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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  During the course of A Study in Murder, Major Watson alludes to a story he is writing. For reference, the complete tale – ‘The Girl and the Gold

  Watches’ – is printed in the appendix.
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  1917




  PROLOGUE




  Harzgrund POW Camp, Germany




  Sometimes, the dead talked too much. It was a babble of voices when they broke through – many tongues, all tripping over each other as they tried to make themselves

  heard. Which meant, of course, that none could be understood, not by a small, insignificant conduit still imprisoned in a mortal body. The noise reminded him of the howling Atlantic gale that did

  for the Naronic – out of Liverpool, en route to New York – killing all seventy-four aboard, including his father. It was his dad who had first come back to him, when he had just

  turned six, to inform his son that he had The Gift and that he could act as an opening to the domain of the dead. But latterly that opening had become clogged and chaotic.




  It was, he supposed, due to the sheer volume of the newly parted being released each day. He often imagined the entrance to the afterlife, a long line of silvery souls, stretching into a far

  distance, waiting their turn to be admitted. Battalions of them. Many would still be baffled, disoriented, not wanting to accept that they had taken the step over the threshold and would never have

  to face the privations and torment of war again. Death, though, once you embraced it, was the ultimate freedom. Of that he was certain. He didn’t pity the dead. Sometimes he envied them.




  He found that total isolation from his surroundings improved his chances of a successful contact. So, with the room lit by just one candle, he had taken to wearing a black hood, fashioned by one

  of the orderlies from thick silk. Where the man got it heaven alone knew, but the touch of the material on his skin soothed him, helped him relax as the voices jabbered about him, until one

  recognized him for what he was – an earthbound friend – and deigned to speak through him.




  This evening, sitting around the same table as the medium were three other men, two believers and a sceptic. The latter had been persuaded to part with ten camp marks for the chance to hear from

  his brother, killed at the Somme. Whoever made contact, it would be an ordinary person, he knew, one of the faceless masses. Not for him some North American savage king, Peter the Great, Napoleon

  or Nefertiti. His dealings were with Everyman, the humble and the hardworking, the soldier and the servant.




  He strained to try to make something from the cacophony swirling around in his head. There were snatches of laughter, not in gaiety but with a cruel aspect. He was being mocked, perhaps.

  Ridiculed for his feeble attempts to penetrate a world where the living had no place.




  He pulled up the hood, opened one eye and glanced down at the table, where the blood was pooling. There was enough for even the hungriest ghost. He reached for the glass of clear liquid before

  him, shuddering at the thought of the taste and the burn. It was like drinking paraffin. But it was part of the ritual they had developed.




  ‘To those on the other side about to make contact, salutations!’




  The three men drank. One of them gagged. Then, silence around the table, each man lost in his own thoughts and hopes. The medium pulled the hood down once more.




  Then, the smell.




  It made his nostrils twitch. It was pungent and far from pleasant. It spoke of caverns deep in the earth, of lava beds and hot gases. It was always the first sign that he was through.




  ‘Jesus, what’s that stink?’ asked the sceptic.




  ‘Ssh,’ said one of the others. ‘’Tis the fires of hell.’




  There was no hell, no eternal damnation; the dead were most adamant about that. So he had no idea of where the fumes originated. But the fact that even his companions could detect the aroma was

  a good sign.




  ‘Pauper,’ said the voice, causing him to jump a little.




  ‘You’ll have to speak up,’ he ventured. ‘We are all friends and believers here.’




  ‘Pauper!’




  ‘Are you saying you were a pauper? In this life, I mean?’




  ‘Pennebaker.’




  ‘Pennebaker? And what’s your first name, Mr Pennebaker?’




  A snort. Yes, a snort of disgust.




  ‘No.’




  He knew immediately that the fellow – for it was clearly a man – had somehow gone back into the eddy of souls, like a twig snatched away from a riverbank, swirling off into the

  stream. He asked his fellow voyagers for patience.




  ‘Paper.’ It was the same voice, clearer now, as if its owner had stepped in closer. He could almost be at his shoulder, leaning across to pass on a confidence.




  ‘Paper?’




  ‘Pen and paper.’




  ‘You want me to fetch pen and paper?’




  ‘Yes.’




  They were always close at hand and he felt them pushed towards him by his accomplices. He had experienced automatic writing, but it was not his usual method of communication. He imagined this

  man had something to say that he didn’t trust to mere – and often misheard or confused – words.




  ‘Are you a soldier? A British soldier?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What’s your name?’




  Silence. Sometimes that happened. It was as if the old names no longer mattered where they were. Or they had simply forgotten them. He tried another tack.




  ‘When did you cross over?’




  The reply was garbled. He felt a sense of panic that he would lose him again. He took up the stub of a pencil and made sure it was on the top of the first page of the notebook. ‘I have the

  writing implements.’




  He felt warmth flood through him like a fever and was aware that someone, something, had invaded his body. He tried to relax, to let his visitor do as he pleased. He meant him no harm, he knew

  that. The spirit world was sometimes playful and mocking but never truly malicious.




