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    Chapter One




    Guy Haughton-Bassett woke with a full bladder and stumbled to the bathroom. He was still wearing yesterday’s shorts and t-shirt, now crumpled and smelling of sweat. He had fully intended to take them off before going to bed, but had felt unsteady on entering the bedroom and decided to have a lie down before proceeding to the bathroom. Good intentions were soon nullified by a drunken stupor, followed by restless sleep.




    Going through to the living room, he poured a large glass of scotch and downed it in a few gulps, then poured another and retrieved his cigarettes and lighter from the coffee table. For some time now he had taken the view that the first drink of the day was purely medicinal, whereas the second was to be savoured. He went out onto the balcony, with its commanding view of Jomtien Beach and the Gulf of Thailand, and settled himself in a wicker chair, lit a cigarette and gazed out over the expanse of water which stretched as far as the eye could see. Some way off a youth on a jet ski was skipping across the waves in the morning sun.




    Life was good here, in this land where warmth was guaranteed and rain was welcome because of the delicious cool that followed. Five years ago, when he had decided to move to Thailand, he had not been certain that he would stay. Now there was no question in his mind about his future. Even if his funds ran low, he could always move to a smaller, cheaper apartment and it was much less expensive for him to live in Pattaya than it would be back in England.




    When he had been looking for an apartment he had considered buying a property near Pattaya Beach with its hectic nightlife and extensive choice of restaurants. Before long he had decided that, while all this was fun if you were on holiday, the peaceful environment of Jomtien Beach was infinitely preferable if you were looking for somewhere to live. The condominium was much smaller than the house in Wimbledon Village where he had lived before, but the accommodation was more than adequate. The building also boasted a swimming pool for the benefit of the residents, but Guy seldom made use of it.




    All at once he wondered where Nok was and went back to the bedroom to see if she was still sleeping in their large wooden bed. He was not entirely surprised to find that she wasn’t there. Just then he heard the front door of the apartment open and going out into the hall he saw her enter, dressed in a tiny pair of denim shorts and a sleeveless top and carrying two ‘Tesco Lotus’ carrier bags full of shopping.




    “There you are, Darling, I wondered where you were.”




    She didn’t answer, but went through to the kitchen to unpack her purchases. He followed and, standing behind her, slipped his arms around her slim waist.




    “You stink!” she exclaimed. “Go showering and I do breakfast.”




    “Whatever you say, Sweetheart.”




    When he returned, showered, shaved and in clean clothes, she had already prepared breakfast: toast and black coffee with a generous measure of scotch for him and rice soup for her. As they ate in silence, he looked across the table at her. He thought back to the night they had first met in the ‘Pink Rabbit’ bar in Patpong. There were many pretty Thai girls there, but she had stood out from the others. She was taller with long legs, narrow hips and unusually large brown eyes. He had paid her bar fine without hesitation and taken her back to the nearby flat on Silom Road where he was staying with an old school friend. They had shared a night of passion during which she demonstrated some of the skills which had made her a top earner at the ‘Pink Rabbit’ and by morning he was convinced that he must have her again. He went back each evening and by the end of the week he knew that he must possess her entirely.




    “I missed you when I woke up this morning,” he said at last.




    “I sleep other room.”




    “What would you like to do today?” He asked, but she just snorted and went on eating her soup. Clearly she was annoyed with him. It was generally best to allow this kind of mood to pass. She was sure to relent before long and in the afternoon they would make love as usual in the artificial cool of the bedroom. Afterwards they would lie in each other’s arms until hunger drove them from beneath the single sheet.




    That morning she locked herself in the second bedroom, having cleared up and washed the dishes. She was angry with Guy and wanted time and space to think. There was no doubt that her life was better now than before she met him, but some aspects of his behaviour were hard to live with.




    She had been born Chanita Wiraporn (nickname: ‘Nok’) and brought up in a village near the town of Surin, in the north-east of the country. When she was a skinny seventeen year old her parents, who were poor rice farmers, had arranged for her to go to Bangkok to work in a restaurant owned by her mother’s cousin. She had been happy with the suggestion, as she thought that waiting at table would suit her. She had little experience of restaurants, but she and her family had been taken out for lunch once by her father’s brother, who owned a shop in Surin. She had watched the young men and women flit between the tables, carrying plates of food. It looked easier than working in the fields and seemed to have a higher status as well.




    When she reached Bangkok, she found that she was to be a ‘beer girl’. She was given a pair of white cowboy boots, a short red skirt and a sleeveless top with fringes across its front. Her job was to pour drinks for male customers and encourage then to buy more. It was tedious at times and some of the men made lewd comments about her which she disliked. Some even tried to touch her, but she soon learned how to avoid unwanted attention. She didn’t earn much and lived in a single room near the restaurant, but she enjoyed the company of the other girls.




    She became particularly friendly with Fon, who was a couple of years older than her and had been working in Bangkok since she was sixteen. She was dismayed when Fon announced that she was fed up with her job and was going to work in the ‘Pink Rabbit’ Go-go Bar in Patpong, Bangkok’s red light district. Nok was reluctant to lose her friend, so when Fon suggested she go too, she agreed. The work was much as before, but more of the customers were farang (white men) and the chances of being groped were significantly higher. There were other girls there who offered the customers much more than drinks and food. Fon, who wanted more money and less time on her feet, formed the opinion that these girls had a better life than she did and soon she too was turning tricks. Nok was reluctant to join her at first but, seeing her friend happy and prosperous, she decided to give it a try. She was sexually inexperienced at the start, but she was soon up to speed and quickly became a favourite with some of the regular clientele.




