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  INTRODUCTION




  Welcome to a new beginning, or should that be a new life of crime?




  Six years ago, slightly peeved that various best of the year anthologies published in America deliberately restricted themselves to publishing only stories by US authors, I made a proposal to a

  London publishing house for a similar series but this time exclusively devoted to British crime and mystery authors. Not only did I believe there was enough good material out there in magazine,

  anthology, radio and Internet territories to fill a respectable annual volume, but was also aware that many of these stories were, for market reasons, only available in the USA and thus unknown to

  a specifically British readership. Talk about not being a prophet in your own country!




  The initial volume, titled BEST BRITISH MYSTERIES, was a runaway success and was even advertised on TV come that Christmas and earned deserved plaudits for both the book’s concept and many

  of its illustrious contributors. The series has gone from strength to strength since then, adding first the number of the year from which the stories came from and, later, just a series number to

  distinguish the respective volumes. Rewardingly, many of the stories, albeit by British authors, had only appeared previously in the USA and thus became eligible for the Crime Writers’

  Association best short story Dagger award, and have since dominated a large proportion of the annual shortlist.




  The principle is the same every year: read virtually all the crime and mystery stories published in a variety of sources, some predictable, others much less so, and I select the best. You will

  find, in these gripping pages, hardboiled tales, grisly murders, ingenious puzzles, cosy traditional tales of sleuthing and derring-do, memorable characters, heroes and dastardly villains,

  psychological landscapes of evil, thrills and spills and even laughs, etc . . . The idea is to present the whole breadth of what is being written in the mystery field today and a large field it is

  indeed, which continues to surprise and delight me on a daily basis.




  Some authors are indeed big names and familiar to many readers, while others are talented newcomers I expect you to hear more about as their next books confirm their undoubted talent, but first

  and foremost it is the intrinsic quality of their storytelling that caught my attention, and will I hope please you. Shock you maybe, surprise you even, but principally entertain you. The settings

  of the stories range far and wide both geographically and historically and demonstrate how far ranging the crime and mystery field can be in the hands of its superior craftsmen and craftswomen.




  Colin Dexter returns to the familiar and popular world of Inspectors Morse and Lewis, while Len Deighton – in his first short story in almost 20 years – welcomes back the familiar

  figure of Sherlock Holmes. Bill James ventures out again with those devious cops Harpur and lles and many other favourite authors trip the murderous light fantastic with glee and dark resolve.

  There is so much talent in British crime writing these days and I would encourage you to pursue some of these authors well beyond this book and explore full-length books by them, should their

  respective story catch your eye (or your gut . . .).




  Help British writers make crime pay and have a ball in the process. What a noble mission!




  

    Maxim Jakubowski


  




  





  THE .50 SOLUTION




  Lee Child




  Most times I assess the client and then the target and only afterward do I set the price. It’s about common sense and variables. If the client is rich, I ask for more. If

  the target is tough, I ask for more. If there are major expenses involved, I ask for more. So if I’m working overseas on behalf of a billionaire against a guy in a remote hideout with a

  competent protection team on his side, I’m going to ask for maybe a hundred times what I would want from some local chick looking to solve her marital problems in a quick and messy manner.

  Variables, and common sense.




  But this time the negotiation started differently.




  The guy who came to see me was rich. That was clear. His wealth was pore-deep. Not just his clothes. Not just his car. This was a guy who had been rich forever. Maybe for generations. He was

  tall and grey and silvery and self-assured. He was a patrician. It was all right there in the way he held himself, the way he spoke, the way he took charge.




  First thing he talked about was the choice of weapon.




  He said, “I hear you’ve used a Barrett Model Ninety on more than one occasion.”




  I said, “You hear right.”




  “You like that piece?”




  “It’s a fine rifle.”




  “So you’ll use it for me.”




  “I choose the weapon,” I said.




  “Based on what?”




  “Need.”




  “You’ll need it.”




  I asked, “Why? Long range?”




  “Maybe two hundred yards.”




  “I don’t need a Barrett Ninety for two hundred yards.”




  “It’s what I want.”




  “Will the target be wearing body armor?”




  “No.”




  “Inside a vehicle?”




  “Open air.”




  “Then I’ll use a three-oh-eight. Or something European.”




  “I want that fifty-caliber shell.”




  “A three-oh-eight or a NATO round will get him just as dead from two hundred yards.”




  “Maybe not.”




  Looking at him I was pretty sure this was a guy who had never fired a .50 Barrett in his life. Or a .308 Remington. Or an M16, or an FN, or an H&K. Or any kind of a rifle. He had probably

  never fired anything at all, except maybe a BB gun as a kid and workers as a adult.




  I said, “The Barrett is an awkward weapon. It’s four feet long and it doesn’t break down. It weighs twenty-two pounds. It’s got bipod legs, for Christ’s sake.

  It’s like an artillery piece. Hard to conceal. And it’s very loud. Maybe the loudest rifle in the history of the world.”




  He said, “I like that fifty-caliber shell.”




  “I’ll give you one,” I said. “You can plate it with gold and put it on a chain and wear it around your neck.”




  “I want you to use it.”




  Then I started thinking maybe this guy was some kind of a sadist. A caliber of .50 is a decimal fraction, just another way of saying half an inch. A lead bullet a half inch across is a big

  thing. It weighs about two ounces, and any kind of a decent load fires it close to two thousand miles an hour. It could catch a supersonic jet fighter and bring it down. Against a person two

  hundred yards away, it’s going to cut him in two. Like making the guy swallow a bomb, and then setting it off.




  I said, “You want a spectacle, I could do it close with a knife. You know, if you want to send a message.”




  He said, “That’s not the issue. This is not about a message. This is about the result.”




  “Can’t be,” I said. “From two hundred yards I can get a result with anything. Something short with a folding stock, I can walk away afterward with it under my coat. Or I

  could throw a rock.”




  “I want you to use the Barrett.”




  “Expensive,” I said. “I’d have to leave it behind. Which means paying through the nose to make it untraceable. It’ll cost more than a foreign car for the ordnance

  alone. Before we even talk about my fee.”




  “Okay,” he said, no hesitation.




  I said, “It’s ridiculous.”




  He said nothing. I thought: Two hundred yards, no body armor, in the open air. Makes no sense. So I asked.




  I said, “Who’s the target?”




  He said, “A horse.”




  I was quiet for a long moment. “What kind of a horse?”




  “A thoroughbred racehorse.”




  I asked, “You own racehorses?”




  He said, “Dozens of them.”




  “Good ones?”




  “Some of the very best.”




  “So the target is what, a rival?”




  “A thorn in my side.”




  After that, it made a lot more sense. The guy said, “I’m not an idiot. I’ve thought about it very carefully. It’s got to look accidental. We can’t just shoot the

  horse in the head. That’s too obvious. It’s got to look like the real target was the owner, but your aim was off and the horse is collateral damage. So the shot can’t look placed.

  It’s got to look random. Neck, shoulder, whatever. But I need death or permanent disability.”




  I said, “Which explains your preference for the Barrett.”




  He nodded. I nodded back. A thoroughbred racehorse weighs about half a ton. A .308 or a NATO round fired randomly into its center mass might not do the job. Not in terms of death or permanent

  disability. But a big .50 shell almost certainly would. Even if you weigh half a ton, it’s pretty hard to struggle along with a hole the size of a garbage can blown through any part of

  you.




  I asked, “Who’s the owner? Is he a plausible target in himself?”




  The guy told me who the owner was, and we agreed he was a plausible target. Rumors, shady connections.




  Then I said, “What about you? Are you two enemies, personally?”




  “You mean, will I be suspected of ordering the hit that misses?”




  “Exactly.”




  “Not a chance,” my guy said. “We don’t know each other.”




  “Except as rival owners.”




  “There are hundreds of rival owners.”




  “Is a horse of yours going to win if this guy’s doesn’t?”




  “I certainly hope so.”




  “So they’ll look at you.”




  “Not if it looks like the man was the target, instead of the horse.”




  I asked, “When?”




  He told me anytime within the next four days.




  I asked, “Where?”




  He told me the horse was in a facility some ways south. Horse country, obviously, grand fields, lush grass, white fences, rolling hills. He told me about long routes through the countryside,

  called gallops, where the horses worked out just after dawn. He told me about the silence and the early mists. He told me how in the week before a big race the owner would be there every morning to

  assess his horse’s form, to revel in its power and speed and grace and appetite. He told me about the stands of trees that were everywhere and would provide excellent cover.




  Then he stopped talking. I felt a little foolish, but I asked him anyway: “Do you have a photograph? Of the target?”




  He took an envelope from his inside jacket pocket. Gave it to me. In it was a glossy color picture of a horse. It looked posed, like a promotional item. Like an actor or an actress has

  headshots made, for publicity. This particular horse was a magnificent animal. Tall, shiny, muscular, almost jet-black, with a white blaze on its face. Quite beautiful.




  “Okay,” I said.




  Then my guy asked me his own question.




  He asked me, “How much?”




  It was an interesting issue. Technically we were only conspiring to shoot a horse. In most states that’s a property crime. A long way from homicide. And I already had an untraceable

  Barrett Ninety. As a matter of fact, I had three. Their serial numbers stopped dead with the Israeli army. One of them was well used. It was about ready for a new barrel anyway. It would make a

  fine throw-down gun. Firing cold through a worn barrel wasn’t something I would risk against a human, but against something the size of a horse from two hundred yards it wouldn’t be a

  problem. If I aimed at the fattest part of the animal I could afford to miss by up to a foot.




  I didn’t tell the guy any of that, of course. Instead I banged on for a while about the price of the rifle and the premium I would have to pay for dead-ended paperwork. Then I talked about

  risk, and waited to see if he stopped me. But he didn’t. I could tell he was obsessed. He had a goal. He wanted his own horse to win, and that fact was blinding him to reality just the same

  way some people get all wound up about betrayal and adultery and business partnerships.




