bar and were but paces from the first drink of the day, when a voice hailed Harris.


‘Sir Percival, sir?’


Harris turned back to confront the speaker, a look of repressed rage informing his features. He really did have an enormous thirst on.


‘Message from the office for you, sir,’ the porter said timidly. ‘You’re to call the moment you arrive. Most insistent, the gentleman was.’


Harris nodded, the gentleman would be. And Harris was a Dutchman if whoever had telephoned from the office was a gentleman.


‘Thank you, John.’


They went straight to the bar.


‘What a day,’ declared Harris as he raised the tankard to his lips. He leaned his head back, tilted the near-full vessel to his mouth, and held it there at forty-five degrees for ten seconds, fifteen at most.


‘Right –’ He slammed down the tankard and exhaled like a man who has just sired a deity. ‘Order up another brace, Professor. I’ll be right back.’


Drabble watched his old friend hurry towards the lobby, where there was a row of telephone booths, and smiled. Harris never changed. Well, not much, and never for the better.


Drabble caught the eye of Le Goff, the barman, and ordered a second round. He was just beginning to enjoy a moment of peace when Harris erupted back into his presence, roaring.


‘Holy smokes!’ He clapped Drabble on the shoulder and seized up his pint. ‘I’ll tell you this for nothing, old man. This is right up your street . . .’


Before Drabble could discover the cause of Harris’s excitement he had to wait for him to drink. He watched the man’s Adam’s apple bob up and down as he gulped. Finally, Harris came up for air. ‘Somebody’s just burgled the British Museum!’ he gasped. The pint went back to his mouth as the information sank in.


‘The British Museum?’ Drabble repeated, his mind filling with terrifying prospects of endangered national treasures large and small – items the value of which could not be calculated in simple financial terms. ‘What’s been taken?’


Harris stood his tankard on the bar and stifled a belch.


‘A pipe belonging to Sitting bloody Bull! Now, get your hat . . .’









Chapter Two


The taxi pulled up outside the proud iron railings of the British Museum and Drabble and Harris hurried in through the gate. A policeman stood under the streetlamp, swathed in an oiled greatcoat. The rain had relented but the poor sod looked like he was there for the duration. He touched the rim of his helmet.


They crossed the forecourt, bounded up the darkened steps, and were admitted by a flustered-looking clerk, who reviewed them savagely.


‘And you are?’ he sniffed imperiously. Harris’s reply was met with a shout towards the darkened cavernous interior. ‘McMillan . . . show these gentlemen of the press to the Americas room.’


They were led through the museum: Drabble glimpsed the Rosetta Stone in the gloom, he saw winged, human-headed Assyrian lions and the faces of forgotten gods. They passed rooms full of coins and urns and pottery, zigzagging through doorways, corridors, centuries, and continents. There was plenty here to attract a burglar.


The door in front of them opened into a brightly lit room: Harris strode in ahead. Drabble saw a totem pole and a two dug-out canoes . . .


‘Ah . . . the Evening Express!’ The voice came from a fleshy face that bore a lascivious expression. ‘Early as always.’ The man spoke breathlessly, and smiled as he spotted Drabble, showing teeth that wanted a dentist’s care. ‘You’ve just missed the Standard, and The Times were here earlier.’ The man’s ginger hair was unwashed and he was dressed in an exhausted grey suit. His complexion leaned towards yellow.


‘Inspector Stephenson.’ Harris bowed his head with ironic courtesy, and introduced Drabble.


‘Professor Drabble,’ replied Stephenson with emphasis. Judging by his tone, he held academics in higher esteem than journalists.


The policeman led them across the room past several display cases filled with American Indian artefacts: there were several paddles, their blades painted with deities, and a totem pole carved with animals and strange faces. The inspector paused before a display case from which the pane of protective glass had been removed. Any shards had been cleaned away. Inside among various objects – including a small clay pipe and a pair of moccasins – stood an empty baize-covered plinth. Next to it was a broad clothes hanger, likewise devoid of its artefact. Besides it was a five foot high chief’s war bonnet which was adorned by what must have been a hundred or more black-tipped eagle features.