    Then one night Guy had come in to the bar. He was tall and slim and, she thought, rather good looking. His once blonde hair was now grey but it was still thick and in good condition. His face was ruggedly handsome and his prominent nose, which had been broken playing rugby in his youth, gave him an attractively roguish appearance. She soon became aware that he couldn’t take his eyes off her and went over to his table to ask him to buy her a ‘lady drink’. She normally had a small Coke in these circumstances, as the consumption of alcohol while working was strictly forbidden by the management of the ‘Pink Rabbit’. Once a price had been negotiated she had gone with him to a small cluttered apartment and spent the night there. She hadn’t expected to see him again, but within a matter of weeks she was on her way with him to Pattaya.




    Life with Guy was good overall; he bought her expensive clothes and jewellery and was a competent and reasonably considerate lover. However, she was fed up with his drinking and his reluctance to take her out in the evening. Worse still, marriage had never been mentioned. She knew that nothing in their relationship would change if she married Guy, but her status in society would be improved. She would be able to go home and hold her head high in the village as a local girl made good.




    At lunch time Guy noted with mild annoyance that Nok had not reappeared. The prospects for his usual afternoon activity were looking bleak, so he decided that drastic action was called for. Fortunately there was rice in the rice cooker and some minced pork left over from last night’s diner, so he decided to display his skill with the microwave oven and prepare lunch. He laid the table and poured himself a glass of beer; a tipple which his experience led him to believe would not impair his performance during the afternoon. When everything was ready he went to the bedroom door and called out: “Darling, lunch is ready.” There was no response at first, but after a few moments he heard the key turn in the lock and Nok appeared, still looking none too happy.




    Her face brightened a little when she saw the lunch on the table; she couldn’t remember the last time she had not been the one to prepare a meal. They ate in silence and Guy judged that further intervention was required if peace and harmony were to be fully restored.




    “Why don’t we go out for dinner tonight?” he said brightly, “We’ll go somewhere nice and you can wear that red dress you bought the other week.”




    Her face brightened at once. “I want go Royal Cliff Beach Hotel.”




    “No problem; I’ll book a table.” She jumped up and kissed him on the lips. Shortly afterwards they adjourned to the bedroom.




    The table was booked for seven o’clock, so they rose before six to shower and dress. Guy put on a smart pair of cotton trousers and a blue silk shirt, which he knew would go well with Nok’s dress and then waited while she fussed over her hair and make up. He had booked a ‘baht bus’, a pick-up truck with a roof and seats at the back which functions as a bus or taxi, to take them to the hotel. It would be too undignified to arrive there on the back of Nok’s motorbike and he didn’t own a car. When the entry phone buzzed he presumed that it had arrived. However, instead he heard an English voice on the other end of the line. It was a voice he had hoped never to hear again.




    “It’s Gordon, Gordon Sterry, can you let me in?”




    “Gordon, what a surprise; I’m afraid it’s not very convenient just now. We’re just about to go out.”




    “Don’t mess around, Guy; I need your help. Some fucker stabbed me; I’m bleeding all over the pavement.”




    Guy took a moment to digest this information before replying. “Surely you should be going to a hospital.”




    “What and let ‘im find me again? Don’t be so fuckin’ stupid. Anyway you’re a fuckin’ doctor.”




    “I used to be, but I haven’t practised for years; you know that.”




    “You can’t have forgotten everything they taught you at that London Hospital. Now open this fuckin’ door.” His voice was louder and more insistent.




    “How did you know I was here?”




    “Don’t matter how I know. It’s my business to know what former employees is doin’.”




    ‘Why won’t the wretched man go away?’ thought Guy. It was really too tiresome. “I’m really sorry and all that, but you’ll have to find someone else to help you.”




    “Look you stupid cunt, if the Old Bill get me I’ll ‘ave to tell them how old Marsden died and who done ‘im in. Now open the fuckin’ door.”




    Guy considered. Would the police believe the word of hardened criminal like Sterry rather than a gentleman like G. Haughton-Bassett Esquire? Surely not; however, a man with his past had to be careful. A police investigation would be highly undesirable. It seemed unlikely that the Royal Thai Police would be interested in investigating the death of gang leader Joe ‘The Gent’ Marsden, which had taken place on the other side of the world five years earlier, but with modern communications and Interpol and all that perhaps he was wrong. In any case, there were others who might be willing to corroborate Sterry’s story. He put the receiver back to his mouth: “OK, Gordon, I’m letting you in.”




    “About bleedin’ time too.”




    When he arrived at the front door of the apartment, Guy immediately noticed that there was blood on Gordon’s shirt and he looked pale and ill. He took him to the kitchen and assessed the damage. There were two stab wounds, one in the shoulder and one in the thigh. The shoulder had stopped bleeding and was caked with blood, but there was a steady ooze from the other wound. Guy applied pressure. “You really ought to go to hospital. You need proper treatment.”




    “I told you, you’re a doctor,” said Gordon weakly.




    “Not any more. Not officially.” Gordon’s words awoke something in Guy which he had suppressed for a long time. He had felt, still felt that he had a lot to offer to his fellow man. It was his ‘bit of bad luck’ which had prevented him from fulfilling his destiny. In a world that was so short of doctors it was a crime that he had not been allowed to make his contribution, to do his bit. Well, here was a fellow creature who needed him and who was prepared to put his trust in him despite knowing his past. “Yar, it’s Ok Gordon, I’ll take care of you.”