  I looked at the photograph again.




  “One hundred thousand dollars,” I said.




  He said nothing.




  “In cash,” I said.




  He said nothing.




  “Up front,” I said.




  He nodded.




  “One condition,” he said. “I want to be there. I want to see it happen.”




  I looked at him and I looked at the photograph and I thought about a hundred grand in cash.




  “Okay,” I said. “You can be there.”




  He opened the briefcase he had down by his leg and took out a brick of money. It looked okay, smelled okay, and felt okay. There was probably more in the case, but I didn’t care. A hundred

  grand was enough, in the circumstances.




  “Day after tomorrow,” I said.




  We agreed on a place to meet, down south, down in horse country, and he left.




  I hid the money where I always do, which is in a metal trunk in my storage unit. Inside the trunk the first thing you see is a human skull inside a Hefty One Zip bag. On the

  white panel where you’re supposed to write what you’re freezing is lettered: This Man Tried to Rip Me Off. It isn’t true, of course. The skull came from an antique shop.

  Probably an old medical school specimen from the Indian subcontinent.




  Next to the money trunk was the gun trunk. I took out the worn Barrett and checked it over. Disassembled it, cleaned it, oiled it, wiped it clean, and then put it back together wearing latex

  gloves. I loaded a fresh magazine, still with the gloves on. Then I loaded the magazine into the rifle and slid the rifle end-on into an old shoulder-borne golf bag. Then I put the golf bag into

  the trunk of my car and left it there.




  In my house I propped the racehorse photograph on my mantel. I spent a lot of time staring at it.




  I met the guy at the time and place we had agreed. It was a lonely crossroad, close to a cross-country track that led to a distant stand of trees, an hour before dawn. The

  weather was cold. My guy had a coat and gloves on, and binoculars around his neck. I had gloves on too. Latex. But no binoculars. I had a Leupold & Stevens scope on the Barrett, in the golf

  bag.




  I was relaxed, feeling what I always feel when I’m about to kill something, which is to say nothing very much at all. But my client was unrelaxed. He was shivering with an anticipation

  that was almost pornographic in its intensity. Like a paedophile on a plane to Thailand. I didn’t like it much.




  We walked side by side through the dew. The ground was hard and pocked by footprints. Lots of them, coming and going.




  “Who’s been here?” I asked.




  “Racetrack touts,” my guy said. “Sports journalists, gamblers looking for inside dope.”




  “Looks like Times Square,” I said. “I don’t like it.”




  “It’ll be okay today. Nobody scouts here anymore. They all know this horse. They all know it can win in its sleep.”




  We walked on in silence. Reached the stand of trees. It was oval-shaped, thin at the northern end. We stepped back and forth until we had a clear line of sight through the trunks. Dawn light was

  in the sky. Two hundred yards away and slightly downhill was a broad grass clearing with plenty of tire tracks showing. A thin grey mist hung in the air.




  “This is it?” I said.




  My guy nodded. “The horses come in from the south. The cars come in from the west. They meet right there.”




  “Why?”




  “No real reason. Ritual, mostly. Backslapping and bullshitting. The pride of ownership.”




  I took the Barrett out of the golf bag. I had already decided how I was going to set up the shot. No bipod. I wanted the gun low and free. I knelt on one knee and rested the muzzle in the crook

  of a branch. Sighted through the scope. Racked the bolt and felt the first mighty .50 shell smack home into the chamber.




  “Now we wait,” my guy said. He stood at my shoulder, maybe a yard to my right and a yard behind me.




  The cars arrived first. They were SUVs, really. Working machines, old and muddy and dented. A Jeep, and two Land Rovers. Five guys climbed out. Four looked poor and one looked

  rich.




  “Trainer and stable lads and the owner,” my guy said. “The owner is the one in the long coat.”




  The five of them stamped and shuffled and their breath pooled around their heads.




  “Listen,” my guy said.




  I heard something way off to my left. To the south. A low drumming, and a sound like giant bellows coughing and pumping. Hooves, and huge equine lungs cycling gallons of sweet fresh morning

  air.




  I rocked backward until I was sitting right down on the ground.




  “Get ready,” my guy said, from above and behind me.




  There were altogether ten horses. They came up in a ragged arrowhead formation, slowing, drifting off-line, tossing their heads, their hard breathing blowing violent yard-long trumpet-shaped

  plumes of steam ahead of them.




  “What is this?” I asked. “The whole roster?”




  “String,” my guy said. “That’s what we call it. This is his whole first string.”




  In the grey dawn light and under the steam all the horses looked exactly the same to me.




  But that didn’t matter.




  “Ready?” my guy said. “They won’t be here long.”




  “Open your mouth,” I said.




  “What?”




  “Open your mouth, real wide. Like you’re yawning.”




  “Why?”




  “To equalize the pressure. Like on a plane. I told you, this is a loud gun. It’s going to blow your eardrums otherwise. You’ll be deaf for a month.”




  I glanced around and checked. He had opened his mouth, but halfheartedly, like a guy waiting for the dentist to get back from looking at a chart.




  “No, like this,” I said. I showed him. I opened my mouth as wide as it would go and pulled my chin back into my neck until the tendons hurt in the hinge of my jaw.




  He did the same thing.




  I whipped the Barrett’s barrel way up and around, fast and smooth, like a duck hunter tracking a flushed bird. Then I pulled the trigger. Shot my guy through the roof of his mouth. The

  giant rifle boomed and kicked and the top of my guy’s head came off like a hard-boiled egg. His body came down in a heap and sprawled. I dropped the rifle on top of him and pulled his right

  shoe off. Tossed it on the ground. Then I ran. Two minutes later I was back in my car. Four minutes later I was a mile away.




  I was up an easy hundred grand, but the world was down an industrialist, a philanthropist, and a racehorse owner. That’s what the Sunday papers said. He had committed

  suicide. The way the cops had pieced it together, he had tormented himself over the fact that his best horse always came in second. He had spied on his rival’s workout, maybe hoping for some

  sign of fallibility. None had been forthcoming. So he had somehow obtained a sniper rifle, last legally owned by the Israel Defense Force. Maybe he had planned to shoot the rival horse, but at the

  last minute he hadn’t been able to go through with it. So, depressed and tormented, he had reversed the rifle, put the muzzle in his mouth, kicked off his shoe, and used his toe on the

  trigger. A police officer of roughly the same height had taken part in a simulation to prove that such a thing was physically possible, even with a gun as long as the Barrett.




  Near the back of the paper were the racing results. The big black horse had won by seven lengths. My guy’s runner had been scratched.




  I kept the photograph on my mantel for a long time afterward. A girl I met much later noticed that it was the only picture I had in the house. She asked me if I liked animals better than people.

  I told her that I did, mostly. She liked me for it. But not enough to stick around.




  





  THE DEBT




  Simon Kernick




  Now I’ve got a cousin called Kevin. Just like in that song by the Undertones. Unlike in the song, though, the Kevin I know isn’t going anywhere near heaven. In

  fact, the no-good cheating dog’s far more likely to be disappearing through a trapdoor into the fiery underworld, and deservedly so too. In fact, if I could get hold of him now, I’d

  gladly give a helping hand sending him there. Only problem is, there’s a queue of people wanting to do just that, and I’m sitting opposite one of them now. None other than Jim

  “The Crim” Sneddon: gangland legend and all-round wicked hombre, renowned for his extreme cruelty to his fellow human beings, although they do say he loves animals.




  The Crim leans forward in his immense leather armchair and points a stubby, sausage-like finger in my direction. I’m sitting on his “guest” sofa, a flashy leather number

  that’s currently covered in tarpaulin, presumably in case things turn nasty, and as you can imagine, not being either cute or furry, I’m feeling less than comfortable. The Crim’s

  thin, hooded eyes are a cold onyx, and when he speaks, the words come out in a low nicotine growl that sound like a cheap, badly damaged car turning over.




  “A debt is a debt is a debt,” he rumbles, speaking in the manner of a Buddhist monk imparting some great metaphysical wisdom.




  “I’m aware of that,” I say, holding his gaze, not showing any fear, because if you let them see your weaknesses, then you may as well throw in the towel, “but the debt in

  question is between you and Kevin.”




  “No no no no,” chuckles The Crim, shaking his huge leonine head. “It don’t work like that. Do it, boys?”




  There are two men in charcoal black suits flanking the sofa on either side, and they both voice their agreement.




  To my left, blocking out much of the room’s ambient light, is one Glenroy Frankham, better known as “Ten Man Gang”, a six feet six, twenty-five stone hulk of a human being,

  with a head so small it looks like it’s been professionally shrunk, and hands that can, and probably do, crush babies. Such is his strength, he’s reputed to be the only man in British

  penal history to tear his way out of a straitjacket, although I’m surprised they found one that fit him in the first place. His belly looks like a storage room for cannonballs.




  To my right stands Johann “Fingers The Knife” Bennett, so-called because of his propensity for slicing off the digits of uncooperative debtors while The Gang holds them in place. The

  going rate’s a finger a day until the money’s been paid in full. As you can imagine, The Knife’s somewhat “hands on” approach has an enviable success rate, and only

  once has a debt not been cleared within twenty-four hours of him being called in. On that occasion, the debtor was so broke they had to start on his toes before he finally came up with the money.

  The guy was a degenerate gambler and I still see him limping around sometimes, although he plays a lot less poker these days.




  It’s poker that’s been Kevin’s downfall. That, and the fact that he chose to play his games against Jim the Crim, a man whose standards of fair play leave, it has to be said, a

  great deal to be desired. You don’t rise to multi-millionaire status in the arms and loansharking industries by adhering to the rules of the level playing field, or by being

  compassionate.




  “It ain’t my fault, is it?” continues The Crim now, “that your cousin decides to take off into the wild blue yonder without paying me the thirty-four grand he

  owes.”