  His hand twitched of its own accord and he heard a gasp from around the table. He felt the pencil begin to skate across the page, jerkily, the movements like a child’s. The words forming

  would doubtless be shaky, but it wasn’t a matter of calligraphy. How often does one get a missive from the dead? he thought. The medium concentrated hard on keeping his breathing steady and

  his heart rate down, even though he could feel his excitement rising. Within minutes the scrawl covered five sheets of paper, before coming to an abrupt halt. The noises in his ears died away,

  followed by the hum of a loud silence.




  ‘Hello?’




  No reply. The gate to the realm of the dead had closed for the night.




  He waited a few moments, removed the hood and waited for his eyes to adjust to the flicker of thin candlelight before trying to decipher what the spirit had written in his spidery hand. It was a

  sequence of apparently random words, not a complete sentence among them, but that wasn’t unusual; the channels to the afterworld took time to work smoothly sometimes. But it was also

  unsigned. Who was he, this unknown soldier? Names might not be important over there, but they still mattered on this side of the divide. Ah, well, the medium thought, he would get it from him next

  time.




  And, although he didn’t yet know it, that name would be the death of him.




  





  ONE




  It was the rattle of chains and the squeal of unoiled hinges that drew Major John Watson to the window of the infirmary that January morning. The metal gates of the Krefeld II

  Offizierlager had swung back and Watson watched a new arrival walk through them, accompanied by the grizzled Feldwebel Krebs. It was unusual for new prisoners to appear at the camp so early

  in the year. With the armies on the Western Front hunkered down for the winter, the supply of fresh faces – and therefore up-to-date news of the war and of home – tended to dry up until

  the inevitable spring offensives, which always generated a substantial influx of POWs from both sides.




  The new man shuffled, even though he had on a stout pair of boots – many of the prisoners were reduced to wearing wooden clogs – and his shoulders were slumped. His bag of

  possessions was clutched tightly to his chest and he dumbly followed the Feldwebel’s instructions without glancing around to take in his new home. His face was oddly immobile, as if it

  had been paralysed or covered by a flesh-coloured mask. You didn’t have to be a doctor or detective to know that the man was broken. Krebs led him to Block 2, which formed the base of the

  U-shaped building that comprised the officers’ billets, herding him like a sheepdog with one of its charges until they disappeared inside.




  Watson turned back to his ward. In his morning surgery he saw dozens of minor complaints from prisoners, but there were only four in-patients that day: one bad case of boils, another of what

  could be TB, one with frostbite from trying to dig out under the fence on the coldest night of the year, and Private Martins, whom the other patients suspected was malingering. After all, the

  infirmary was the one room in the prisoner-of-war camp that was kept warm round the clock, with a ready supply of wood always available. So it was a magnet for those who simply fancied a spell in

  the heat.




  In the main barracks – converted from the stables of a once-grand estate – the men had taken to burning their bunks in the freezing days of the new year. January had been mainly kind

  since then, but still a few hours in the infirmary were much coveted. However, Watson had come to the conclusion that Martins’s symptoms were very real, as he had missed the Sunday football

  match against the Germans. He couldn’t play very well, but he was rather skilled at barking the shins and clumping the ankles of any guard foolish enough to get the ball. It was the highlight

  of the man’s week.




  ‘Well, Martins,’ Watson asked, ‘any improvement?’




  Martins, a sharp-faced fellow in his thirties, was an orderly, one of the other ranks kept on site to look after the officers. They had their own barracks and were little more than glorified

  footmen. The alternative for such non-officers, though, was forced labour, in German factories, quarries or the salt mines. Complaints, therefore, were few and far between.




  ‘Still can’t stand up, Major. Room spins and I fall down. Like I just got off a merry-go-round. And I see that flashing.’ He used his fingers to demonstrate the on-off bursts

  of coloured lights that had been plaguing him.




  ‘That’s the migraine.’ Watson had determined he was suffering from Ménière’s disease, probably caused by the shell that blew Martins out of his trench and

  into no man’s land, where he was taken prisoner by the Germans. Not that the diagnosis did either of them much good. There was no treatment for the sudden, debilitating attacks of dizziness,

  nausea and the accompanying visual disturbances.




  ‘There’s nothing wrong with him, Major,’ said Captain Tyrell, the man with a cluster of angry boils on his bottom that were so bright they could double as streetlamps.

  ‘He was bounding around the place like a March hare before you came to do your rounds.’




  Watson raised an eyebrow as a query to Martins.




  ‘It comes and goes.’ The private lowered his voice. ‘They don’t like sharing a ward with a regular soldier, that’s the truth of it, sir. Think they should have an

  officers-only ward.’




  ‘We’re lucky to have an infirmary at all.’