    The other smiled. “I knew you would. You’re a mate.”




    He did what he could with Sterry’s wounds and put him to bed in the second bedroom. Once he was settled and asleep, he came out to the sitting room. Nok looked uneasy. “Who he?” she said, gesturing towards the bedroom door, “where he come from?”




    “You could say that he’s an old friend. It’ll be OK. He’ll just stay ‘till I’ve sorted out his injuries and then he’ll go. He saved my neck a long time ago, so I owe him a favour.”




    “What about dinner?”




    I’m afraid we’ll have to cancel.”




    The following morning Sterry looked better. He was still weak, but he had more colour. Guy rolled down his left lower lid. “I don’t have the means to test your blood to see if you’re anaemic, but I’d say you’ve lost quite a bit. In hospital you’d probably be given a blood transfusion. The best I can do is iron tablets. Still, you don’t know whose blood you’re getting these days so it’s just as well really.”




    Gordon smiled. “You’re the doc, Doc.”


  




  

    Chapter Two




    After a week of rest and treatment, Gordon Sterry was much more like his old self.




    “What I need now is a night out,” he said, grinning, “I’ve been cooped up in here far too long.”




    “I think I might permit a short outing at this stage,” said Guy, “but you mustn’t overdo it.”




    “Hark whose talking! You bleedin’ doctors are all the same; where we goin’ to go then?”




    “I think I know just the place.”




    Nok was none too happy about Guy going out with Gordon, but she was mollified by the promise that the postponed diner at the Royal Cliff Beach Hotel would be take place the following evening. The baht bus dropped them on the main road close to Pattaya beach adjacent to a maze of small streets lined by bars, each with a bevy of attractive girls to lure customers inside. Guy had seldom had occasion to frequent these establishments, as Nok had joined him in Pattaya soon after he had moved there, but during the brief period that he had been there alone he had found one which served decent whiskey and had above average beer girls. Once they were settled with their drinks, Sterry started to eye up the talent.




    “You done alright for yourself ‘ere,” he said, “and that bird of yours is a little cracker. I wouldn’t mind getting a piece of that action myself.”




    “Nok is strictly off limits,” said Guy.




    “No, what I meant is I’d like to do it with one of these Thai birds. They really get me going, know what I mean?”




    “That’s easy. It’s a bit early at the moment, but once we’ve had a few drinks the ladies of Pattaya will be open for business.”




    Guy had been curious about how Gordon had come to be stabbed, but had been reticent about asking him. Emboldened by the whiskey, he leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner. “I didn’t want to ask you this while Nok was around, but I’d like to know who stabbed you and why.”




    “Normally I’d say fuck off and mind your own business but, seeing as it’s you, I’ll tell yer. It was this bloke called Tony Lazarides what done it. He was with the firm same time as you, but you probably never met him ‘cause he was in a different department. His job was ‘enforcement’; he wacked anyone we needed out the way. Give ‘im his due, ‘e was good at it, but ‘e was a bit unconventional; always preferred a knife to a gun. He used to say it was ‘quiet and quick’.




    “Anyway, ‘e was always too close to bloody Stavros Poliakos. After we done away with ‘The Gent’, it all went well for a couple of years, but I knew Poliakos weren’t happy with the new setup from the start. There was some blokes in the firm who looked up to ‘im and I knowed it would be difficult to get rid of ‘im. That was my mistake, see, letting ‘im stay on, ‘cause as soon as he got enough of ‘em behind im, he gave me the push, didn’t he? Anyway, to cut a long story short, he took over the whole organisation and left me out in the cold. I had to run for it to save my skin, ‘cause Poliakos sent Lazarides to do me in.




    “The thing is, Poliakos was smarter than me; ‘e got rid of all the blokes who weren’t a hundred percent behind him and replaced them wiv his own people. I thought there was a few I could count on, like that little shit Garry McCrindle, but he’d gone over to Poliakos even before they got me out. You know Gaz, he used to be your driver, remember?” Guy nodded.




    “Anyway, like I said, I ‘ad to scarper. A few of the lads stuck by me and we set up on our own. Fortunately I knew some blokes in a Russian outfit. We’d done a bit of business wiv them in the past and they wanted ‘elp getting their merchandise into Britain. I ‘ad contacts and knew how to get stuff to market without the authorities knowin’ about it. Everything was going great, but then I got word Poliakos was after me again. Seems he saw me as a threat ‘cause of the Russians. They got some mates down ‘ere in Pattaya, so they suggested I come over and lie low for a bit. We must ‘ave a squealer in the camp, ‘cause Lazarides followed me down ‘ere. The bastard jumped me when I was leaving a restaurant with one of the Russians. We was stupid, ‘cause neither of us was armed. Vlad was in front and ‘e got away easy, but I had a bit of a ding dong with Lazarides. He stabbed me, but I managed to catch him one on the jaw and lay him out, then I ran for it.”




    “Why didn’t you go back to the Russians?”




    “Well, I wasn’t sure it was safe. Vlad got away too easy; it was almost like Lazarides had tipped him off ‘e was goin’ to do me. Then I thought of my old mate Guy and the rest you know.”




    Now well oiled and in high spirits they made their way to the waterfront. On their way they passed clubs and bars with names like ‘Cosy Bar A-Go-Go’, ‘The Classroom’ (further your education’) and ‘Living Dolls’, each blaring a different pop song. Outside each of these establishments groups of girls dressed in similar outfits encouraged potential customers to come inside. Within the bars farang men could be seen drinking, some surrounded by bar girls, others watching scantily dressed girls dancing. In one of the bars an ‘Elvis’ impersonator was giving a spirited rendition of ‘Suspicious Minds’.