  “You told me it was thirty-three.”




  “That was Monday, Billy. Today’s Wednesday. I’ve got the interest to think about. It’s a lot of money we’re looking at here.”




  “And I still don’t know why it’s suddenly mine and my family’s responsibility,” I say, thinking it’s time to get assertive.




  The Crim bares his teeth in what I think must be a smile, it’s not too easy to tell. “It’s the etiquette of the matter,” he says, clearing his throat, then spitting

  something thick and nasty into a plate-sized ashtray balanced on one of the chair’s arms. “I can’t be seen to be letting off a debt this size. It would do my reputation no good at

  all. And since there’s about as much chance of your cousin reappearing as The Gang here taking up hang-gliding, someone’s got to pay. And that someone’s his mother.”




  And this, my friends, is why I’m here voluntarily. Because it is my aunt Lena – my dead mother’s only sister, and the woman who brought me up from the tender age of thirteen

  – who is the person currently being treated as The Crim’s debtor, and this is a situation that, as an honourable man, I can’t allow to continue. She’s prepared to pay up too

  by selling her house, in order to protect her only son from the consequences of his rank stupidity, but I’ve told her to leave it and let me see what can be done to alleviate the situation,

  although I’m beginning to think that it’s not a lot.




  “I understand your position, Jim,” I say, trying to sound reasonable, “but my aunt hasn’t got the money to pay you, it’s as simple as that. However,” I add,

  wanting to avoid a confrontation I know I can’t win, “I haven’t come here empty-handed. I’ve got five grand in my pocket. Consider it a deposit on what’s owed. Then,

  when I track down Kevin, which I promise I’m going to do, I’ll make sure I get you the other twenty-eight. You’ve got my word on that.”




  “Twenty-nine, you mean, and I want the lot now.”




  The trick in circumstances like these is always to have some room for manoeuvre. “I can get you ten by the end of tonight,” I tell him, hoping this’ll act as a sweetener.




  It doesn’t.




  “I don’t think you’re hearing me right, Billy,” he growls. “I told you what I want. Now, if you ain’t got it, we’ll have to see if we have better luck

  extracting it from your auntie.”




  “He came in a nice car, Mr Sneddon,” says The Knife, his voice a reedy whisper, like wind through a graveyard. “It looks like one of those new BMW 7 Series.”




  Uh-oh, I think. Not my pride and joy. But, oh dear, The Crim’s craggy, reddened face is already brightening. It is a most unpleasant sight. “Now that’s what I like to

  hear,” he says. “And it’ll cover the cost of your cousin’s misdemeanours, no problem.”




  I shake my head, knowing I’m going to have to nip this one in the bud pretty sharpish. “That car belongs to me, Jim, and it’s not for sale. I bought it with the proceeds of my

  last fight.”




  “I remember that last fight. Against Trevor ‘The Gibbon’ Hutton. I had a bet on it. Cost me five grand when you knocked him down in the eighth.” His expression suddenly

  darkens at the memory, as if this is somehow my fault.




  “Well, you know how hard I had to work for it then, don’t you?” I tell him, making a final stand. “I’m not giving it up, no way.”




  The Crim nods once to The Knife and I feel the touch of cold metal in the curve of skin behind my ear.




  My heart sinks, especially as I still owe fifteen grand to the finance company. I love that car.




  Although I feel like bursting into tears, I keep my cool. “You’ve changed your weapon, Johann,” I say calmly, inclining my head a little in his direction.




  “A gun’s less messy,” The Crim replies, answering for him. He puts out a hand. “Now, unless you want The Knife here to be clearing the contents of your head off the

  tarpaulin, you’d better give me the keys.”




  So, pride and joy or not, I have no choice but to hand them over.




  The Crim thinks he’s doing me a favour by driving me home. Instead, it is akin to twisting the knife in a dying man.




  “This really is a sweet piece of machinery,” he tells me as we sail smoothly through the wet night streets of the city, the tyres easily holding the slick surface of the tarmac. As

  if I don’t already know this. “Ah, this is what it’s all about,” he adds, sliding his filthy paws all over the steering wheel, and reclining in the Nasca leather seat. And

  he’s right, too. There’s nothing like the freedom of the open road, coupled with all the comforts the 21st Century has to offer; it’s like driving in your own front room. The

  problem is it’s now The Crim’s front room. And it’s his music too: a Back to the Seventies CD he picked up from his office, which is blaring out track after track of retro

  rubbish.




  As we drive, a Range Rover containing The Knife and The Gang inside brings up the rear. The Crim tells me he never likes travelling in the same car as his two bodyguards. He strokes the

  car’s panel and tells me that they’re Neanderthals who don’t appreciate the finer things in life, although quite how Tiger Feet by Mud fits into this category is beyond me.

  He tells me all this, even though I am hugely uninterested, and when he drops me off, he even gives me a pat on the shoulder and requests that I punch Kevin for him, next time I see the treacherous

  bastard.


  

  I tell him that I will, meaning it, and clamber lonely and humiliated from the car as the Range Rover pulls up behind us. The Knife is driving and he gives me a triumphant little smirk.

  The Gang just stares with bored contempt, like he’s viewing a side order of green vegetables. Then both cars pull away, and I’m left alone.




  I used to be a handy middleweight boxer. I never troubled the top division but in a career spanning nine years and twenty-seven professional fights (seventeen wins, two draws

  and eight losses, before you ask), I managed to save up enough money to invest in property. I own a flat in Hackney outright, and I put down fifty percent on a house in Putney last year, which

  I’ve been doing up ever since.




  But my main job these days is as a doorman. I don’t need the cash particularly, but it’s easy work. The place is called Stallions, not that there’s much of the stallion about

  any of the clientèle. They’re mainly middle-aged men with plenty of money. It’s billed as a gentleman’s establishment but, to be honest, it’s more of a high-class brothel

  with a bit of card-playing and drinking thrown in.




  Two hours after being dropped off by Jim The Crim, I arrive at the door of the club in Piccadilly, freshly showered and dressed in a dickie bow and suit, having had to get a taxi all the way

  down here. Needless to say, I’m not in a good mood, but I’m on floor-duty tonight, which is some compensation.




  The club itself is a lavish split-level room with cavernous ceilings, and was obviously kitted out by someone who liked the colour burgundy. It’s busy tonight, with all the tables taken,

  and the girls outnumbering the clients by less than two to one, which is rare. How it works is this: you pay an annual fee of several grand to be a member, but you don’t have to sleep with

  any of the women. You can just come and drink and play cards if you want to, but most people indulge in the more carnal pursuits. There are private rooms upstairs to which you take your chosen

  girl. You pay her cash, usually along the lines of £200 an hour, and then pay a separate room fee to the management which equates to the same amount. It’s pricey, but these are

  men without money worries and ladies with very generous looks.




  As I pass the small, central dance-floor, I’m greeted by several of the girls. They wink and blow me kisses, and one – Chanya from Thailand – brushes against me like a cat as I

  pass, her expression inviting. But I know it’s only a bit of fun. She doesn’t want me. Like all the girls here, she’s after a ticket out, and someone of my standing simply

  hasn’t got the resources to provide that.




  Still, the attention puts me in a better mood, and this lasts as long as it takes to round the dance-floor and take the three steps to the upper level. Because it’s then I spot the man who

  is my current nemesis, none other than The Crim himself.




  This is a surprise. I’ve not seen The Crim in here before. He’s sitting at a corner booth talking animatedly to one of our regulars, the right honourable Stephen Humphrey MP, a

  former junior defence minister, who always seems to have plenty of money. There’s some skulduggery afoot, I’ve no doubt about that, and I wonder what it might be.




  I watch them from a distance for a full minute as they hatch whatever evil plot they’re hatching, and I think they make a right pair. The Crim is a big lumpy ox of a man with looks to

  match, while the MP is tall and dapper, with every pore of his Savile Row besuited form oozing expensive education. He sports a quite magnificent head of richly curled, silver-white hair that makes

  him look like Julius Caesar on steroids. To be honest, I’ve heard it’s a very expensive rug, but then you hear a lot of intimate details in a place like this, not all of them pleasant,

  or true.




  I’m not so bothered about all that at the moment, though. What I am bothered about is getting my BMW back, since it was taken from me under duress, as I think you’ll agree. Clearly,

  if The Crim’s here then so is the car. And what’s more I’ve got my spare keys on me. I’m taking a risk by repossessing it, of course, because The Crim is definitely not a

  man to cross, but I can’t bring myself to do nothing when I know that it’s probably in the underground car park, only yards away.




  I take a look round for The Gang and The Knife, but they’re nowhere to be seen.




  However, when I look back at the Crim’s booth, I see that one of the girls, Vanya, a tall, statuesque blonde from Slovakia with an icy smile and a model’s poise, has approached the

  table, and is leaning over talking to Humphrey. The Crim meanwhile is surreptitiously peeking down the top of her cleavage, and trying without success to be all nonchalant about it.




  As I watch, The Crim reaches into his pocket and pulls out what look suspiciously like my car keys. With a reluctant expression, he hands them over, not to Humphrey, but to Vanya, and she gives

  the big ox an enthusiastic peck on the cheek. What the hell’s going on here, I wonder, as the politician gets up and the two men shake hands?




  A second later, Humphrey and Vanya turn and walk hand in hand across the length of the club and disappear out the exit.




  Not for the first time in my life, I’m confused. What’s he done with my car now?




  It’s one of the club’s rules that senior members (i.e. those the management want to keep on good terms with) can take selected girls off the premises and back to their own places, by

  prior agreement. Stephen Humphrey is one such member, but since he’s married with a sizeable brood of kids, I doubt he’s taking her back to his place for a bit of slap and tickle.




  Which means they could be going anywhere.




  So, what do I do now?