‘This,’ Stephenson breathed heavily, ‘is where until just before twelve noon there used to be a pipe belonging to the Indian chief, Sitting Bull, who I daresay requires no introduction. If the text is to be believed, the pipe was critical to working his magic.’ Stephenson arched an eyebrow. ‘And on that hanger there was a battle shirt of some description, also said to have supernatural powers. I am told that if you put it on it rendered you immune from gunfire.’ The policeman offered a sarcastic smile. ‘In which case we could do with a few of them down the Mile End Road.’


The inspector cleared this throat.


‘The thief waited for the guard to exit the room over there, and then choosing a moment when no one else was in the gallery, he broke the glass, snatched the items, and made good his escape. The alarm was raised at eleven fifty-three a.m. We can only assume that the theft took place but minutes prior to this.’


Harris finished writing. ‘Any leads?’


‘We’re investigating. No one conspicuous was seen in these galleries or in the museum before or after. As far as we know, no one else apart from the burglar was in the room when the cabinet got broken into. No one saw the stolen property exiting the building.’


‘Are the items valuable?’


Stephenson’s face contracted, his yellowing skin pulling itself taut. ‘We’re still trying to get a figure . . . Not without value, let’s put it that way. Mind you, if money was your motive there would be plenty of other things to lift from the museum first.’


‘So it’s likely to be a collector of some sort?’ suggested Harris.


‘Precisely.’ Stephenson lit a cigarette. ‘Probably some crank who’s desperate to complete his Red Indian dressing-up costume.’ He glanced back over at the display case. ‘Don’t quote me on that.’


Harris crossed out what he had been writing and exchanged a glance with Drabble.


‘Inspector, I was in Gravesend earlier today. Do you think there could be a connection to the Pocahontas robbery?’


‘Who said there had been a robbery?’ Stephenson spoke archly and then broke into a chuckle. ‘I know about that, Harris. Look –’ He shrugged. ‘Who knows? But by Christ I hope not. Those gits down in Kent really get up my nose . . .’


Drabble peered down at the plundered display case and read the small card that stood on the empty plinth:




Smoking pipe or calumet (c. 1876) used for ceremonial rituals by


Sioux medicine man and war chieftain Sitting Bull (c. 1831–1890).


Pipe bowl carved from red pipestone or catlinite. The three-foot wooden stem carved with a setting sun and bull’s horns motif. It is adorned with twelve feathers, one for each moon or ‘month’.





Then, beneath the empty hanging area, he read the next:




Cotton ‘war shirt’ decorated with embroidered raven and bull with flame motifs, worn by Sitting Bull at Battle of Little Bighorn (1876) and subsequently. Believed by Lakota Indians to possess sacred qualities and protect its wearer from injury . . .’





‘Ah, Dr Yorke!’ Drabble turned to see Stephenson address a tall, lean man well set in his years, dressed in a tweed sports jacket and generous brown corduroys. He had a fine mop of hair and a pair of powerful spectacles that made his eyes look enormous. He viewed Harris and Drabble with interest.


‘Dr Yorke is the curator here –’ Stephenson was saying, as he broke off to talk to a colleague with a camera.


‘I thought it might be worth saying something of the artefacts that have been stolen,’ remarked Yorke by way of explanation for his presence. Harris had his pen poised:


‘As you can see from the citation, the pipe was particularly prized for medicine rituals and elite conferences.’ Yorke halted, his expression darkening, as though the impact of its loss was hitting him afresh. ‘And that it should be the very pipe belonging to Sitting Bull . . .’ He shook his head despairingly. ‘We were most lucky to have had it in the collection.’


‘Is it really believed to have magical powers?’


Yorke reviewed Harris gravely.


‘Not as such. Rather it was for the sealing of compacts, and for use during religious rituals – the offering of prayers, and so on.’


‘And what about the war shirt?’ asked Harris pointedly. ‘I see that was said to protect its wearer from injury.’


‘It’s certainly believed to have done so. Though as a society I think we’ve rather moved on from believing in magic, in other parts of the world such beliefs have persisted and do persist. I know that there are examples held in collections in the United States that feature bullet holes, which indicates certain irrefutable permeability. As far as I know Sitting Bull wore our example many times in battle and lived to tell the tale. And he certainly wasn’t wearing it when he was killed . . .’


‘Perhaps he should have been,’ suggested Drabble, though the bloodstains might have stopped the museum from putting it on display in that case.