  It was Watson’s third POW camp. He had been captured in no man’s land in France, having been blown out of a tank near Flers. From there he had been taken to a field hospital behind

  the German lines, then a giant holding and processing facility on the Belgian border, a mainly French camp near Cologne, and finally shipped on to join his fellow countrymen at Krefeld II. This was

  by far the most benign and well equipped of the three. Halbricht, the commandant, had even built the prisoners a theatre and, although food was desperately short, he made sure that at least one

  meal a day was something more than potato water and turnip skins. It was best, however, not to ask about the provenance of the meat the kitchen produced.




  ‘You ever play tennis, Martins?’ Watson asked.




  ‘Tennis?’ he replied with some degree of incredulity. ‘I’m from Bermondsey, sir.’




  ‘I think we can rig a net up over by where that Canadian has his hop, step and jump. Eye-to-ball co-ordination, that’s what we’ll try. Retrain your brain.’




  ‘Good luck with that,’ muttered Tyrell.




  Watson looked down across the unoccupied beds at the officer, but the words his mouth formed were snatched away by the blast of wind that swirled in with the dried leaves from the open door.

  Feldwebel Krebs was there, along with Lieutenant Barnes from Block 2. Between them, hanging from their necks, was the newly arrived prisoner. And from the look of him, he was busy bleeding to

  death.




  





  TWO




  The section of London between South Kensington Tube Station and Knightsbridge was the nexus of the operation to try to feed and clothe the thousands of British servicemen being

  held prisoner in France, Belgium, Germany and beyond. The War Office’s Central Prisoners of War Committee had moved into premises at Nos 3 and 4 Thurloe Place, in the shadow of the mighty

  V&A. The Red Cross occupied an adjacent building. A short stroll away, the British Prisoners Aid Society was now situated in an elegant home overlooking Hans Gardens. It had been donated by

  Lady Greatlock, rent free, and its four floors were stuffed with supplies to be parcelled up and sent to the prisoners. A similar arrangement pertained at 22 and 25 Thurloe Gardens, the home of the

  British Prisoners of War Food Parcels and Clothing Committee. These grand houses had been gifted by Sir Richard Burbidge, the managing director of Harrods, with No. 25 used for administrative work

  and parcelling and No. 22 acting as a storage depot.




  It was in the main packing room of No. 25 that Mrs Gregson, formerly of the Voluntary Aid Detachment and, subsequently, a spy for Winston Churchill, chalked a list of POW camps on a board, while

  behind her three dozen women sat at benches, deftly assembling parcels from the various foods laid out before them. Most wore gloves. Despite the stoves and open fire, the house remained cold. Day

  after day, the temperature outside was struggling to stay above freezing. It made many of them even more aware of the plight of the prisoners.




  ‘Right, ladies,’ Mrs Gregson said as she copied the names from a piece of paper provided by the Red Cross. ‘The camps here are the ones that are confiscating tinned goods.

  Holzminden has been added to that list in the past day or so, and there are reports from Dortmund of seizures. Where there are no tins allowed we substitute jars or packets of jam, bacon, sausages,

  extra cigarettes, rice, oats, maize, curry powder, dates and raisins, Oxo and Marmite. Now we also have a list here of new prisoners, so I need some volunteers to help make up a set of New Capture

  parcels. Miss Hood, thank you, Mrs Nichols, Miss Kinney.’




  She moved the three women into an adjacent, windowless room which, as well as tables laden with food, contained shelves of clothing and ‘comforts’ such as razors and toothbrushes.

  Every new prisoner received a parcel of towels, shirts, vests, drawers, handkerchief, a muffler, a cardigan and gloves as well as shaving and bathing equipment, hairbrush and comb, a knife, fork

  and tin opener. They just had to hope that the recipient wasn’t moved before the parcel made its tortuous way over the Channel and through a neutral country to the designated camp.




  Mrs Gregson, although the head of department, also mucked in with the creation of the boxes, carefully following the kit list pinned to the wall. Once she had learned that her friend Major

  Watson was a prisoner of war, she had thrown herself into the work of alleviating the suffering of the incarcerated men. Repatriated prisoners had told of terribly harsh conditions in some camps

  and that only parcels from home had enabled them to survive. It wasn’t a deliberate policy of privation, they said – the Allied blockade of the ports meant most of the German population

  was also suffering from malnutrition.




  She tried not to think too much about exactly how Watson was faring in all this. It made her lose focus, and even feel a little weepy, when she pictured him in a freezing hut somewhere in

  Germany, eating his Maconochie rations from a tin. They had been reunited in Suffolk, when she had been asked by Churchill to be his eyes and ears at a top-secret establishment developing the

  so-called ‘tank’. These adventures had brought her and Watson close although, if she was being frank, the exact nature of that closeness eluded her. It didn’t do to dwell too much

  on those feelings. He was her friend and confidant – she had even told him about her brief affair with a married officer, now killed – which was enough to be going on with. And,

  whatever the ultimate reason, she very much wanted him home in England.