  For the next half hour or so, I don’t do a lot, just keep walking the floor of the club, making sure that everyone, clients and girls alike, feels happy and secure. But all the time

  I’m thinking about my car and the heinous way it’s been taken from me. And, of course, what I need to do to be reunited with it.




  Finally, I can take no more. I’ve got to have it back. It’s just turned midnight when I head outside and make a call to the firm who monitor the tracking device that’s

  installed in it. I tell the man on the other end of the phone that a friend of mine’s driven off in my car for a prank. I don’t want to involve the police but I do want the car back, so

  can he please activate the tracker and let me know where it is? He doesn’t like the idea, and to be fair, it’s a bit of an unusual request, but eventually, having ascertained that I am

  who I say I am, he does the honours and informs me that my car is currently outside Number 21 Bowbury Gardens in Hampstead.




  Ah, the wonders of technology. Now all I need to do is get there.




  As I turn round, putting the phone back in my pocket, I see The Crim hurrying down the steps with The Knife and The Gang in tow. They don’t see me, but keep on going

  round to the entrance of the underground car park. Something’s up, I think, but I’m no longer so worried about them. The important thing is to get my rear across to 21 Bowbury Gardens

  before anyone else does. So, after a quick few words with my fellow doorman, Harry “The Wolverine” Carruthers (so-called because of the thick black mat of hair that covers his body from

  neck to toe), he agrees to lend me his car. He’s not too happy about it, obviously, since number one he’s going to have to cover for me and number two, when finishing time comes round

  at the unearthly hour of 4 a.m., he’s going to have some trouble getting home.




  I tell him not to worry about this since I’ll have it back well before then, and anyway, he owes me one. The Wolverine’s not happy, there’s no doubting that, but eventually he

  parts with the keys, and I drive off towards Hampstead in the hunt for truth and justice.




  It’s just turned quarter to one and raining when I pull into Bowbury Gardens, a quiet residential road of rundown three-storey townhouses, and I’m immediately

  confronted by an alarming sight. The front door of one of the houses about halfway down is open and I can see Vanya, the girl who left the club in my car, being manhandled by a number of men who

  all have their back to me.




  Hearing my car approach, one of them turns round and I see that it’s Jim The Crim. He immediately turns back and grabs Vanya by the arm, pushing her back into the house. I carry on

  driving, looking straight ahead, hoping they won’t recognize me, and as I pass I see that they’ve all now disappeared inside. I also see my motor – sleek and metallic-black, like

  a crouching panther – parked at the side of the road.




  I find a space nearby and pull in. The spare keys are in my pocket. Now is the time to pretend I never saw Vanya being accosted by The Crim and his boys, grab my car and drive off, end of story.

  Obviously, I’m going to have to get out of London for a while, in order to escape The Crim’s wrath, but I was planning a holiday anyway, and Stallions isn’t exactly a job

  I’ll miss.




  But the problem is that I’m an honourable man, as I’ve told you before. I can’t just walk away from a damsel in distress; it’s not right.




  However, there’s another problem. I am outnumbered, and if I remember rightly (which I do), the Knife is carrying a gun. Since I know that The Wolverine is a man who sometimes strays on

  the wrong side of the law, I check in his glove compartment for any useful accessories and, lo and behold, I find a can of pepper spray. It’s not a lot but it’ll have to do.




  Putting it in my pocket, I get out of the car and jog through the rain past my car, resisting the urge to kiss the paintwork, and carry on to the door where I saw the altercation. I try the

  handle and it’s locked. There’s a buzzer lit up on the wall beside it and I see that the house is split into three flats. Taking a step back I note that the third floor’s the only

  one with lights on, so figure that this one’s Vanya’s place. I come forward again and launch a flying karate kick at the lock on the door. It looks pretty old and it gives easily,

  flying open with an angry crack.




  Surprise has never been my strong point and I wonder again why I’m helping Vanya. She’s never been particularly friendly to me. In fact, I’ve always thought her aloof and cold.

  I think maybe I’m simply a sucker for punishment.




  I shut the door behind me and move forward in the darkness, listening. I can’t hear any sounds from above so I head over to the stairwell opposite and take the steps upwards, my shoes

  tap-tap-tapping on the cheap linoleum floor. It smells of damp in here and I suddenly feel sorry for Vanya, coming thousands of miles to work in a brothel servicing middle-aged men, and living in a

  dump like this.




  There’s a scream. It’s short and faint, but it’s definitely coming from the top floor. Before my fights, I used to get so nervous and pumped-up that I’d be bouncing off

  the walls, counting down the seconds to the action. I get that feeling again now. I can sense impending violence and it’s weird, but I’m actually looking forward to it. It’s like

  I’m living again for the first time in months, years even.




  And now, of course, I know why I’ve come here, and why I’m defying Jim The Crim Sneddon himself. I crave the excitement. It’s like a drug.




  The pepper spray’s in my left hand as I mount the last step, see a door in front of me, all plywood and chipped paint, and do a Jackie Chan on this one as well. It flies open as well and

  this time I’m confronted by a sight that’s alternately hilarious and shocking.




  First, the shocking part: Vanya, dressed in civvies, is sitting rigid on her threadbare living room sofa, her pale blue eyes as wide as saucers. Above her, with one foot on said sofa, stands The

  Knife, the tip of his trademark stiletto touching the little fold of skin just below her left eye. In his free hand, he holds a thick lock of blonde hair that he’s clearly just lopped off,

  and it looks like he’s about to embark on some more physical damage. The expression on his face is one of cold pleasure.




  Now for the hilarious part, and believe it or not, there is one. Wailing like an angry baby in the middle of the room, is the right honourable Stephen Humphrey MP. Except his resplendent silver

  mane is no longer attached to his head, but is actually bunched up in Vanya’s hand, like a sleeping Jack Russell, where she’s obviously removed it with some force. So, the rumours are

  true. Humphrey really is as bald as a coot, and I think it must have been his screams I heard, because his shiny dome is red and raw, and laced with the remnants of torn adhesive.




  The Crim is the only other person in the room, and he’s having a bit of a laugh at Humphrey’s plight. At least he is until he sees me bursting in like some avenging angel. The MP is

  the nearest to me, but I don’t bother with him. As Defence Minister, he had a reputation as a tough guy in parliament. But it’s one thing making the brave decisions that send other men

  to their deaths, and another getting in the firing line yourself. He makes his intentions admirably plain by jumping out the way very fast, and burying his newly naked head in his hands.




  I identify the priority target as The Knife, since he’s the one with the weapons, and as he turns my way, I let him have it with a liberal burst of the spray. He tries to cover his face

  but he’s not fast enough, and as he chokes and splutters against the fumes, at the same time bringing his knife round in my direction, I knock him down with a swift left hook. He hits the

  sofa, out for the count.




  But The Crim’s a bit quicker, having had that much more time to react, and he yanks his head away as I fire off another burst of the spray. He’s exposed in this position, and I come

  forward and punch him in the kidneys, twice in quick succession. He stumbles and loses his footing, and I grab him by his coat and pull him close, shoving the canister against his nose and spraying

  off the last of its contents straight up his nostrils.




  He starts gasping for air and twisting round uncontrollably, smashing into the stereo unit, part of which falls on his head with a loud clunk. I let go of him and turn round to look for Vanya,

  who’s giving the prone, mewing Humphrey a bit of a working over. I pull her off him and, at that moment hear the sound of a toilet flushing round the corner, just out of sight.




  Oh no! The Gang! In all the excitement, I’ve forgotten about him, and now I’m out of spray. A second later, he comes into the room – twenty-five stone of muscle and jelly. The

  guy’s amazingly fast for one so immense, I have to give him that.




  “Run!” shouts Vanya rather unnecessarily, but he’s almost upon me, leering like a demented clown and, worse still, The Knife is starting to get to his feet, obviously not quite

  as knocked out as I’d thought.




  I strike The Gang with a three-punch combination, every blow slamming into his tiny, childlike face, but they might as well be kisses for all the damage they’re doing, and he keeps coming

  forward, wrapping great arms round my torso, and dragging me into a vice-like bearhug that quite literally takes my breath away. I try to say something but no sound comes out. I feel my ribs giving

  way. I have never been in such pain in my life, and I think that if I die like this, it will be a truly terrible way to go. And it’s all because of that arsehole, Kevin.




  In the background, I can see The Knife rubbing his eyes. He hisses to his colleague not to kill me. He wants to end my life himself. It almost seems preferable to what I’m going through

  now.




  But then The Gang’s grip loosens, and he suddenly goes boss-eyed. I get my right arm free and deliver an uppercut that catches him under the chin. The grip loosens still

  more and I struggle free, bumping into Vanya, whose hand is thrust between The Gang’s legs, twisting savagely. As the Americans would say, this girl has spunk.




  We turn together, just in time to see The Knife slashing his weapon in a throat-high arc, and it takes all my old reactions to fend off the blow, using my right arm to block his, and my left to

  deliver two vicious little jabs – bang bang – right into his pockmarked mug.




  He actually says “Ouch!”, then goes straight over backwards, landing on the carpet, only to be trampled on by The Crim, who is still blundering around the room like a drunk

  gatecrashing a ballet performance.




  And then we’re out the door and down the stairs, taking them two and three at a time, and I can hear The Gang lumbering behind us. Vanya stumbles and I grab her arm and pull her upright.

  We hit the street at a mad dash, veering right in the direction of the BMW. She starts fiddling in the pocket of her jeans for the keys, thinking that’s she’s going to be the one

  driving, but there’s no way that’s going to happen.




  “This is my car, darling!” I shout, pulling out the spares and flicking off the central locking.




  Reluctantly, she jumps in the passenger side, while I leap in the driver’s seat and switch on the ignition. The engine purrs into life, and I pull out into the road. I can see The Gang in

  the rear view mirror, coming down the road after us. He’s gaining but there’s not a lot he can do now and I accelerate away, feeling pleasantly satisfied, at least until Vanya tells me

  that the Bow-bury Gardens is actually a dead end road, and I’m going in the wrong direction.