Yorke smiled. ‘Perhaps.’


Harris asked, ‘Can you think of anyone who might steal these items, Doctor?’


Yorke plucked off his spectacles and began sucking on one of the arms. ‘I fear,’ he announced, ‘it may be a particularly acquisitive private collector. These people know no limits and it means that the artefacts are virtually impossible to trace.’


Harris jotted this down in his bad shorthand, an act which Yorke appeared to view with distaste. ‘I have said all this to the inspector,’ he noted with a sniff.


‘Do you suspect any collector in particular?’ asked Drabble.


Yorke shook his head.


‘If only I could –’


Harris cut in, ‘I presume the items are valuable?’


‘Oh, I should say!’ Yorke lowered his voice. ‘If memory serves, a similar pipe – owned by a chieftain of less renown than Sitting Bull – was sold for five hundred pounds at auction only a few months ago.’


That was a considerable sum, more than the annual earnings of several working men combined, and provided enough of a motive for a robbery, but if one wanted to obtain the sum illegally there would surely be less conspicuous or ostentatious ways of doing it. Harris caught Drabble’s expression and cleared this throat.


‘Do you know any collectors who might particularly covet these pieces?’


Yorke raised his eyebrows, prompting his tall forehead to furrow beneath the mop.


‘That’s what I’m rather hoping the inspector can tell me . . .’


Drabble and Harris were in another cab, being jolted about on their way back to the Granville for dinner. Harris was sombre: crime reporting was not really his oeuvre journalistically; hanging around with policemen was apt to make him start feeling guilty about things – imagined sins . . . But that wasn’t it, or all of it. The two crimes he had reported on today were perplexing him . . .


He was distracted by the sight of two men spilling out of a pub and glimpsed the cheery interior. Lucky bastards . . .


No, what bothered him was the possibility that a connection existed between the two robberies – a possibility underlined by the timings of the two crimes and their undisputed cultural connection. It made it a possibility that did not allow itself to be ignored. The trouble was that simply knowing that wasn’t helping much.


He broke the silence.


‘It’s got to be a spree by a nutty collector.’


The cab halted at the lights on New Oxford Street and Harris lit his pipe. Drabble immediately leaned across him and snatched down his window, permitting a cold blast of damp air to invade the warmth of the cab.


‘Oh, must you?’ cried Harris. He glared. ‘It’s only a pipe, for God’s sake.’


The cab set off. Up ahead he saw the lights of the Cambridge Theatre. 1066 and All That was playing. Theatregoers were queuing up outside. It was that time.


‘I’d kill for a drink,’ declared Harris gloomily. Smoke cascaded from his mouth.


Drabble made no reply: instead he fetched out the newspaper that he had been reading earlier and revisited Harris’s report on the Pocahontas discovery. He hoped something new might occur to him, but by the time he reached the end of the story no thunderbolt had arrived. He admitted defeat and began folding the paper away . . . but then inspiration struck. Drabble tore the pages back until he found what he was looking for: an advertisement just beneath Harris’s story. He held the newspaper up to the light from the window:




TONIGHT – LAST CHANCE TO SEE


Col. GRANT’S WILD WEST SHOW


Featuring


Black Cloud & the Lakota Sioux


Sharpshooter Fanny Howell


Ferguson’s Rough Riders


Custer’s Last Stand


Pony Express


& the Bison Hunt





Drabble handed Harris the newspaper and leaned forward to the driver.


‘The Earl’s Court Centre, please – and don’t spare the horses!’









Chapter Three


Drabble and Harris alighted in front of the tall Art Deco façade of the Earl’s Court Exhibition Centre. Much of the building, however, was unrecognisable because it was lost to a vast illuminated hoarding showing lassoing cowboys, galloping Indians, rearing horses, and charging bison before a horizon of cacti and tall natural steeples of red stone. People poured across the road from the Tube and side roads, converging on the entrances like it was match day at the Arsenal.


Their seats were near the back of the second balcony, looking down at the arena from some considerable altitude. There were more rows than could be counted by anyone of normal patience, and a vast painted backdrop was in darkness beyond the enormous stage. In the gloom Drabble could make out more sprawling cacti and high mountains – the sort you saw in Westerns. The air was heavy with an equestrian odour that lent the industrial setting a decidedly agricultural atmosphere.