  ‘So, have you news, Mrs Gregson?’ asked Miss Hood, a birdlike creature in her late teens who could sometimes be heard lamenting the devastation the war had had on her social life

  since she came out.




  ‘About?’ Mrs Gregson asked.




  ‘Whether the Queen is coming?’




  This was a constant rumour. Queen Mary had already visited the premises of the Central Prisoners of War Committee and the Red Cross. The feeling was that BPOWFPC deserved a show of royal

  approval.




  ‘I have not,’ said Mrs Gregson truthfully, ‘although I know the secretary has put in a request.’ The secretary was related to the Queen’s lady of the bedchamber, so

  the petition was likely to find its way to the keeper of Her Majesty’s appointments. At least she hoped so – Mrs Gregson had to admit ignorance of the machinations of the Royal

  Household, whereas some of her subordinates had encyclopaedic knowledge of the hierarchy at Buckingham Palace and the other royal residences. And if they had contacts within one of those

  residences, they were quick to mention it. Mrs Gregson was doing important work, she knew, but the constant reminders and reaffirmations of social status that occurred minute by minute at the

  voluntary organization were ultimately very tiresome. There were those, she was certain, who resented her elevated position at No. 25 simply because she was not mentioned in Debrett’s.




  ‘Don’t forget to put in the PR postcard,’ said Mrs Gregson, scooping one out of the rack and laying it on top of the socks and shirt. The men were meant to send the Parcel

  Received card back to show the supplies were getting through.




  There was a knock at the open door. Mrs Gregson looked up to see the slender form of Major Neville Pitt of the War Office. He had his cap in his hands and a slight colour on his cheeks as he

  always did when confronted with a room full of women. He reached up and tugged at his moustache, as if checking it wouldn’t come away in a stiff breeze.




  ‘Mrs Gregson,’ he said, ‘do you have a moment?’




  ‘Of course.’ She tried not to catch the eye of the others as she put the final item in the box.




  Pitt, of similar age to Mrs Gregson, was relatively young for a major. He had been denied front line service because he had lost an eye, now replaced by a false one, in a polo accident; he was,

  by all accounts, still a useful player. He was a good head taller than Mrs Gregson and as she stepped out into the hall he stooped down to whisper in her ear. ‘Do you have time for a cup of

  tea?’




  ‘Well . . .’ She glanced into the New Capture room, where the three women were apparently engrossed in creating their parcels. A giggle, though, escaped from within, followed by a

  very unladylike snort. ‘Possibly.’




  ‘I have some news,’ Pitt said, pushing home his slim advantage.




  ‘Really? About?’ Not the bloody Queen again, she thought.




  ‘About Major Watson.’




  A suspicious cast clouded her features. ‘Good news?’




  What kind of fool was he to bring glad tidings about a man he considered a rival for this woman’s affections? Not that Pitt had ever met this Watson, but he knew the man once boasted some

  minor celebrity, and that Mrs Gregson clearly bore him some affection. Some deep affection, he might add. However, he told himself for the hundredth time that Major Watson could only be a father

  figure to someone like Mrs Gregson. He himself was a far more suitable match. Some considered her too frisky and forthright, but, Pitt thought with her confident manner and red hair, she made all

  the other women look positively bland. And news of the old boy brought such palpable joy to her, that he could use the lift in her spirits to suggest a dinner before he travelled to The Hague.




  ‘Very good news, Mrs Gregson,’ he said, managing what he hoped was a shy smile. ‘Very good news indeed.’




  Before he could say any more she had turned on her heel and left to fetch her hat and coat.




  





  THREE




  After lunch and the afternoon Appell – the camp roll call – Watson took a brisk turn around the main compound with Colonel Isbell, the Senior British Officer

  at the camp. The tall, elegant Isbell had been incarcerated for two years, but managed to keep himself whip-smart. His hair was neat and oiled, the uniform beautifully pressed and he was shod with

  the glossiest boots in the camp. Having a pair of dedicated orderlies at his beck and call helped in such matters, of course.




  The compound echoed to the sound of hammers striking nails. A stage was under construction for the scratch orchestra that was being assembled from the inmates. It would double as an open-air

  theatre for the reviews that were proving so popular that no single hut could contain the ever-growing audience. The Krefeld Players had been forced to put on matinées of Two Merry

  Monarchs to meet the demand. At the moment the weather was benign, but winter could sweep back in just as rapidly as it had departed, scotching the idea of outdoor shows until spring. Still,

  the labour was a reward in itself for the prisoners, many of whom welcomed the physical exercise of sawing and hammering. Watson often wondered about the wisdom of not requiring officers to work;

  sometimes, enforced idleness could be as much a punishment as forced labour.




  ‘How is the patient?’ Isbell asked.




  ‘Hanson? He’ll live,’ said Watson of the new arrival who had tried to slash his own throat. ‘Most of the blood came from his ear. Krebs managed to get to him before he

  sliced through anything major.’




  ‘Good. You know he played rugby for England?’