    They carried on to the beach which was fringed with palm trees, under many of which stood or sat a girl or a group of girls.




    “Take your pick,” said Guy, “they’re known as ‘coconut ghosts’ here.”




    “What you mean all these birds is on the game?”




    “I most certainly do.” They walked for a few minutes, Gordon eyeing up the talent with relish.




    “She’s alright,” he said, pointing to a tall girl with obviously augmented breasts.




    “Not that one.”




    “Why not, she looks alright to me.”




    “Because that’s not a girl, it’s a lady-boy.”




    “What you mean a geezer-bird?”




    “A what?”




    “A lesbian.”




    “No; ‘she’ is a transvestite. It’s perfectly possible that he, she or it has undergone gender reassignment surgery to a greater of lesser extent, but you might get a nasty shock when you get inside ‘her’ knickers.”




    “Blimey! Who’d credit it; how do you know?”




    “Well, ‘it’ is rather tall for a Thai woman, but it’s really the hands that are the give away; they’re much too big.”




    They walked on and before long Gordon had picked out a real girl to his liking and negotiated a price with her.




    “Can I bring her back to your place?” he asked.




    “I suppose so,” said Guy, reluctantly. On the way back to the apartment the girl looked nervous.




    “I reckon she thinks we’re both going to do ‘er,” said Sterry.




    “Nok can explain when we get home.”




    Nok was clearly none too pleased when the three of them arrived. When they were alone, she rounded on Guy.




    “Why you bring her here?”




    “Gordon needs some female company. He’s been going without for quite a while now.”




    “Why they not go to hotel? I not want that kind of girl here.”




    “My Darling, you used to be in the same business not that long ago.”




    “I never work on street.” It seemed that even within the sex industry there was a hierarchy which conferred greater status on some than others. It was clearly unwise to pursue the matter further, so Guy suggested that they go to bed and Nok reluctantly agreed. Sleep was difficult, however, because of the noises of carnal delight which filtered through the party wall between the two bedrooms long into the night.




    The next morning Guy and Nok woke late and he got up first. Not finding Gordon in the living room, he went out onto the balcony. There he found him smoking a large cigar and looking smug.




    “Has the girl gone?”




    “Yeah; she left a while ago. Lovely little thing she was and dynamite between the sheets. Do you know, before we done it the first time and after we’d finished she insisted on washing me meat and two veg. Now I call that handsome.”




    “Thai people are pretty fanatical about cleanliness. Nok and I usually shower before making love.”




    “Come and sit down so we can have a bit of a chat.”




    “I’ll get myself a drink first if you don’t mind; do you want one?”




    “It’s a bit early for me, but you go ahead.”




    Going inside he found Nok sitting in an armchair with a magazine. She made a face at him. “That man got to go,” she said with venom.




    “Keep your voice down, he might hear.” He moved closer and stood over her with his hands resting on the arms of her chair. He continued almost in a whisper: “I totally agree. I’ll speak to him about in a moment, but first I need a drink.”




    He downed a large whiskey, poured a second and returned to the balcony.




    “I think we can safely say that you’re on the mend now,” he said, “I think it would be reasonable for me to discharge you from my care.”




    “I totally agree. It’s time to move on. However, before I go I have a favour to ask.”




    “What is it?”




    “I need your help with rubbing out a couple of people.”




    “What? You want me to kill someone? Surely you’ve got heavies who can do that for you?”




    “Of course I have, but I need someone with your particular expertise. You remember how we done ‘The Gent’? Well I need some more of your ‘magic mushrooms’.”




    “How do you expect me to get them here? I’ve no idea where to look.”




    “No problem; them mushrooms ‘ave been found all over the world. There was seventeen cases of mushroom poisoning in Sisaket Province here in Thailand not too long ago; now that ain’t too far from ‘ere.”




    “How do you know all this?”




    “You think I’m a thick bastard, but you’re wrong. All this stuff is on the internet. You just ‘ave to look for it.”




    “You amaze me, Gordon; I don’t even know where Sisaket Province is.”




    “Ask your bird; I expect she’ll know.”




    “And if I agree to get you the mushrooms, you’ll go away?”




    “I’ll go today; I’ll give you a phone number where you can call me when you’ve got ’em.”




    “OK, I’ll see what I can do.”




    Gordon was as good as his word; by mid morning he had left and Nok was her normal happy, affectionate self. Guy decided that it was best to leave the question of the mushrooms until after their evening out. As he lay next to the slumbering Nok that afternoon, he thought back to the time when Gordon had asked him to help him kill Joe ‘The Gent’ Marsden. He remembered the conversation as if it had taken place yesterday. He had told Sterry he wanted to leave the employ of the Marsden gang and go abroad. Sterry had told him there was no way they would release him, but a couple of days later he had come back with a proposal.




    “Like I told you, ‘The Gent’ won’t let yer go.” He cleared his throat. “Thing is, me and some of the lads reckon the old sod’s past ‘is sell-by date. He needs to move with the times. We should be doin’ hard drugs, not messing around with pep pills; the real money’s in heroin and cocaine. So, we want to get rid of ‘im and if you’re prepared to help me do it I’m prepared to let you go.”




    “You want me to kill Marsden?” Sterry had nodded. “I mean it’s not really my kind of thing,” Guy had said. “You’re the one with experience, I imagine.”