Harris fidgeted excitedly in his seat.


‘I read that they’ve been getting audiences of forty thousand a night,’ he remarked. ‘The King has been twice. They say he’s enamoured of Fanny Howell – “very pert and feisty, with the hottest hips in town”, according to the press. She knows her onions with a six-shooter, too.’


‘Sounds right up your street.’


Harris gave a mocking laugh. ‘More up yours, I’d say. She’s an outdoors type.’


The lights dimmed and the noise of the audience’s chatter fell away to a hush. Somewhere a horse bayed. Then the lights went up.


Arranged in a vast semicircle spanning the arena were dozens of figures on horseback in two rows. In the front were perhaps fifty white-feathered Indians in bright red warpaint. They were joined by cowboys in Stetsons, their polished leather chaps catching the drenching light. At the very centre was a white-faced patrician figure in a double-button military-style coat, with wispy grey moustache, goatee, and long silver hair, on a white stallion. To the right of him was a young woman with aggressively red hair and a green neckerchief – and twin white holsters – presumably, Fanny Howell. On the patrician’s other side was a shrunken-looking Indian chief of advanced years, lost beneath his huge headdress of white eagle feathers, which ran down to his feet.


Lined up along the right side were what looked like half of the Seventh Cavalry. Rowed along the left flank were the Indians who would doubtlessly dispatch the aforementioned later. The fact that they were indigenous Americans of the Lakota Sioux tribe was what interested Drabble . . . Sitting Bull was the greatest leader in the history of the Sioux nation – so if anyone was interested in the pipe and shirt stolen from the British Museum, it was them. And they might be a good deal more than just interested.


Back on the stage, Drabble saw the patrician flex his ankles and trot his horse out from the line-up, raising his hat to the audience’s applause.


‘Good evening,’ he bellowed, his voice carrying across the auditorium. ‘My name is Colonel Grant –’ the cheering intensified – ‘and this is my Wild West Show. Let the festivities commence!’


There was a mighty clash of cymbals and a blast of trumpets, leading straight into a sprightly tune that could have been ‘Waltzing Matilda’ if you squeezed your eyes shut. The double line of horsed figures immediately melted away, dispersing in every direction. They galloped up the aisles to the audience’s roars, or peeled off-stage left and right.


The lights dimmed.


When they returned the stage was empty. Then there was a powerful drum roll – rising up like a locomotive and shaking the ground – and suddenly bellowing bison rushed on to the stage from all directions, pursued by shrieking, hat-waving cowboys. They discharged their pistols and started to circle the oval stage, sending the bison into a spiralling frenzy. The cowboys unsheathed their rifles and cracked off shots at the bison, and they continued to chase them into circles, like water cascading towards the epicentre of a vast bovine plughole. Just then there came another thunder of hooves and another human cry – this time higher in pitch and foreign. It was the Lakota.


Clothed in buckskins with feathers in their headbands, the Indians swept across the field, slicing through the vista in two diagonal waves. Cowboys were pitched from their horses – dragged along by their stirrups – arrows zipped through the sky, and the bison were chased away by the indigenous hunters. The cowboys gave chase.


The auditorium went dark again and when the lights returned a stagecoach with eight horses sped onto the stage, bleached in the magical yellow light of the West. It was teeming with passengers and topped with baggage and a driver with his mate riding shotgun.


Seconds later the cries of the Indians arrived and the native horsemen surged into the oval as the mate riding shotgun fired wildly – joined by the trigger-happy passengers. Soon the carriage was careening around the stage – tilting perilously as it cornered – chased by Lakota Sioux at full gallop, gunfire peppering the air. Several fell in the melee – the crowd howled in horror – as braves trailed off from their stirrups, before – yet more horror! – one Indian caught up with the speeding coach and nimbly leapt onto its roof. The shotgun fired but missed and stowed his gun, then gave battle on the roof. They rolled this way and that – all the while the mass of the coach, the horses, and the pursuing dozen or so hostile Indians lapped the oval. Harris was on the edge of his seat.


The Indian on the roof suddenly rolled from the top, and clung on precariously – just as another horseman drew level with the driver and began to batter him. They wrestled as the coach cornered; now another Indian drew alongside the first in the team of eight horses and sprang onto it, leaving his own steed to run free. The crowd cried in collective angst: it was curtains for the stagecoach.