  ‘He’s that Hanson? Scrum half for Cornwall? Played in the Olympics?’ Where, Watson didn’t bother adding, Australasia – basically the Australian rugby team –

  had slaughtered them 3–32.




  Isbell nodded. ‘Yes. Graduate of Camborne School of Mines. He was captured making a recce into no man’s land for the most effective placement of explosives. Affected him quite badly,

  being captured. The Senior British Officer at Friedberg, his last camp, requested a transfer here as he felt the regime more conducive to his recovery.’




  They had reached the innermost of the camp’s twin perimeter fences. Beyond them was a ploughed field, the soil stiff and cloddy and varnished with the evidence of the morning’s

  frost, its furrows awaiting the next crop of mangels. Further on was a copse, its skeletal trees tantalizingly close, the spindly branches seeming to beckon as they waved in the lusty breeze

  coming, fortunately, from the south. ‘Seems that at Friedberg he tried to walk into the kill strip,’ Isbell said, nodding at bare earth between the two fences. ‘Lucky he

  wasn’t shot.’




  ‘Perhaps he wanted to be shot,’ said Watson.




  ‘Only been in a few months, y’know. Wire fever usually takes longer to take hold,’ said Isbell. ‘Before men do anything quite so reckless.’




  ‘There is a particularly black sort of wire fever,’ said Watson. ‘I’ve seen men try to scale those fences in full view of the guards. And I’ve seen guards oblige

  them by shooting them in the back.’




  ‘Good Lord. In cold blood?’




  Watson nodded.




  ‘Where was this?’




  ‘Karlsruhe camp.’




  ‘You complained?’




  ‘In writing. To the commandant and the Red Cross. Precious little good it did me.’




  ‘Well, whatever you call the fever, I think Hanson has it bad. The thing is, I knew his brother at school. I was wondering if you could keep an eye on him for me? Just until we can get him

  to snap out of it. Find him something useful to do?’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘The Escape Committee. Always needs extra hands.’




  The Escape Committee’s role was to dream up ever more elaborate ways to go over, under or through the wire. In truth, few succeeded. Hauptmann Halbricht might be a reasonable, some would

  say soft, commandant – there were far tougher camps in the system – but he was no fool. He also had the knack of swooping down on any plotters at the last possible moment, meaning the

  Escape Committee had to start all over again when its precious stock of forged documents, German marks, maps and railway timetables were confiscated. However, Watson was aware that the thought of

  escape, the minutiae of its planning and execution, kept many a man sane, even though the schemes might come to naught. And in some camps, the planning bore fruit – he had heard of men who

  escaped nine, ten, twelve times. And the exploits of those who made a ‘home run’ – including Lieutenant-Colonel Crofton Bury Vandeleur, the first man to ‘nip out’ from

  Krefeld, as he put it – became the stuff of legend around the camps.




  ‘Of course I will,’ agreed Watson. There was the flat report of a distant shotgun and a whirl of crows took to the air, looking like moving ink splashes against the pale blue sky.

  ‘It will give him a sense of purpose. Of continuing the fight.’




  ‘That’s the spirit.’




  ‘And once he is discharged from the infirmary, Hanson can come into my billet. There’s a spare bunk.’




  ‘Good man,’ said Isbell. ‘I appreciate it. Strange how some can’t take it, eh? Even a fit chap like Hanson.’




  Watson turned his back on the outside world as the nervous crows settled on the branches once more, flexing their wings in anticipation of further flight. ‘Incarceration? The fact is,

  Colonel, none of us expected it. Death, yes. Maimed, gassed, also very likely. But this –’ he swept an arm across the expanse of the camp – ‘to be locked up as prisoners in

  Germany? They feel a failure, diminished as men.’




  Isbell grunted as if he was talking rot, but Watson knew he understood. The man’s meticulous grooming and adherence to a strict daily routine was a way of keeping such thoughts at bay.

  Watson had his patients, and therefore a role to play. Everybody else had only time to kill, and it lay heavy with many of them. There were only so many football matches and concerts with pretty

  adjutants in frocks one could stomach.




  ‘And how are you bearing up?’ Isbell asked.




  ‘Me?’ Watson asked.




  ‘Burned, weren’t you? In one of those bloody useless tanks, I hear.’ The colonel was well informed. Isbell had been taken prisoner when the tank was still a glimmer in

  Churchill’s imagination. But the wire fences were porous, fresh prisoners updated inmates, and news in letters sometimes slipped by even the German censors. And then there was the camp

  ‘Marconi’, the gossip machine that spread information – some of it even true – about every inmate and, as if by magic, sometimes let news leap from one camp to another.




  ‘I was well cared for,’ Watson said, which was the truth. He had seen the propaganda posters of German nurses pouring water onto the ground in front of thirst-racked and wounded

  British soldiers, but his experience suggested it was just that: propaganda. When Watson had been blown out of the tank at Flers, he had been picked up by a German patrol in no man’s land and

  delivered to a field hospital where German nurses had dressed his burns and cared for him to the best of their ability. ‘There’s scarring, of course, but not too bad. And it’s on

  my back, so I don’t have to look at it. It’s healed well, for a man of my age.’