    “It’s not that I can’t do it. I don’t want no-one to know it’s me behind it. You’re a clever geezer. You can think of a way to do it that’ll make it look like natural causes. Then I shed a tear and take over the operation. Simple.”




    “Why does it matter how he dies? I thought you blokes bump each other off when ever you feel like it.”




    Sterry had smiled sourly. “This ain’t the fuckin’ movies, this is real life. Thing is, there are some blokes in the organisation who want things to stay as they are. Then there’s other sorts that would n’t want me in charge. It’s got to be done right.”




    “Let me give this some thought, Gordon,” he had said and the other had nodded and left.




    Back in Wimbledon as Guy sat in the sitting room of his parent’s former house, he had considered what to do. Perhaps, the answer was poison. It would have to something which could be easily administered, preferably when he wasn’t anywhere near his intended victim. In the back of his mind he seemed to remember reading something once about poisonous mushrooms. If he could get hold of some they could be added to a meal. He wouldn’t have to do it himself, so he wouldn’t really be the killer. Some research was required.




    The following Saturday morning he had headed for the public library, an impressive red brick building close to Wimbledon station. It was many years since he had been there and at first it was difficult to find his way around. He was reluctant to ask the librarian for help. One couldn’t really casually stroll up and ask where books on how to murder ageing gangsters could be found. By moving from shelf to shelf he had started to get some idea of how the books were organised. It was unlikely that there would be a section marked ‘poison’. He had decided to try ‘crime’. There were books about the Great Train Robbery and the Kray twins, but nothing relevant. He had moved on to ‘science’. There were books on animals and birds and further down some about plants. He was almost about to give up when he found a book with the promising title: ‘Mushrooms and other fungi of Great Britain and Europe’. He soon found a section on death cap mushrooms, which had high quality colour illustrations. The sticker on the inside of the front cover indicated that it had only been taken out once before. He took it with him and continued his search. Before long he had come to the conclusion that this was the only potentially useful book in the whole library.




    The librarian was young, but stern looking behind her heavy framed spectacles. “Have you got your library card?”




    “Er, no.”




    “Are you a member of the library?”




    “No.”




    “Do you live locally?” She had looked at him as if he was a naughty child.




    “Yar.”




    “Address?”




    Her manner softened a little as she took his details down. She knew where the house was. The street was one of the best addresses in Wimbledon Village. Before long he was on his way with the book and a brand new library card.




    Over the next week or two he had gathered as much information as he could about Amantia Phalloides and its relatives. He studied the colour pictures of mushrooms in the library book, so that he could identify the different species with confidence. When he felt he was enough of an expert, he had arranged to meet Sterry.




    “What’s up?”




    “Gordon I’ve found a way to eliminate Marsden but I’ll need to be out of London for a few days. You’ll have to cover for me.”




    Heads turned to look at Nok in her red dress when they entered the Grill Room at the Royal Cliff Beach Hotel. Guy favoured it because it served farang food and had an extensive selection of wines. Nok liked walking through the foyer of a five star hotel on the arm of a handsome Englishman. The evening was a great success. As usual, Guy drank a bottle of decent wine, while Nok sipped a Coke.




    The following morning Nok was clearly in a good mood so Guy decided it was time to raise the question of going in search of mushrooms.




    “Darling, I’d like to go to Sisaket province, how could we get there?”




    “Why you want go there?”




    “I want to look for mushrooms actually.” Nok regarded him with a look that said: ‘you farang want to do the strangest things, but I suppose you can’t help it.’




    “We got mushrooms in my home province. No need go Sisaket.”




    “Do you know where to find them?”




    “Of course.”




    “Could we go there by train?”




    “No train; we go bus.”




    “OK, that sounds fine.”




    “Why you want look mushrooms?”




    “It’s a hobby of mine; I used to do it in England as well.”




    “It seem you turn to be plant expert,” she said with a cheeky smile.




    “There’s lots of things you don’t know about me, young Nok. Can we go then?”




    “Yes. We go see my parents too.”




    “Oh, alright; could we go tomorrow?”




    “Yes.” Nok smiled; she had her own plans.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Dr Helen Sanders was watching television when her pager sounded its shrill and ominous note. She picked up the telephone and dialled the switchboard. “Doctor Sanders here; you bleeped me.”




    “You’re wanted in Casualty, Doctor.”




    It was her first job after qualifying and the prospect of so much responsibility had been daunting to begin with. The first week had been pretty tough but now she was really enjoying the work. It was good to be dealing with real patients rather than pouring over textbooks. She had not been an outstanding student, but her organisational skills and natural clinical acumen meant that she was already a valued and respected member of the team.




    The Doctor’s Residence was a short walk from the Accident and Emergency Department and, as it was a pleasant evening, she was glad to be in the open air. Her fair hair hung down the back of her white coat in a thick plat. She had a small youthful face with neat features and intelligent eyes. Her skin was bronzed and freckled by regular sessions on a sun-bed and she was smartly dressed in a blouse and three-quarter length skirt.




    Arriving in the ‘A and E’ Department she collected the patient’s case notes and walked to the cubicle where she was waiting. On the trolley lay a fourteen year old girl with a mass of curly red hair. She was flushed and obviously in pain.




    “So I gather you’ve got a pain in your tummy,” said Helen. The girl nodded. “When did it begin?”




    The youngster’s mother who was standing beside her broke in, “about three o’clock this afternoon; mind you she didn’t look well this morning.”




    Helen smiled. “Where does it hurt?”