For all that Drabble disliked the caricature presented before them, the horsemanship on display was undoubtedly impressive – and could only be marvelled at.


Suddenly a bugle sounded – shrill, martial, and rising in pitch. Everyone looked . . .


Whoops, and howls, the cavalry arrived, in impeccable navy and pale blue, white and red pennants fluttering – and swords aloft. They strafed the stage, filling the scene with some hundred human figures in all, and then began to pursue the Indians in a vast circle, with the coach now immobile, centre stage: the whole mass was an auditory conflagration of hooves, neighing horses, gunfire, and whooping soldiers and Indians.


And then the Indians vanished, pursued by the cavalry. The lights went down.


Harris nudged Drabble’s elbow.


‘By Gad, that was thrilling.’


‘If you like seeing the displacement of indigenous peoples.’


‘Oh, don’t be such a kill-joy,’ sighed Harris.


Drabble’s reply was lost to the roar of the crowd: the Seventh Cavalry was here! In they came, riding side by side, and at their head a man who – judging by his flowing blond hair – was General Custer. He wore a tasselled buckskin coat and revolvers on each hip, their butts pointing forwards in frontiersman style.


‘Ah.’ Harris grinned gleefully over at Drabble. ‘Custer’s last stand. This should cheer you up!’


Somehow Drabble didn’t think it would. Two dozen or so figures performed a stately canter around the perimeter of the oval. The pretty flags fluttered, and light sparkled off the cavalrymen’s sabres and gold braid. Cheerful military music blared from the band. The crowd roared. Whatever Drabble might think, the citizens of Britain – based on this audience at least – didn’t give a fig about indigenous people or their displacement.


The cantering of the troopers seemed to speed up . . . and suddenly the music faded and there was a drum roll so intense it fluttered in your sternum. And then it all began: cheering Indians swooped into the stage from every corner, spurring their neighing mounts at full charge.


‘Hoka hey! Hoka hey! Hoka hey!’


They fired wildly into the air as the bugle sounded, and began circling. The cavalry dismounted hurriedly and formed a square in the middle, also firing wildly. Arrows sprang up and clouds of smoke began to drift upwards to the ceiling . . . one by one soldiers fell clutching their chests, and the Indians lapped the stage, their shrieking war cries intensifying. Every now and then a warrior would break loose from the long pack and curve towards the thicket of cavalrymen, swiping at one of the number with his tomahawk. Likewise a trooper’s aim would find its mark and an Indian would tumble from his saddle and be dragged offstage by his sprinting mount – to rapture from the audience.


Soon just six or seven cavalrymen were left, amidst a pile of blue-clothed casualties: at their centre was the Stars and Stripes, the regimental banner, and the man himself, Custer – puffs of smoke rising from the barrels of his busy revolvers.


The cheerful martial music had been replaced by something darker, a score that might accompany the defiant moments of a cornered quarry. Just then the clamour of hooves and saddlery, of arms and gunpowder, ceased and the neighing horses and ponies of the Lakota Sioux attackers paused, forming a ring around the final cluster of soldiers. The warriors raised their weapons, roared – and charged, lancing through the last soldiers . . .


The flags were snatched away and then there was Custer, staggering backwards, collapsing to one knee, but still shooting. A warrior fell from his horse, crying in agony. Just then a horseman approached Custer from behind – the crowd howled in outrage – and dealt the killing blow. Suddenly it was all over.


‘Christ alive,’ Harris leaned in, tears of outrage in his eyes. ‘Did you see that? What rotters. They smote the poor sod from behind.’


Now the warriors returned to the stage, swirling around the mass of still bodies – equine and human – before forming a broad, theatrical semicircle around the fallen. From offstage, a trio of Indians now emerged, led by the elderly chief they had seen at the start. He rode a white and brown pinto horse and scores of black-tipped eagle feathers sprouted from the train of his long war bonnet. The man beneath the headdress was frail-looking but was steady in his saddle and held his spear firmly. He wore a decorated battle shirt and his arms were banded with scarlet cloths. The chief cantered forward. He was flanked by two figures, one of whom appeared to be wearing a bison for a hat. They stopped before the heap of bodies. The pinto horse’s head dipped, bobbing to its rising foreleg, and it shook its mane. The elderly chief began to speak, his voice strong but somehow quiet at the same time. The entire audience was spellbound.