  I do a quick three-point turn in the middle of the road, and swing the car back round, accelerating. Twenty yards away, The Gang is in the middle of the road, looming up like an immovable stone

  monolith, but this is a strong car, and a good deal more substantial than the man currently standing in front of me.




  I think The Gang must belatedly realize this because at the last second, he leaps to one side, belly-flopping onto the bonnet of some poor sod’s Renault Megane with a huge crash. It takes

  me a moment to realize that it is in fact The Wolverine’s car and that now he’s definitely going to be walking home tonight.




  I keep driving, gliding round the bend and onto the main road. Mission almost accomplished.




  “Thanks for that,” says Vanya, leaning over and putting a hand on my arm. She smells nice, and I think there might be passion in her pale eyes, although to be fair, I’ve been

  wrong about this sort of thing before.




  “What the hell was that all about?” I ask her, and she tells me.




  Apparently, Stephen Humphrey is providing lucrative defence contracts to one of The Crim’s front companies in return for cash. A very big contract is coming up and, on hearing that The

  Crim is driving one of the new BMWs, Humphrey wants to take possession of the car in lieu of his usual payment. The Crim reluctantly agrees and Humphrey and Vanya go for a spin. Vanya, however, has

  been tiring of Humphrey of late, and they end up having a violent argument. In the ensuing mêlée, Vanya physically removes the MP from the car, damaging his toupee in the process, and

  then drives off home, concluding that actually London life isn’t for her. She decides to take the 7-Series and drive it, and her meagre possessions, back to Slovakia.




  But just as she’s leaving, The Crim and his boys turn up, along with a crooked-haired Humphrey thirsting for revenge. Which is where I came in.




  I ask her if she’s going to take the plane home now.




  She looks disappointed. “Is this really your car?” she asks.




  “I’m afraid it is,” I tell her.




  “So,” she says, looking at me with an interest she’s never shown before, “what are you going to do? The men you attacked are going to be pretty upset and I understand

  that Mr Sneddon is a very powerful man.”




  It’s a good question, and one I haven’t really given a lot of thought to. “We’ll have to see,” I say enigmatically.




  By this time, we’ve pulled up outside Aunt Lena’s house. I know that whatever happens, I’ve got to keep her out of the way of The Crim, who’s going to be looking to

  settle scores in any way he can.




  But there’s something odd here. In Aunt Lena’s one-car carport sits another 7-Series, brand new like mine. I park up behind it and, taking the spare keys from Vanya, just in case she

  decides to do another runner, tell her to wait for me.




  As I reach the front door, it opens and who should I see standing there but the fugitive himself, cousin Kevin? He immediately opens fire with a barrage of excuses for his absence, as well as

  heartfelt apologies and gestures of thanks. The whole tirade’s a pile of bullshit, of course, but you have to give him ten out of ten for effort.




  “Where’s your mum?” I ask him, and then remember that I actually told her to stay round her friend Marjorie’s house on the next street until all this boiled over.




  “Have you got The Crim’s money?” I demand. “He reckons it’s thirty-four grand.”




  “Thirty-four thousand?” he pipes up. “That’s ruinous. Tell you the truth,” he adds, which is usually the prelude to a lie, “I’ve been down in Monaco.

  Made some money on the tables. Had everything ready for The Crim, but then I saw this motor in the showroom near the casino . . .” He motions towards the car, “and I just had to have

  it. It’s beautiful, Billy,” he says. “Supreme engineering.”




  “I know,” I answer, “I’ve got one. So, I’m taking it you haven’t got the money.”




  He gives me a rueful expression. “Supreme engineering doesn’t come cheap.”




  “No, it doesn’t,” I say, pondering the evening I’ve had, then clap him on the shoulder. “Look, stay here tonight, Kevin, and we’ll straighten out The Crim in

  the morning. I’m just popping off back home.”




  We say our goodbyes and I get back in the car, and put a call into The Crim on my mobile as we drive away. Not surprisingly, he’s none too pleased to hear from me and is full of curses and

  bluster until I tell him that Kevin’s waiting for him at Aunt Lena’s house with a present that I guarantee will make him happy, and which will simultaneously clear the debt.




  I also add that it would be a lot better for everyone if my family stayed in one piece and no one got to hear about The Crim’s crooked relationship with Mr Hairpiece himself, Stephen

  Humphrey MP.




  Before he can say anything else, I end the call, settle back and turn to Vanya.




  “So,” I ask, as we reach the bottom of the road. “Which way to Slovakia?”
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  Triply marked had been the white envelope, Personal Private Confidential; and after reading its contents, Inspector Lewis’s forehead registered considerable puzzlement.

  Furthermore, after re-reading the two-page letter, such puzzlement appeared compounded with each succeeding paragraph.




  

    

      53 Cumberland Place




      London W2 5AS




      0207 3736642




      10 April 2006




      Dear Inspector,




      My only connection with you is via the late Chief Inspector Morse, who once came to talk at the Detection Club’s annual jamboree at The Ritz. We had known of him

      because one of our number had written accounts of some of his high-profile investigations, particularly into murder, a crime ever nourishing the life-blood of our distinguished membership.

      Morse spoke rather stiffly, we thought, although after his speech he was somewhat more relaxed with his plentiful supply of single-malt Scotch.




      It was at that point he came to speak of you, and in a most complimentary fashion. Clearly you formed an illustrious partnership and I know you will have learnt a great deal from him

      about the solving of crime. Indeed, one of our cruciverbalist members wrote an anagrammatic clue about his rank and name: “Person with crimes to resolve (9, 5)”. And it is in order

      to resolve a crime that I write to you now. Please, Inspector, consider the following facts.




      I was myself, until a few years ago, the President of the Detection Club, during which time I naturally held an open cheque book on the Club’s account. I attended a committee

      meeting two weeks ago in the hotel lounge at Paddington Railway Station, taking with me the cheque book and intending (belatedly) to surrender it to the current President. There were five of us

      there, all male: our President, myself, and three other senior members. The business was conducted expeditiously; and before repairing to the bar with my colleagues, I collected up my own

      material, consisting of a few personal letters, the minutes of the last meeting, the morning’s agenda, my notes, etc, and stuffed them into my briefcase.




      On returning home and taking out these papers, I found that the cheque book was missing, although I clearly remember that I had forgotten (yet again) to hand it over. Was my memory

      playing cruel tricks on me? I am certain this was not the case. My brain cells have not let me down for many a decade, to be frank – eight of them almost! I did not allow this matter to

      disturb me unduly, but it should have done. Why? Because two days ago I learnt that a considerable amount had been withdrawn from the Club’s account on a cheque from that very book, a

      cheque ostensibly signed by me.




      My mind has been going round whirlygigwise this last forty-eight hours, since I am certain that it was one of us at the committee meeting who was responsible for the theft, as well as for

      the criminal usage made of it thereafter. One of those men is a complete monster – bit of one, anyway! One of them is a d— arrant robber! One of them ought to be roasted under a

      grill – he deserves it! Do I sound a little incoherent? So be it.




      Where does this leave my reputation? I used to be called the Crime King – Father of Detection! And now I am left in much anger and despair as I see myself the victim of a person who

      is that most despicable thing – faker of cheques! He would need a cheque, of course, as well as a copy of my signature, which he could (did) practise. It may therefore be of some help to

      you to have a list of those members to whom, reasonably recently, I wrote and signed semi-official letters: Len Deighton, Anthony Lejeune, Simon Brett, Lionel Davidson, Peter Lovesey, James

      Melville, Reginald Hill, Robert Barnard, Jonathan Gash, John Malcolm, Ian Rankin, John Harvey, and Robert Goddard. All men. But it was a man. And the only reason I am not listing the names of

      those members attending the committee meeting must be fairly obvious. I find myself unwilling to point a finger at any specific person.




      Now that Morse is no longer with us, I am looking to you, Inspector, feeling confident that after working for so many years with that remarkable man, some of his skills will have rubbed

      off on you. Yes, I am certain you can help me, if you will. Alas, the resolution of this sorry affair is urgent and imperative. We need no private eye on the assignment: let’s have it

      under your eye – let’s prove, between us, who this villain is!




      Yours truly,




      HRF Keating




      PS On looking through what I have written, I notice that the phrase “I am certain” is used three times. Please know that what I tell you three times is

      true.


    


  




  Later that morning, rather more quickly than Lewis, it had been Detective Sergeant Hathaway who read the letter.




  “Puzzling, don’t you think?” queried Lewis.




  “Well, yes. I don’t suppose everybody knows what a cruciver—”




  “I know,” interrupted Lewis sharply. “I worked with a chronic cruciverbalist for twenty years.”




  “Sorry, sir.”




  Lewis pointed to the letter. “Don’t you find it all a bit of a mystery?”




  Hathaway hesitated. “To be truthful, sir, I don’t, no. It seems pretty clear that either it’s all a joke or else this fellow’s more than halfway round the

  twist.”




  “Really? Doesn’t read much like a joke to me. And I don’t reckon the fellow’s lost his marbles, either. I remember Morse talking about this Keating chap. Said he’d

  got one of the shrewdest brains in the business.”




  “But no one could expect us to take this sort of stuff seriously. He’s told us next to nothing—”




  “Except his home address and his telephone number.”




  “So?”




  “So ring him up.”




  “And say what?”




  “You think of something. You’re a university graduate, remember.”




  Lewis pushed the telephone across the desk; and a few moments later both men could hear the words: “This number is not receiving incoming calls. I repeat, this . . .”




  “Never mind,” said Lewis. “The President – ring him.”




  “How do we know—?”




  “The Club’ll be on Google, man.”




  Hathaway looked up from the screen a minute later. “Fellow called Simon Brett. There’s a telephone number, too.”