    The girl pulled up her tee-shirt and pointed to her right lower abdomen. A quick glance at the chart confirmed that her temperature was elevated. “Stick out your tongue. Good, now I’m going to feel your tummy.”




    She ran her hand over the girl’s abdomen, applying only light pressure at first and then pushing more firmly. Finally she honed in on the right lower quadrant and pushed in deeply. As she withdrew her hand the girl gave a yelp of pain. “Did that hurt more when I let go?”




    “Yes.” The girl began to sob.




    “OK, I just need to examine your bottom and we’ll be all finished.”




    Back in the office she wrote up her findings and then telephoned the duty surgical registrar. “Dave? Helen here; we’ve got a fourteen year old girl with abdominal pain. She’s got a fever and rebound tenderness in the right iliac fossa. I’m pretty sure it’s appendicitis.”




    “OK, tell theatre and get a gas man. I’ll pop down and have a quick look, but I’m sure you’re right.”




    She telephoned the switchboard and asked for the duty anaesthetic registrar. “It’s the locum tonight, Doctor, name’s ‘aughton-Bassett.”




    Helen waited and after a short delay heard a voice on the other end of the line.




    “Dr Haughton-Bassett here.” The voice seemed a little slurred, but Helen thought nothing of it at the time.




    “This is the duty surgical houseman; we’ve got a fourteen year-old with suspected appendicitis to take to theatre.”




    “OK, where is she?”




    “In Casualty at the moment, but she’ll be going to Poplar Ward.”




    “When did she last eat?”




    “Lunchtime; I’ll talk to the theatre staff and get back to you with a time.”




    Guy had had a hard day. He had been assigned to an all day general surgery list. In the morning a consultant anaesthetist had been working with him but in the afternoon he was on his own. The second case was an obese man with a receding jaw. It had been very difficult to introduce the tube into his windpipe to give the anaesthetic and the patient had gone blue in the face due to lack of oxygen. Finally he had succeeded, but he was badly shaken. During the last operation of the day the patient had started to move and the surgeon had shouted at Guy. As soon as he could he had headed back to his room and opened a litre bottle of whiskey. He was about a quarter of the way through it when the call had come.




    Reluctantly he screwed the top back on the bottle and headed for the ward. A brief assessment indicated that the patient was in good general health and presented no particular anaesthetic problems. Guy was reassured. As he was leaving the ward, he saw a young woman in a white coat coming in. She smiled.




    “You the gas man?”




    “Yar, looks straightforward enough. Do we have a time yet?”




    “The orthopaedic surgeons got in before us with a trauma case. They added it onto the end of their list and their anaesthetist agreed to stay on. They’ll be at least another hour. At least we’ll get diner.”




    The trauma case went on longer than expected, so it was after nine PM before they were able to make a start. Guy didn’t feel hungry, so he returned to his room and made further inroads into his whiskey. Eventually he was summoned to theatre. The anaesthetic nurse was young and timid, but at least she knew where everything was. The induction was successfully completed and the patient was wheeled into theatre.




    Helen and David Scott, the duty surgical registrar, were already scrubbed and waiting in the theatre. Once the patient had been draped, David made an incision in the right lower quadrant of the abdomen and exposed the appendix.




    “You were right again, Helen,” he said, “it’s very swollen and inflamed; looks like it was about ready to burst.”




    The surgery proceeded without a hitch. David was totally absorbed in the procedure but Helen, who was holding two retractors, was more aware of the situation outside the narrow confines of the abdominal cavity. She noticed that the anaesthetist seemed to be taking little notice of the monitor. She could see that the pulse rate was abnormally slow.




    Scott had cut a small artery. “This blood looks awfully dark,” he exclaimed, “Is this patient getting enough oxygen?”




    “Of course she is,” said Haughton-Bassett indignantly. He fumbled with the anaesthetic tubing to check that everything was connected.




    They were about to start closing the abdomen when Helen noticed something very disturbing. The flow of anaesthetic gasses was indicated by the level at which a small metal cylinder was rotating in a glass tube. In this case one of them was sitting immobile at the bottom.




    “The oxygen’s switched off!” she cried.




    “What, oh shit.” Guy turned the tap to allow oxygen into the anaesthetic gas mixture.




    Helen checked the monitor. “She’s arrested!”




    She started cardiac massage while Guy squeezed the bag which forced gas into the patient’s lungs.




    “Get the team!” called the theatre sister.




    “Is the venous access OK?” Helen was trying to think of everything relevant.




    There was silence. “Have you got a cannula in?”




    “No, I didn’t manage to. I just induced her with a syringe and needle. The veins weren’t very good. I got a ‘butterfly’ in, but it soon stopped working.”




    “I’ll take over cardiac massage while you get a line in, Helen,” said Scott.




    As they changed places, he passed close to the pale, sweating figure of the anaesthetist. He caught the smell of his breath.




    “Have you been drinking?”




    “I had a quick one while we were waiting.”




    “You stupid bastard.”




    The Cardiac Arrest team arrived and took over, but thirty minutes later the team leader called a halt. They all retired to the coffee room exhausted and shaken.




    “You don’t think this will effect my career, do you?” asked Guy nervously.




    “I wouldn’t count on having a career after this, you moron.” David Scott was not one to suffer fools gladly.




    The case attracted considerable interest in the national press and the patient’s family took legal action against the anaesthetist and the hospital. Having taken expert advice, Guy’s medical defence organisation advised an out of court settlement for a considerable sum. At first he found it difficult to get another appointment, but before too long he secured another locum post at a small hospital in the north of England. It seemed that all would be well until one morning an envelope marked ‘General Medical Council’ arrived in his mail.