‘My name is Black Cloud. I was yet two moons from my sixteenth birthday when the Battle of the Greasy Grass – that is the what you call the Battle of Little Bighorn or Custer’s last stand – took place.’ He swallowed and bowed his head briefly. Drabble wondered if the strain of addressing such a crowd was too much. After all, if the chief had turned sixteen in 1876, then he would be seventy-seven now. Or perhaps it wasn’t age; perhaps he was instead receiving unbidden memories of what had actually taken place over sixty years before. The chief resumed.


‘To this day, no one knows who killed Custer, whom we called Long Hair. He may even have taken his own life, fearing capture and what we Indians would do to him. Mighty war chief Sitting Bull told me himself that he never saw Long Hair during the battle. What I do know is that the blood of the Sioux people was hot that day and they took no prisoners. The wasichus fought like braves and died with honour. After the battle the whole land smelled of nothing but blood.’


He paused, as his horse bobbed its head once more. ‘It made my heart hurt to see so much blood shed. I killed many enemies with my hatchet, as did my brothers. We fired many arrows. Looking back at this, I have regret for the war between my peoples and those of the United States. These many years since we have learned to live in peace and harmony, and this makes my heart happy . . .’


The stage door outside the exhibition centre was thronged with off-duty cowboys, cavalry, and groups of women in bonnets and bustles – enough people to populate a wild west town. Most stood around smoking, chatting and drinking. Drabble and Harris – ‘The man from the London Evening Express!’ – were led inside by a commissionaire, through narrow corridors high up into the building.


He finally knocked at the door, waited and then opened it up:


‘Gentlemen of the press to see you, Mr Cloud, sir!’


He pushed open the door and withdrew immediately, leaving a clear view of a poky dressing room: in the corner, seated before a mirror ringed with light bulbs, was the elderly chief. His head was now bare, and his long silvery hair was swept over the bowed shoulders of his tan-coloured buckskin coat. He was indisputably smaller and even more shrunken without his war bonnet, which lay inside an open chest. At first glance he looked rather pitiful. A half-smoked cigarette smouldered in his hand and he seemed oblivious to their arrival. The wide mouth was turned down beneath his aquiline nose and his expression was mournful – a cast of mind seemingly etched onto his face by ravines of sorrow and crevices of regret.


His heavy eyelids clocked Harris’s notebook.


‘If you want an autograph, it costs one pound,’ he declared nobly.


‘I’d like to ask you a few questions for my newspaper, if I may?’


The weary eyes reached Drabble and offered no opposition.


He indicated a pair of wooden chairs with a minimal shift of his head. Slowly the cigarette went to his mouth and he took a strong drag. Half an inch of ash slumped onto his hand.


As Harris introduced them Drabble took a seat and spotted the shirt the chief had worn after the battle re-enactment lying across the top of a chest beside him. It was adorned with a bull and a raven with its wings spread – fitting the museum’s description of Sitting Bull’s, though only Yorke would be able to confirm that.


‘What a thrilling show,’ offered Harris, breaking the silence. ‘You must be exhausted.’


Black Cloud sighed, rather as if the sound of Harris’s voice was the single most tiresome thing he had heard in his life. It probably was, thought Drabble, especially at ten o’clock at night at the end of a lengthy run of shows in London, Berlin, and Lord knows where else. Just how many banal journalists’ questions could one elderly man have to put up with?


Harris pressed on: ‘Is it true that each feather in your war bonnet relates to a single act of courage or an enemy killed in battle?’


They all looked over at it: if it were true then this elderly Indian had achieved perhaps several hundred such acts. For all his claims to the contrary, Drabble wondered if one of the black-tipped eagle feathers had Custer’s name on it.


Black Cloud’s expression softened – or rather, appeared to. Beneath the soft, loosened skin of the septuagenarian, Drabble saw his expression harden.


‘I have fought more battles than I care to remember and count myself lucky to still be here – particularly after all this time.’ His speech was laboured and Drabble realised that English was almost certainly a language acquired in adulthood. ‘The white man is but one of the foes I’ve had to confront in a long life. Oftentimes the enemy has been plain stupidity, greed, and ambition in others – and it is a never-ending battle to keep them down, needing more courage than the taking of a life in battle. Mercifully, the Great Father has spared me and gave me the courage to continue.’ He remembered his cigarette and finished it off with a long drag. ‘What else, Mr Harris, would you like to know?’ he asked as he extinguished it.