  ‘Good.’ Isbell pulled down his jacket and ran a hand down the buttons, although it was hardly creased. ‘There’s something you should know.’




  ‘About Hanson?’




  Isbell took the major’s arm and guided him away from the small clump of men who had gathered at the fence to smoke and exchange news from their letters.




  ‘Halbricht had me into his office yesterday,’ said Isbell. ‘I expected the normal housekeeping, but he told me an exchange is being negotiated, whereby some prisoners will be

  released to spend the rest of the war in neutral Holland, in or around Scheveningen. They will play no further part in combat, but . . . well, it’s freedom, of a kind.’




  ‘And you are telling me this because . . . ?’




  ‘Halbricht says the first tranche will be any prisoners over the age of forty-eight. Which means you and Digby Rawlinson. Plus any medical men are also to be released, which means

  you’ve hit two sixes there, old boy. Time to leave the crease. It’ll take a few weeks to finish the formalities, apparently, but your name has gone forward, Major Watson. To all intents

  and purposes, you are going home.’




  





  FOUR




  The dead came calling once again. That night the four men sat around the table, with the curly-haired lieutenant, Archer, leading the proceedings as he always did. It was after

  curfew. They could hear the prowling dogs yelping and snarling bad-temperedly as they padded between the two outer fences of the camp.




  Archer laid his hood to one side as Harry, the orderly, put out the flask of drink and four glasses and then retreated.




  Archer raised his glass. ‘To those on the other side we are about to contact. Salutations.’




  ‘Salutations,’ the others replied, and all four threw the corrosive liquor to the back of their throats.




  ‘Concentrate, gentlemen,’ Archer said as he pulled down his silken hood. ‘Who are we attempting to contact tonight?’




  ‘My brother. Jimmy Hulpett,’ said one of the men, the sceptic about communication with the other side who, nevertheless, had been intrigued enough to come back a second time.




  ‘I suggest we all hold hands while you tell us something about your brother.’




  ‘Jimmy is – was – younger than me. We both joined up at the same time. I had been through cadet school, so I went to officer training. Jimmy didn’t want to have anything

  to do with that. He went in as a private, although he was a corporal when he—’




  ‘His personality,’ chided the medium gently. ‘Tell us about his character.’




  ‘Jimmy was a joker. A practical joker. Loved to play tricks. Fill your boots with sand, make papier mâché spiders to leave in the lavatory for our sister, Sylvie, to find.

  Always had a joke, Jimmy, not all of them clean. He didn’t get on well at school. The teachers thought he was lazy or stupid, but he had a sharp mind. Just not for letters. Numbers he was

  good at, which is why he started the betting ring that got him expelled . . . Blimey.’




  The smell.




  ‘Go on,’ said the medium. But the moment the words left his mouth he felt a rush around him, a dozen voices ringing in his head at once. He felt a mix of elation and nausea.




  ‘Quiet, quiet, please, gentlemen,’ he pleaded, and squeezed the hands of those on either side of him.




  ‘You all right?’ one of the regulars asked Hulpett. ‘You’ve gone quite pink.’




  ‘It’s that bloody drink. Worse than last time.’




  ‘Shush.’




  The medium let his breathing become steady and even as he waited for the cacophony to subside. So many dead now, they had to jostle to be heard. He imagined only the strong made it, even on the

  other side.




  ‘Jimmy?’




  ‘Not Jimmy. No.’




  ‘Who then?’




  ‘Paper.’




  A frisson of excitement ran through the medium. It was his unknown soldier, the one who had written the unintelligible pages through him on the last firm contact with the dead. Archer was

  ready this time. ‘I need to know who you are,’ he said firmly, as if he could really influence the actions of the dead.




  Archer clutched the pencil tightly and at once it moved over the paper, in a series of shaky but flamboyant loops.




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ said Hulpett.




  The voices faded and the pencil clattered onto the table. ‘What?’ Archer demanded of the man who had broken his concentration. ‘What is it?’




  ‘This.’ Hulpett snatched up the paper with the spirit’s signature. ‘Captain Brevette.’




  ‘What about him?’ Archer asked.




  ‘Captain Brevette’s still alive,’ Hulpett said. ‘We had a postcard from him. He’s probably having a whisky at his club as we speak. Well, it proves one

  thing.’




  ‘What’s that?’ Archer raised the hood. ‘What are you saying?’




  ‘It can’t be Brevette.’ There was genuine disappointment in the voice, for Hulpett had hoped to make contact with poor Jimmy. Now, he simply felt foolish for believing that was

  possible. He jabbed a finger at Archer. ‘You’re a bloody charlatan, just like the rest of them.’




  Hulpett sprang to his feet, knocking the home-made chair over as he did so, and strode from the rec hut, muttering as he went. Archer cleared his throat and picked up the pencil once more.