    Some weeks later he found himself at a meeting with his defence team to discuss how his case should be presented at a disciplinary hearing of the GMC. He was to be represented by an experienced barrister, Mr Douglas Frobisher, a lean, severe looking man in late middle age. He was accompanied by his junior, a plump young woman with glasses called Miss Proctor. His solicitor was an old school friend called Tony Warburton, a large red faced young man who had changed little since his days as a prop forward in the first fifteen at Myreside College. The final member of the party was an expert witness, Professor Neville Camphill, a bald man in his fifties with a stain on his waistcoat which looked like gravy.




    Tony opened the proceedings by making introductions then asked Professor Camphill for his opinion. The senior anaesthetist consulted his notes then removed his half moon spectacles.




    “Frankly, I think there’s no point in trying to deny negligence in this case. I can’t see how we could defend the anaesthetic technique used by Dr Haughton-Bassett.”




    Frobisher looked pensive. “Could we not argue that he had received inadequate training and had been placed in a position of responsibility which was inappropriate to his experience? Also, why was there no consultant anaesthetist present to supervise him?”




    “I hardly think that’s reasonable. According to his curriculum vitae he has trained at the London Hospital and at Saint George’s. Both are reputable training centres. He’s been in the speciality for ten years in all now and must be quite experienced.”




    “What about my point about no consultant being present?”




    “One wouldn’t expect that with a routine case like this. These small hospitals have very few consultants. In this case the duty consultant had stayed late to deal with an emergency on the end of his routine list. By the end of that case he’d been in the hospital for more than twelve hours that day.”




    “I see.”




    “May I say something?” Guy felt almost excluded from the proceedings.




    “Of course, Guy.” Wharburton smiled encouragingly.




    “Look, I mean, I’m awfully sorry about what happened, but I was unlucky. It could have happened to anyone.”




    “I’m not sure that you can say that it could have happened to anyone. The mistakes you made were pretty elementary,” said Camphill.




    “I’d been on call the previous night and that day I’d anaesthetised for an all day list. It went on ‘till six. I was pretty tired by the time I started on the emergency case.”




    “I can understand that, but the other side won’t except that as justification for what happened. Junior doctors frequently work a hundred hours a week. They don’t generally make errors like this.”




    Frobisher came in again. “It seems to me that the issue of the hours worked is one which we should at least bring up.”




    “I suppose there’s no harm in doing that, but I can assure you that it will cut little ice with the panel. Most of them will have worked much longer hours than Dr Haughton-Bassett in their time.”




    They proceeded to review all the written evidence which had been provided in detail. At the end Douglas Frobisher summed up.




    “This is not going to be an easy case to defend. I think that we should probably take the line that the defendant is ill suited to a career in anaesthetics, but could provide a valuable contribution in another field.”




    Guy was left alone with Tony Wharburton. “I’m not sure I’m totally comfortable with all this. I’m an anaesthetist, it’s all I know.”




    “I understand how you feel old man. Look at it this way, if we can keep you on the Medical Register, you’ll still have a career. If you get struck off, you won’t. What else could you do?”




    “I suppose your right, thanks Tony.”




    When they arrived at the General Medical Council building they had to run the gauntlet of a small group of pressmen. Inside the narrow hall they were directed to a small room where the other members of the defence team were already assembled. Frobisher gave some pointers about proceedings at a GMC hearing and then they went into the main chamber. They took their seats at a table on the left of the room. Opposite the members of the Panel were seated at an L-shaped table. On their right was a similar table at which sat the team representing the complainant. Behind them were seats for other interested parties and Guy tried to identify members of the family of the deceased. In the centre of the room was a small desk and chair from which witnesses were to give their evidence.




    The Chairman made an opening statement and then invited the prosecuting barrister, Mrs Carstairs, to open the case against Guy. She was a stout middle aged woman with a mass of thick brown hair and gold-rimmed spectacles. She held the front of her gown with both hands as she called her first witness.




    David Scott took the stand and gave an account of the operation and the reasons why it had to be carried out as an emergency. When he came to the part about the cardiac arrest, he was asked if had noticed anything unusual about the anaesthetist.




    “I could smell alcohol on his breath. It is my view that he had been drinking.”




    Frobisher intervened. “Are you sure it was alcohol you smelt?”




    “Yes I am.” Scott replied in a manner which left no room for doubt.




    “Were there any signs of intoxication?” asked Mrs Carstairs.




    “He looked pretty clumsy when he checked the tubing to make sure it hadn’t become disconnected.”




    “What about at the start of the case?”




    “He was already in the anaesthetic room when I arrived to get scrubbed.”




    Helen Sanders followed. She described how she had become concerned about the patient’s condition and how the anaesthetist didn’t seem to notice the changes in the pulse rate and blood pressure.




    Mrs Carstairs interrupted. “Mr Scott has said that he smelled alcohol on Dr Haughton-Bassett’s breath. Did you notice that?”




    “I can’t say I did. But I did feel that he was not concentrating on the job in hand. His speech seemed a bit slurred too.”




    There followed a procession of witnesses who had been present in the operating theatre that night. In each case their account of the events were examined in some detail. Guy wondered why it was necessary to go over the same ground time and time again. What understanding of medicine in general and the practice of anaesthesia in particular did these people have? He didn’t even recognise the last witness to be called to testify. She was a thin woman with peroxide blonde hair and heavy eye makeup and gave her name as Irene Cox.