  But again both men were shortly to hear an automated voice. “The person you require is not available. Please try again later”.




  Lewis grinned wryly. “They all seem to be telling us next to nothing, just like you said.”




  But his eyes remained steadfastly on the letter as he wondered what Morse would have thought in the same situation . . .




  He was still wondering a few minutes later when Hathaway interrupted whatever might have been going through the inspector’s mind.




  “You remember we’re due out at ten o’clock, sir?” “Yep. But just you get a copy of that letter and take it home with you tonight. You see, I’m beginning to

  think we may be wrong about it not telling us anything. If I’d said that to Morse, do you know what he would have said?” Hathaway shook his head indifferently. “He’d have

  said that fellow’s probably told us everything.”




  “Not told us how the guilty party sorted out the transfer of the money; not told us which bank it was or how much dosh was taken out . . . Ridiculous, really, that letter!”




  Lewis made no reply, and Hathaway continued:




  “Tell you something else, sir. My old tutor once told me that if I kept on using as many exclamation marks in my essays as this fellow’s done, he’d refuse to read ‘em.

  And any writer who kept on using those long dashes all the time hadn’t much idea on how to write the Queen’s English.”




  Again Lewis made no reply, but something – some small, vague idea – was struggling into birth in the depths of his brain as Hathaway spoke again.




  “I wonder whether Morse would think he was much of a writer, our man here. Things like ‘arrant monster’—”




  “Arrant robber,” corrected Lewis.




  “Ugh! Would your old boss have written that?”




  “Dunno. He never wrote much. And if he had to read a lot of bumph, it was always the commas he was most particular about.”




  “Wish I’d known him, sir,” said Hathaway with gentle irony as he closed the door behind him.




  “A lot of people would!” said Lewis quietly to himself in the empty room.




  Hathaway had finished his supper, and was looking through the evening’s fare in the TV Times when his mind drifted back to the Keating letter. He’d won

  himself no Brownie points when he’d misquoted “arrant robber” from the letter. “Robber” . . . not all that different from “Robert”, was it? And

  Lewis’s Christian name must surely be Robert, with his senior colleagues always calling him “Robbie” . . . He took out the letter from his jacket-pocket: yes, there it was,

  “arrant robber”. What was this stupid bloody letter all about?




  But suddenly something clicked in his mind and his eyes were gleaming as he wrote out the letters of “arrant robber” and crossed them off one by one against a name on the

  members’ list. One letter short, agreed. But there it was, immediately before those two words: the letter “d—”, which he’d assumed to have been the way some people

  who’d never sworn in their lives expressed “damned”.




  “Wow!”




  It was 8.45 pm and he rang Lewis immediately. Almost. But if one of the four names was hidden there in the text, in “anagrammatic” form (the very word Keating had used), yes! If one

  of the names was nestling there, what about the other three?




  Lewis was watching the 10 o’clock news on BBC1 when Hathaway rang.




  “I went through that letter line by line, sir, letter by letter, and I’ve found them, found all of them. All four: ‘d—arrant robber’ is an anagram of Robert

  Barnard. Next one: ‘monster – bit’ is an anagram of Simon Brett, our honourable President. Then we’ve got ‘grill – he’, not quite so clear, but it must be Reg

  Hill. The last, near the end, is ‘eye – let’s prove’, which works out as Peter Lovesey. I checked all the other names on the list, but there’s no one else

  lurking there. No one!”




  After finally replacing the receiver, Hathaway felt an inner glow of forgivable pride. Yet he realised that four names didn’t help all that much when the problem was deciding on just

  one name. But the other four would go down to three if the President (surely) could be shunted along with Caesar’s wife into the above-suspicion bracker. Which left him with Barnard,

  Hill, Lovesey . . .




  When Hathaway had rung, Lewis had only just got back from hearing Papadopoulos conducting the Oxford Philomusica at the Sheldonian. He felt pleasingly tired, and would have welcomed an earlyish

  night. But he knew he would have little chance of sleep with Hathaway’s clever findings topmost in his mind, and with the idea that had begun to dawn on him that morning still undeveloped and

  unexamined. Unusually for him, he was aware of a strongly competitive urge to come up with something that could complement his sergeant’s discovery. But who was that one crook on the

  committee? One of the four – or perhaps one of the three – for he (like Hathaway) felt prepared to pass over the President.




  Think, Lewis! Think!




  How would Morse have looked at the letter? Probably looked at it the wrong way round, say? How do you do that, though? Read it back to front? Ridiculous. Read the PS before the salutation? But

  where had he read the PS’s “what I tell you three times is true” before? From Lewis Carroll, wasn’t it? He located the words immediately in The Oxford Book of

  Quotations, from “The Hunting of the Snark”. So what? What had that got to do with anything? Just a minute. Three suspects . . . but Keating hadn’t mentioned any single

  one of the suspects three times. He hadn’t mentioned anything three times.




  Or had he?




  Well, even if he had, it was past midnight, and he was walking up the stairs when he remembered what Hathaway had said about punctuation. Morse had once told him that Oscar Wilde had spent two

  hours one morning looking through one of his poems before removing a comma; and then spent a further two hours the same afternoon before deciding to re-instate the said comma. And after standing

  motionless on the third step from the top of the staircase, Lewis finally retraced his steps downstairs and looked at the letter for the umpteenth time, now paying no attention whatsoever to what

  things were being said, but how they were being said.




  And suddenly, in a flash, eureka.




  Thank you, Hathaway! Thank you, Morse!




  Lewis took a can of beer from the fridge and drank it before finally completing his ascent of the staircase. Hathaway may have fallen asleep that night with a look of deep satisfaction on his

  face, but with Lewis it was one bordering on the beatific.




  It was three days after the aforementioned events that Mr HRF Keating received a letter at his London address with the envelope marked “Thames Valley Police HQ,

  Kidlington, Oxon”.




  

    

      13 April 2006




      Dear Mr Keating,




      I write to thank you for your letter of 10 April 2006. You asked for my help.




      Between us, my sergeant and I finally fathomed the anagrammatized names of the committee quorum; and leaving aside yourself, and giving the benefit of the doubt to your successor as

      President, we were left with three names from the list you gave us: Messrs Barnard, Hill, Lovesey. The clues were there and we spotted them. But this didn’t get us very far. Which of the

      three men was it?




      It was more difficult for us to spot the vital clue, but in reality you had made it quite complex. The three names we had, as well as the President’s, were each signposted by two

      items of punctuation: the long em dash and the exclamation mark. It was cleverly done. But we were a bit slow to notice the full implication of this. These two punctuation marks were each used,

      always closely together, not four times, but seven times, and used nowhere else in your letter. Why had our suspect-list suddenly grown so much longer? The reason eventually became clear. The

      name of the perpetrator of the “crime” was not included in the list of club-members. But there he was, three times: “frank—eight”; “King-Father”;

      “thing—faker”, and each of the three is a perfect anagram of the man responsible for the alleged theft of the chequebook: a man, as I say, who was not listed among the

      suspects. A man named HRF Keating. You, sir!




      Only one problem remains, a more difficult one than that posed by your letter. Why on earth did you go in for all that rigmarole? What was the point of it? If, as we suspect, it was for

      sheer amusement, please remember that irresponsible wasting of police time is liable to be interpreted as a crime, and as such be liable for prosecution.




      Please satisfy our curiosity about your motive, although we trust that your reply can be rather shorter than your original communication.




      Yours sincerely,




      R Lewis (Detective Inspector)




      

        16 April 2006


      




      Dear Inspector Lewis,




      Thank you so much for your letter, and heartiest congratulations on your cleverness.




      An American philanthropist was one of our guests when Morse spoke to us, and the two of them got on finely. This same person revisited us a month ago, and was naturally saddened to hear

      of Morse’s death. He remembered Morse mentioning to him the work of the Police Service of Northern Ireland Benevolent Fund, and expressed the wish to make some donation to this fund. But

      on one specific condition. Together we amused ourselves by jointly composing the letter I originally sent to you. The agreed condition was that the police should prove themselves still able to

      exhibit the high degree of mental acumen and flexibility that Morse himself had shown with crossword puzzles, and with criminal cases.




      It was also agreed that I should write to you to explain the whole thing should you have shown no interest, or have been utterly flummoxed by our letter. Had such been the case, we had

      decided to consider the merits of the next two charities on my friend’s giftlist: the Salvation Army, and the Donkey Sanctuary. I rang him immediately on receipt of your wonderfully

      welcome letter, and a cheque is now on its transatlantic flight to the police charity: a cheque for $25,000. This I hope should compensate in some degree for the time you and your colleague

      spent on the puzzle, and perhaps you can now cross my own name off the list of those potentially liable for prosecution. It remains for me only to subscribe this letter, which I now do.




      A right nerk?—Ay!




      PS Please note the punctuation.


    


  




  





  THE BOOKBINDER’S APPRENTICE




  Martin Edwards




  As Joly closed his book, he was conscious of someone watching him. A feeling he relished, warm as the sun burning high above Campo Santi Apostoli. Leaning back, he stretched

  his arms, a languorous movement that allowed his eyes to roam behind dark wrap-around Gucci glasses.




  A tall, stooped man in a straw hat and white suit was limping towards the row of red benches, tapping a long wooden walking stick against the paving slabs, somehow avoiding a collision with the

  small, whooping children on scooters and tricycles. Joly sighed. He wasn’t unaccustomed to the attentions of older men, but soon they became tedious. Yet the impeccable manners instilled at

  one of England’s minor public schools never deserted him; and besides, he was thirsty; a drink would be nice, provided someone else was paying. The benches were crowded with mothers talking

  while their offspring scrambled and shouted over the covered well and a group of sweaty tourists listening to their guide’s machine-gun description of the frescoes within the church. As the

  man drew near, Joly squeezed up on the bench to make a small place beside him.