  ‘Gentlemen,’ he said as he slipped down the hood, ‘shall we continue?’




  





  FIVE




  The familiar name leaped off the page, but the German officer made sure he showed no emotion. He looked up at his opposite number, a Major Pitt from the British Office for the

  Welfare of Prisoners of War, and frowned.




  ‘Is something wrong?’ asked the third man in the room, a Dutch colonel by the name of De Krom.




  The Kaiser’s man lit a cigarette. His fleshy features relaxed, although what he said brought dismay to the other two men around the table. ‘I am afraid there are men on this list who

  do not deserve to be released.’




  ‘Oh, for crying—’ began Pitt before he caught himself. The three officers were in a private meeting room at the Hotel Europa in The Hague. Outside the window, a prosperous

  country, only sideswiped by war, went about its business. For months now representatives of the warring governments had been trying to finalize a plan whereby elderly prisoners and those in need of

  medical treatment could be repatriated to neutral Holland, to serve out their time in relative comfort. It was a generous offer from the Dutch. Both sides wanted it. And Holland would be paid

  handsomely for its hospitality. But now the German was backsliding on the agreement.




  Pitt glanced at the pasty-faced De Krom, who seemed equally unhappy. He was repeatedly running a hand through his wispy blond hair, a nervous tic that was probably responsible for his incipient

  baldness.




  ‘Look here, we have been through all this,’ said Pitt, trying to moderate his tone. He knew he could be hectoring at times. ‘All of those men are special cases.’ He read

  from the list of qualifying conditions. ‘They have diseases of the circulatory system, serious nervous problems, tumours and severe skin diseases, blindness (total or partial), serious face

  injuries, tuberculosis, one or more missing limbs, paralysis, brain disorders like paraplegia or hemiplegia and serious mental illnesses, or are over the age of forty-eight or qualified medical

  practitioners. As I say, every single person has one or more of those afflictions. Every single one. None of them will be released to contribute to the war effort, no matter how vital they might

  be. We have approved everyone on the list you gave to us. And, I might add, you are getting an allocation of thirty more men than we are.’




  The German stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Calm down, Major. There are just three names I object to. You can put replacements forward, of course.’




  ‘Object? For what possible reason?’ De Krom asked. It was almost midday and he already had his mind on lunch.




  ‘I don’t have to give you a reason. I know that these men are a threat to the security of the German Imperial State. That they cannot be trusted to keep their bond. I’m

  sorry.’ He stood and straightened his tunic. ‘But if they remain on the list . . . I am afraid our work here is over.’




  He glanced at the door. Outside were civil servants from each of the three countries, the cogs in the machine that had worked out the fine details of the exchange. With them were members of the

  Red Cross and both British and German organizations responsible for prisoners’ welfare. And the press, waiting for the announcement they had been promised, some of them armed with cameras the

  size of sea chests.




  Pitt wondered whether to call his bluff. But he thought of the hundreds who would benefit from this arrangement, some of them likely to die before the winter was out if the negotiations fell

  through. As if to underline the point, a few flurries of snow spiralled past the window to fall onto the formal gardens below.




  ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You’ll share the names with us?’




  The German simply nodded, his face impassive, as if his victory gave him no satisfaction. He sat once more and looked down the sheets before him, shuffling the papers, searching through the

  lists. In truth, there was only one name he recognized. But he didn’t want this to appear to be a personal vendetta, the act of petty revenge he knew, in his heart, it was.




  ‘Captain Arthur Cameron,’ he said, and put a line through the entry. His eyes continued to rove down the columns of prisoners.




  ‘Lieutenant George McArthur.’




  Now he was on the final page and there it was, glowing as if written in blood. ‘And Major John Watson.’




  ‘Watson?’ spluttered Pitt. ‘What on earth has he done to Germany? And what kind of threat could he possibly be? He’s sixty if he’s a day. Good Lord,

  man—’




  ‘Major!’ De Krom snapped. Pitt muttered a fruity oath under his breath, knowing the fury and disappointment he would face at home. Mrs Gregson would shut tight like a steel trap.




  ‘But Major Watson. What kind of threat is he?’ Pitt repeated.




  Von Bork had met Watson but once, in August 1914, when his famous friend and companion had humiliated the German on the eve of war. Von Bork had waited a long time to exact some kind of

  retribution, no matter how trivial. And for a man of Watson’s age, what he was about to do would be more than a slight inconvenience. In the same way that Sherlock Holmes had snatched victory

  from Von Bork, he would pluck away the promise of home and comfort from the doctor.




  ‘The worst kind,’ he replied. ‘The sort you don’t expect. No, my apologies, but this is a matter of principle.’




  That was no kind of answer, Pitt appreciated, but he had a feeling his opponent wasn’t going to budge his shiny boots on this one.




  ‘I think you are playing games,’ said Pitt, standing, half inclined to storm out. But how would that look to his superiors? And surely he could work on getting Watson out later. He

  could square this with Mrs Gregson. She would understand the impossible situation he was in, faced with throwing away months of tortuous wrangling over the fate of one man. ‘I would like to

  lodge a formal protest.’