    “Now Mrs Cox,” said Mrs Carstairs, “I understand that you clean the doctor’s rooms in the residence at Ashington Hospital?”




    “That’s right.”




    “Did you clean the room occupied by Dr Haughton-Bassett?”




    “Yes.”




    “Are you sure about that? He was, after all, only at the hospital for a short time.”




    “I remember him alright. His room was a nightmare to clean ‘cause ‘e was so untidy.”




    “And did you clean his room on the day the young patient so tragically died?”




    “Yes, I did it that morning, same as usual.”




    “Did you notice anything in particular that morning?”




    “He ‘ad a litre bottle of whiskey on his dressing table.”




    “Was it full?”




    “It was then.”




    “Did you have reason to go into his room the following morning?”




    “I did. It was Wednesday and we always change the linen on Wednesdays.”




    “Was the bottle still there?”




    “It was, but it was nearly empty.”




    “Thank you Mrs Cox.”




    Next the expert witnesses were called to give evidence. The expert for the complainant was a suave man of about forty with well groomed hair and an expensive looking suit. He identified him self as Dr Simon Shaw and was asked for his opinion concerning the anaesthetic technique employed in the case.




    “There are a number of areas in which the technique employed by Dr Haughton-Bassett was, well, unsatisfactory. First of all no venous access was established before anaesthesia was induced.”




    “Why is that important?”




    “It allows drugs, intravenous fluids and, if necessary blood to be introduced in a timely manner. In an emergency it can be difficult to find a suitable vein and valuable time can be lost.”




    “Carry on.”




    “Secondly, the oxygen supply was either not turned on, or more likely was turned off during the procedure.”




    “Would that be an easy mistake to make?”




    “I wouldn’t say easy. There are several switches for different gasses, including oxygen, and they are placed side by side, but they’re colour coded to make it easier to tell them apart.”




    “The anaesthetic record indicates induction with Thiopentone, then maintenance of anaesthesia with Halothane and nitrous oxide. Is that a reasonable technique in the circumstances?”




    “Entirely, the record also shows that the nitrous oxide was stopped once the patient was deeply anaesthetised. However, as we’ve heard from the anaesthetic nurse, Sarah Clarke, after the patient arrested she noticed that the nitrous oxide was in fact still running.”




    “So you think that the oxygen was turned off instead of the nitrous oxide.”




    “Yes. That is my view.”




    “Is that a serious error?”




    “I’d describe it as gross negligence.”




    Professor Camphill took the stand as the first witness for the defence. He could not, he said, disagree with the analysis of the events presented by Dr Shaw. However, he did feel that it was perhaps a little easier to turn off the oxygen in error than his fellow anaesthetist had suggested. He pointed out that Dr Haughton-Bassett had been working for more than twelve hours when the error occurred. There followed a character witness, a man who had been his personal tutor at medical school.




    Finally it was Guy’s turn to take the stand. The eyes of the Panel were on him as he took his seat and was asked to take the oath. Mr Frobisher opened the questioning.




    “Do you accept the view given by Dr Shaw, namely that you turned off the oxygen supply to the patient in error?”




    “I think I must have done.”




    “An attempt has been made to suggest that you had been drinking prior to the start of the case and indeed that you were drunk. Is that so?”




    “I had a small one before the case. I’d had a pretty gruelling day in theatre and needed to relax. Once I got the call from the houseman about the case I stopped of course.”




    “How do you explain the fact that the bottle was almost empty the next morning?”




    Guy hung his head. “I was very upset after the operation. I went to my room and I have to admit, though I am ashamed to do so, that I had several drinks.”




    Mrs Carstairs rose to continue the examination. “So Dr Haughton-Bassett, you were so upset after the tragic outcome of the procedure that you consumed most of a litre bottle of whiskey. Pretty good going wasn’t it?”




    “I was very upset and I don’t think it was as much as you suggest.”




    “Were you still on call at that time?”




    “Yes I suppose I was.”




    “So you consumed enough whiskey to render an average person unconscious, despite the fact that you were still the duty anaesthetist.”




    “Yes I did. Have you any idea what it’s like to know that you’ve done something that has resulted in the death of a patient?”




    “No, I haven’t.” She paused. “You were employed as a locum at the time of the tragedy. Why, given your experience, were you not in a substantive post?”




    “I’ve been trying to get a Senior Registrar post, but I haven’t had any luck.”




    “Why were you not in a substantive registrar post?”




    “I was, but they terminated my contract.”




    “Why was that?”




    “I don’t know. You’d have to ask them.”




    “Was it not because they felt that your progress was unsatisfactory?”




    “No.”




    Mrs Carstairs turned to the panel. “We have a written statement from the head of the department where Dr Haughton-Bassett last worked as a substantive registrar. It indicates that there were significant concerns about his performance. I would be willing to call this doctor as a witness, if the defence wish to contest this piece of evidence.”




    The two barristers made their final statements. Douglas Frobisher argued that, although Guy had showed himself to be unsuitable for anaesthetic practice, he could still play a useful role in another field of medicine. After this the hearing was brought to a close. The Chairman of the Panel indicated that they would consider the evidence and arguments presented and return, hopefully the following day, with a decision.




    Guy was uncertain how things had gone. He had a feeling that he had been seen in a less favourable light than he felt was really justified, but he hoped that good sense would prevail. Back at his flat his girlfriend, Cassandra Heatherington, was waiting for news of his day.
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