  “Why, thank you.” American accent, a courtly drawl. “It is good to rest one’s feet in the middle of the day.”




  Joly guessed the man had been studying him from the small bridge over the canal, in front of the row of shops. He smiled, didn’t not speak. In a casual encounter, his rule was not to give

  anything away too soon.




  The man considered the book on Joly’s lap. “Death in Venice. Fascinating.”




  “He writes well,” Joly allowed.




  “I meant the volume itself, not the words within it.” The man waved towards the green kiosk in front of them. Jostling in the window with the magazines and panoramic views of the

  Canal Grande were the gaudy covers of translated Georgette Heyer and Conan the Barbarian. “Though your taste in reading matter is plainly more sophisticated than the common herd’s. But

  it is the book as objet d’art that fascinates me most these days, I must confess. May I take a closer look?”




  Without awaiting a reply, he picked up the novel, weighing it in his hand with the fond assurance of a Manhattan jeweller caressing a heavy diamond. The book was bound in green cloth, with faded

  gilt lettering on the grubby spine. Someone had spilled ink on the front cover and an insect had nibbled at the early pages.




  “Ah, the first English edition by Secker. I cannot help but he impressed by your discernment. Most young fellows wishing to read Thomas Mann would content themselves with a cheap

  paperback.”




  “It is a little out of the ordinary, that accounts for its appeal. I like unusual things, certainly.” Joly let the words hang in the air for several seconds. “As for cost, I

  fear I don’t have deep pockets. I picked the copy up from a second hand dealer’s stall on the Embankment for rather less than I would have paid in a paperback shop. It’s worth

  rather more than the few pence I spent, but it’s hardly valuable, I’m afraid. The condition is poor, as you can see. All the same, I’d rather own a first edition than a modern

  reprint without a trace of character.”




  The man proffered a thin, weathered hand. “You are a fellow after my own heart, then! A love of rare books, it represents a bond between us. My name is Sanborn, by the way, Darius

  Sanborn.”




  “Joly Maddox.”




  “Joly? Not short for Jolyon, by any chance?”




  “You guessed it. My mother loved The Forsyte Saga.”




  “Ah, so the fondness for good books is inherited. Joly, it is splendid to make your acquaintance.”




  Joly ventured an apologetic cough and made a show of consulting his fake Rolex as the church bell chimed the hour. “Well, I suppose I’d better be running along.”




  Sanborn murmured, “Oh, but do you have to go so soon? It is a hot day, would you care to have a drink with me?”




  A pantomime of hesitation. “Well, I’m tempted. I’m not due to meet up with my girlfriend till she finishes work in another hour . . .”




  A tactical move, to mention Lucia. Get the message over to Sanborn, just so there was no misunderstanding. The American did not seem in the least put out, as his leathery face creased into a

  broad smile. Joly thought he was like one of the pigeons in the square, swooping the moment it glimpsed the tiniest crumb.




  “Then you have time aplenty. Come with me, I know a little spot a few metres away where the wine is as fine as the skin of a priceless first edition.”




  There was no harm in it. Adjusting his pace to the old man’s halting gait, he followed him over the bridge, past the shop with all the cacti outside. Their weird shapes always amused him.

  Sanborn noticed his sideways glance. He was sharp, Joly thought, he wasn’t a fool.




  “As you say, the unusual intrigues you.”




  Joly nodded. He wouldn’t have been startled if the old man had suggested going to a hotel instead of for a drink, but thankfully the dilemma of how to respond to a proposition never arose.

  After half a dozen twists and turns through a maze of alley ways, they reached an ill-lit bar and stepped inside. After the noise and bustle of the campo, the place was as quiet as a church

  in the Ghetto. No one stood behind the counter and, straining his eyes to adjust from the glare outside, Joly spied only a single customer. In a corner at the back, where no beam from the sun could

  reach, a small wizened man in a corduroy jacket sat at a table, a half-empty wine glass in front of him. Sanborn limped up to the man and indicated his guest with a wave of the stick.




  “Zuichini, meet Joly Maddox. A fellow connoisseur of the unusual. Including rare books.”




  The man at the table had a hooked nose and small dark cruel eyes. His face resembled a carnival mask, with a plague doctor’s beak, long enough to keep disease at bay. He extended his hand.

  It was more like a claw, Joly thought. And it was trembling, although not from nerves – for his toothless smile conveyed a strange, almost malevolent glee. Zuichini must suffer from some form

  of palsy, perhaps Parkinson’s disease. Joly, young and fit, knew little of sickness.




  “You wonder why I make specific mention of books, Joly?” Sanborn asked with a rhetorical flourish. “It is because my good friend here is the finest bookbinder in Italy.

  Zuichini is not a household name, not even here in Venice, but his mastery of his craft, I assure you, is second to none. As a collector of unique treasures, few appreciate his talents more than

  I.”




  A simian waiter shuffled out from a doorway, bearing wine and three large glasses. He did not utter a word, but plainly Sanborn and Zuichini were familiar customers. Sanborn did not spare the

  man’s retreating back a glance as he poured.




  “You will taste nothing finer in Italy, I assure you. Liquid silk.”




  Joly took a sip and savoured the bouquet. Sanborn was right about the wine, but what did he want? Everyone wanted something.




  “You are here as a tourist?” the American asked. “Who knows, you might follow my example. I first came to this city for a week. That was nineteen years ago and now I could not

  tear myself away if my life depended on it.”




  Joly explained that he’d arrived in Venice a month earlier. He had no money, but he knew how to blag. For a few days he’d dressed himself up as Charlie Chaplin and become a living

  statue, miming for tourists in the vicinity of San Zaccaria and earning enough from the coins they threw into his tin to keep himself fed and watered. But he’d hated standing still and after

  a few hours even the narcissistic pleasure of posing for photographs began to pall. One afternoon, taking a break in a cheap pizzeria, he’d fallen into conversation with Lucia when she served

  him with a capuccino. She was a stranger in the city as well; she’d left her native Taormina after the death of her parents and drifted around the country ever since. What they had in common

  was that neither of them could settle to anything. That night she’d taken him to her room in Dorsoduro and he’d stayed with her ever since.




  “Excellent!” Sanborn applauded as he refilled his new young friend’s glass. “What is your profession?”




  Joly said he was still searching for something to which he would care to devote himself, body and soul. After uni, he’d drifted around. His degree was in English, but a career in teaching

  or the civil service struck him as akin to living death. He liked to think of himself as a free spirit, but he enjoyed working with his hands and for six months he’d amused himself as a

  puppeteer, performing for children’s parties and at municipal fun days. When that became wearisome, he’d drifted across the Channel. He’d spent three months in France, twice as

  long in Spain, soon he planned to try his luck in Rome.




  “I wondered about learning a trade as a boat-builder, I spent a day in the squero talking to a man who builds gondolas.” He risked a cheeky glance at Zuichini’s profile.

  “I even thought about making masks . . .”




  “An over-subscribed profession in this city,” Sanborn interrupted. “I understand why you didn’t pursue it.”




  “Well, who knows? One of these days, I may come back here to try my luck.”




  “You have family?”




  “My parents are dead, my sister emigrated to Australia where she married some layabout who looked like a surf god. So I have no ties, I can please myself.”




  “And your girlfriend?” Sanborn asked. “Any chance of wedding bells?”




  Joly couldn’t help laughing. Not the effect of the wine, heady though it was, but the very idea that he and Lucia might have a future together. She was a pretty prima donna, only

  good for one thing, and although he didn’t say it, the contemplative look in Sanborn’s pale grey eyes made it clear that he’d got the message.




  “You and she must join us for dinner, be my guests, it would be a pleasure.”




  “Oh, no, really, we couldn’t impose . . .”




  Sanborn dismissed the protestations with a flick of his hand. He was old and deliberate and yet Joly recognized this was a man accustomed to getting his own way. “Please. I insist. I know

  a little seafood restaurant, they serve food so wonderful you will never forget it. Am I right, Zuichini?”




  The wizened man cackled and nodded. A wicked gleam lit his small eyes.




  “Well, I’m not sure . . .”




  But within a couple of minutes it was agreed and Joly stumbled out into the glare of the sun with the American’s good wishes ringing in his ears. Zuichini’s small, plague-mask head

  merely nodded farewell; he’d uttered no more than two dozen words in the space of half an hour. Joly blinked, unaccustomed to wine that hit so hard; but the pleasure was worth the pain.




  When he met up with Lucia, she made a fuss about the dinner. It was in her nature to complain; she regarded it as a duty not to agree to anything he suggested without making him struggle.




  “With two old men? Why would we wish to do this? After tomorrow we will be apart, perhaps for ever. Are you tired with me already?”




  Exaggeration was her stock-in-trade, but he supposed she was right and that they would not see each other again after he left the city. The plan was for him to travel to Rome and for her to join

  him there in a fortnight’s time when she’d received her month’s pay from the restaurant. He’d arranged it like that so there was an opportunity for their relationship to die

  a natural death. He hated break-up scenes. It would be so easy for them not to get together again in the Eternal City. If he wanted to return to Venice, he would rather do so free from

  encumbrances; there were plenty more fish in the sea. As for their argument, in truth she found the prospect of a slap-up meal at a rich man’s expense as appealing as he did and after twenty

  minutes she stopped grumbling and started to deliberate about what she might wear.




  They went back to her place and made love and by the time she’d dressed up for the evening, he could tell she was relishing the prospect of meeting someone new. Even if the men were old,

  she would love parading before them; admiration turned her on more than anything exotic he tried with her in bed. At first he’d found her delightful, he’d even managed to persuade

  himself that she might have hidden depths. But in truth Lucia was as shallow as the meanest canal in the city.