‘How do you like London?’


He grimaced, showing neat, strong-looking teeth.


‘It is cold. It is wet. That is the best of it.’ He reached for another cigarette and lit it. ‘From what I see, it is a place untroubled by nature. Even the air is tarnished. I do not believe that the Great Spirit above dwells here, and Mother Earth has been driven far, far away. But the people, I like.’ He smiled as if surprised. ‘They are warm. Many years ago, a man I once knew – an Indian like me – came here with the Wild Bill Hickok show and they performed for Queen Victoria. You know what she said? “You are the handsomest people I have seen. Were you mine, I would not let them put you on display in this uncouth fashion.”’ Black Cloud shrugged, as if to say, bad luck. ‘I have long wondered what would have happened if we had all been born in Grandmother England’s land, and not that of the Great Father in Washington.’


Harris noted all this down.


Drabble gestured towards the shirt lying with the war bonnet in the box, ‘Would you mind telling us what this is?’


The Indian’s leathery forehead wrinkled.


‘That is my sacred shirt; it protects me in battle. That is why I wore it tonight.’


‘Did you wear it at Greasy Grass?’


Black Cloud hesitated.


‘Not that one. It is,’ he paused, ‘a copy of the one I had. But it is the same.’


Harris met Drabble’s gaze and received a nod. It was time. He addressed Black Cloud: ‘Did you know that a shirt like this one was stolen from the British Museum today? It had belonged to Sitting Bull.’


The chief frowned hard at Harris. But it wasn’t anger.


‘What was Sitting Bull’s sacred shirt doing in a museum in London?’ he said, after a pause.


‘They also stole a pipe of his,’ interjected Drabble.


Black Cloud turned to Drabble.


‘His pipe? What was that doing in a museum?’


Drabble shared a glance with Harris – Black Cloud’s question demanded the sort of answer that could not readily be summoned. Harris grasped the nettle: ‘Chief, do you know anyone from the Wild West Show who might have stolen these items?’


Black Cloud began shaking his head, clearly outraged at the suggestion . . . his lips began to move, but he suppressed whatever it was that he might have to say.


‘I would not speak it, even if I knew.’ He glared from Drabble to Harris and an oaky power came to his voice, replacing the laboured gentility. ‘I knew Sitting Bull.’ He thumped his chest. ‘He was my friend. His war shirt and smoking pipe should be with his people, not in London behind a glass screen being stared at by wasichus. These things should not be in a museum. They are living parts of our living culture.’


‘And I couldn’t agree more,’ soothed Harris hurriedly, realising it was time for a change of tack. He smiled at the chief earnestly. ‘What was Sitting Bull like?’


Black Cloud’s clenched jaw relaxed, and the mouth dipped.


‘He was a man of great spirit and wisdom. He died before his time at the hands of the wasichus.’ The chief’s lips lingered on his cigarette. They waited for more, but that was it.


Drabble leaned forward. ‘Chief, if you could help us find the person who has taken these items – whether it is a collector or someone else – then we could help recover them and bring them to you and your people.’


‘Exactly right,’ interjected Harris, nodding a little too keenly to be quite trustworthy.


The chief turned to Drabble.


‘Professor, I appreciate your thoughts, but they are of no help. I can not know who might have taken these things. Why should I? Because I knew Sitting Bull?’ He shook his head. ‘No . . . but I appeal to you – and to you, Sir Percival. If you do find them, please return them to my people, whatever your museum says.’


It was time to leave. Harris folded away his notebook. Black Cloud frowned in thought.


‘Sitting Bull was my friend. He was a great medicine man, and,’ the chief raised a bony index finger, ‘he had a good heart. He was also correct that the Great Father in Washington is not to be trusted. Never.’ Black Cloud stroked back a strand of his long silver hair. ‘We leave for the United States tomorrow – if the shirt and the pipe travel with us on the fire-ship across the seas, then the Great Spirit has willed it. You should not mourn the loss of these items from your museum. They live, and they should live with us.’
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