  Against his expectations, the dinner was a success, early awkwardness and stilted conversation soon smoothed by a rich, full-blooded and frighteningly expensive red wine. Sanborn, in a fresh

  white suit, did most of the talking. Zuichini remained content to let his patron speak for him, occupying himself with a lascivious scrutiny of the ample stretches of flesh displayed by

  Lucia’s little black dress. Her ankle tattoo, a small blue heart, had caught the American’s eye.




  “In honour of young Joly?” he asked, with an ostentatious twinkle.




  Lucia tossed her head. “I had it done in Sicily, the day of my sixteenth birthday. The first time I fell in love.”




  “It is as elegant and charming as the lady whom it adorns.” Sanborn had a habit of giving a little bow whenever he paid a compliment. “Take a look, Zuichini, do you not

  agree?”




  The wizened man leaned over to study the tattoo. His beak twitched in approval; the gleam in his dark eyes was positively sly. Even Lucia blushed under his scrutiny.




  Sanborn said smoothly, “I have long admired the tattooist’s art and your heart is a fine example.”




  Lucia smiled prettily. “Thank you, Mr Sanborn.”




  “Darius, please. I like to think we are friends.”




  “Darius, of course.”




  She basked in the glow of his genial scrutiny. Joly broke off a piece of bread and chewed hard. He was revising his opinion about their host’s sexual orientation. Perhaps the old goat

  fancied trying his luck once Joly had left town. Fair enough, he was welcome to her.




  “Do you know, Zuichini, I rather think that young Lucia’s heart is as elegant as Sophia’s dove. What do you say?”




  The bookbinder paused in the act of picking something from his teeth and treated Lucia to a satyr’s grin. “Uh-huh, I guess.”




  He didn’t speak much English and his accent was a weird pastiche American. Perhaps he’d picked it up from watching old movies. His idea of a matinee idol was probably Peter Lorre.

  Why did Sanborn spend so much time with him, if they were not lovers, past or present? Joly asked if Sophia was Sanborn’s daughter.




  “Good heavens, no. Alas, like you, I have no family. Sophia was a young lady whom Zuichini and I came to know – what? – two or three years ago. She worked behind a bar down the

  Via Garibaldi. We were both very fond of her. And she had this rather lovely neck tattoo, in the shape of a flying dove with broad, outstretched wings. As with Lucia’s lovely heart, I have no

  doubt that it was carved by a gifted artist.”




  “You admire well-made creations?” Lucia asked, preening.




  Sanborn patted her lightly on the hand. “Indeed I do, my dear. My tastes are not confined to fine books, although my collection is the most precious thing I possess.”




  “Tell us more,” Joly said, as the food arrived.




  Over the meal, Sanborn told them a little about his life. He’d inherited money – his grandfather had been president of an oil company – and he’d devoted years to

  travelling the world and indulging his taste for curios. Although he had never visited Venice until he was fifty years old, as he sailed into the lagoon and drank in the sights from the Bacino di

  San Marco, he resolved to make the city his home. By the sound of it, he lived in some grand palazzo overlooking the Canal Grande, and kept his income topped up with the rent from apartments

  that he’d been wise enough to buy up as the years passed. For all the talk of flooding, you could make good money on property in the city. Demand would always exceed supply.




  “I always had a love of books, though it was not until I met Zuichini here that I started to collect in earnest. Are you a reader, Lucia, my dear?”




  She shook her head. “No, I am too young. I tell this to Joly. He is of an age where there should be no time to read. He should live a bit.”




  “Well, books are not simply a delight for desiccated old rascals like me or Zuichini here You must not be hard on your young man. Seems to me he does pretty well for himself, living the

  dolce vita on a budget while indulging in old books whenever he finds a moment to spare.”




  Joly caught Zuichini peering down the front of Lucia’s dress. Their eyes met briefly and the little man gave his toothless smile. Perhaps even he would find time to break off from binding

  books if only he could spend a night with Lucia. It wouldn’t happen, though, unless Sanborn was in a mood to share. Joly savoured his swordfish. He didn’t care. The American was welcome

  to her. If he showered her with money and presents, there was little doubt that Lucia would be content to do his bidding until she got bored. She’d confided in Joly that she’d worked in

  a lap dancing club in Milan and finished up living with the man who owned the joint. He was something high up in the Mafia, but after a few weeks he’d tired of her complaining and she’d

  managed to escape him without a scratch. Joly reckoned there wasn’t much she wasn’t willing to do, provided the price was right.




  He felt his eyelids drooping before Sanborn snapped knobbly, arthritic fingers and asked the waiter to bring coffee. Before he knew what was happening, Lucia had accepted Sanborn’s offer

  that they dine together again as his guests the following night. He didn’t object – it was a free meal, and who cared if Sanborn was a dirty old man with an ulterior motive? Already he

  had spent enough time in the American’s company to know that he was both persuasive and determined. If he wanted to spend his money, if Lucia wanted to sell her favours, who was Joly to stand

  in their way?




  Sanborn insisted on paying a gondolier to take them back to a landing stage not far from Lucia’s apartment. On the way home, she prattled about how wonderful the American was. Joly knew it

  was unwise to argue, but in the end he couldn’t resist pointing out that she was the one who had been unwilling to waste her evening in the company of two old men. Now she had committed them

  to a repeat, on his very last night in the city, when he would have preferred them to be alone.




  “And you would have been able to match Darius’s hospitality? I do not think so, Joly.”




  The next day was even hotter. Lucia went out to work early on and was intent on shopping during the afternoon. After lunching on a ham sandwich – no point in spoiling his appetite for the

  evening’s feast – Joly embarked on a last stroll around the gardens of Castello. Finding a seat beneath a leafy tree, he finished Death in Venice, then ambled back through the

  alleyways, absorbing the smells of the fish-sellers’ stalls and the chocolate shops, wondering how long it would be before he returned to La Serenissima. He understood what had kept Sanborn

  here. Once you became intoxicated with the beauties of Venice, the rest of the world must seem drab by comparison. But he was keen to sample Rome and after the previous night, he was more than ever

  convinced that this was the right time to make a break with Lucia. Sanborn was welcome to her.




  When he arrived back at the flat, Lucia was short-tempered in the way that he now associated with her rare attacks of nervousness. She was bent upon impressing Sanborn, and she’d bought a

  slinky new red dress with a neckline so daring it bordered on indecent. It must have cost her a month’s wages. A carefully targeted investment – assuming she had footed the bill, that

  was. Joly wondered if she’d met up with Sanborn during the day and managed to charm the cash out of him. He wouldn’t put it past either of them. So what? It was none of his business;

  soon he would be out of here.




  The American and his sidekick were waiting for them at the appointed time, sitting at a table inside a restaurant close to Rialto. Sanborn’s suit tonight was a shade of pale cream.

  Zuichini was scruffy by comparison, his face more reminiscent of a scary carnival mask than ever.




  “Lucia, you look dazzling!”




  Sanborn kissed her on both cheeks and Zuichini did likewise. Joly had never seen the bookbinder show such animation. The little dark eyes seemed to be measuring Lucia’s tanned flesh, no

  doubt wondering what she might look like when wearing no clothes. His attention pleased her. Perhaps she was hoping the two old men would fight over her. Even the waiter who took their order

  allowed his gaze to linger on her half-exposed breasts for longer than was seemly. The restaurant specialized in finest beef steak and Sanborn ordered four bottles of Bollinger.




  “Tonight we celebrate!” he announced. “Over the past twenty four hours, we have become firm friends. And although Joly is to move on tomorrow, with the lovely Lucia to follow,

  it is my firm conviction that all four of us will be reunited before too long.”




  As their glasses clinked, Lucia’s eyes were glowing. While they ate, the conversation turned to Joly’s plans. He made it clear that they remained fluid. It was his style, he said, to

  trust to luck. Sanborn challenged this, arguing that even a young man needed roots.




  “Learn from my mistake, Joly. Until I discovered the wonders of this marvellous city, my life lacked direction. You need something to anchor your existence. A place, firm friends, perhaps

  a trade.”




  Zuichini nodded with unaccustomed animation. “Right. That is right.”




  “Listen to this good man. He knows the joys of a craft, the unique pleasure that comes with creation. This is where you can steal a march on me, Joly. I am proud of my collection of books,

  undeniably, but I have never experienced the delight of creating a masterpiece of my own. I cannot paint, or compose, or write to any level of acceptable competence. I lack skills of a practical

  nature. But you, my young friend, are different. If you were to put your talents to good purpose . . .”




  “I have an idea!” Lucia clapped her hands. Champagne went to her head. After a single glass, already she was raising her voice and her skin was flushed. “Once you have seen

  Rome, you could come back here and train as Zuichini’s apprentice!”




  The plague doctor’s face split in a horrid smile, while Sanborn exclaimed with delight. “Perfect! There, Joly, you have your answer. How clever you are, Lucia. That way two birds

  could be killed with one stone. Joly would learn from a master at the height of his powers, and Zuichini would have a good man to whom he could pass on the tricks of his trade before it is too

  late.” Sanborn lowered his voice. “And there is something else that I have omitted to mention. Zuichini, may I? You see, Joly. This good fellow here, as you may have notice, is

  afflicted by a dreadful malady. Parkinson’s attacks the nervous system and he has been suffering stoically for some time. But it becomes increasingly difficult for him to work. An utter

  tragedy, sometimes I despair. Not only because Zuichini’s disability saddens me, but also from a selfish motive. For who will succeed him in business, who will practise his very special

  skills, so as to keep me supplied in fine books? In you, perhaps I have found the answer to my prayers.”




  “I don’t think so,” Joly said slowly.




  “Oh, but you must!” Lucia exclaimed. “Such an opportunity, to learn from a genius!”




  Sanborn must have primed her with this idea and asked her to offer support. They’d met during the day, not only so that Sanborn could pay for the new dress. The American was, Joly thought,

  like the most demanding parent. He wanted to have the young folk beholden to him, at his beck and call and used his control of the purse strings to make sure they did not escape.
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