  ‘By not signing?’ asked the German, with a raise of one eyebrow. ‘That is your privilege.’




  The chiming clock filled the silence with its sonorous declaration of noon. When it had stopped, Pitt said, ‘No. We sign. For the sake of the others. And then we, at least, can all go

  home.’




  ‘Excellent,’ said the German, pushing the list back across the table. ‘Then we can proceed.’




  De Krom passed Pitt a leather-bound document case, which he opened to find the formal agreement in all three languages. Every word had been pored over by the civil servants outside, so Pitt had

  no need to read it again. He signed, and carefully blotted a signature that was less elegant than usual. He repeated the process twice more and then passed it across to the German.




  ‘Well, I hope you are satisfied now,’ said Pitt, his voice shaking with suppressed anger.




  ‘Oh, I am,’ Von Bork replied, allowing a small smile to illuminate his puffy aristocratic face as he wrote his name with a flourish. ‘I am most satisfied.’




  





  SIX




  Thursdays were designated as Prisoner Walk days at Krefeld, so after breakfast Watson presented Hanson at the camp entrance and requested permission to leave the compound with

  his patient. Watson was handed the oath card by the camp’s duty gate officer, a Leutnant with a blast-mangled face who, despite his injury, bore the British and French little obvious

  hostility. He even shared a joke with the captives sometimes, although today he didn’t seem to be in the mood for levity.




  ‘Can you read it out please, Major,’ he said through his twisted lips.




  ‘Of course,’ agreed Watson. ‘It says: “I herewith give my word of honour that I shall not, in case of my taking part in a walk, make an attempt to escape during such

  walk, i.e. from the time of leaving camp until, having returned to it at the agreed time, strictly obeying any orders given to me by any accompanying officer, and not to commit any acts that are

  directed towards the safety of the German Empire.” There.’ Watson made to hand the card back.




  ‘Other side, please.’




  Watson turned it over and read the unfamiliar passage more slowly. ‘“I know that any prisoner of war who escapes, despite having given his word of honour, is liable to the severest

  possible punishment.” This is new, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes,’ said the Leutnant with a shrug. ‘It means we can shoot you if you try to escape.’ The poor man’s misshapen smile looked like a terrible leer.

  ‘And you, Captain Hanson, please. If you will read.’




  Hanson was dressed in his standard-issue British Warm greatcoat, a large red cravat tucked in at the neck to hide the self-inflicted wound. He had said nothing since the suicide attempt. His

  sullenness seemed to chide all and sundry for saving him.




  ‘Captain Hanson doesn’t speak,’ said Watson, pulling down the material at the throat to show the still-livid scar.




  The Leutnant flinched, even though his own injuries made the mark look like a razor nick. ‘He must speak the words and sign the card.’




  ‘I’ll sign for him.’




  The German shook his head. ‘Major Watson—’




  ‘Look at him, man. He’s not worth a candle. And look at me. We’re hardly the most dangerous men in Germany right now. Let me sign for both. I’ll “p.p.” for

  him.’




  ‘Pee-pee?’




  ‘Per procurationem,’ said Watson. ‘It means on behalf of.’ It didn’t quite, but he didn’t feel up to arguing the subtleties of Latin phrasings with a

  German soldier. It was almost eight o’clock, lunch was in three and a half hours, with the second of the day’s Appells at one p.m. They’d have to be back for that at the

  very least.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ the Leutnant said.




  Watson reached into his overcoat pocket and took out a single Huntley & Palmer, carefully wrapped in greaseproof paper. He held out the biscuit to the German. ‘This will be crumbs by

  the time we get back. Can you look after it for us—’




  It was gone in an instant. Two cards were presented on the counter top, Watson signed both, ‘p.p.-ing’ for Hanson, and the signal was given to open both sets of steel gates. It was

  always a heady moment, and Watson hoped Hanson appreciated it, to take that first step beyond the fences, barbed wire and look-out posts, the searchlamps and the dogs, and breathe free –

  albeit German – air.




  ‘Halt!’ one of the guards shouted.




  Hanson, who either didn’t register or ignored the command, continued on. Watson heard the familiar sound of a Mauser bolt action, took a series of rapid steps and placed a hand on the

  captain’s shoulder. The man froze where he was. Watson, once he was certain Hanson wasn’t going to do anything foolish, turned to confront the guard. ‘Yes? Something

  wrong?’




  ‘Sie können nicht allein ausgehen.’




  Watson’s German had improved considerably over the months of captivity, but this one, a beefy, round-faced boy barely into the shaving years, had a thick, impenetrable accent, as if he was

  speaking through a mouthful of aniseed balls.




  ‘Bitte?’




  The German repeated himself, looking over his shoulder at the gate Leutnant for confirmation. It was a moment before the duty officer appeared in the side window of the hut.




  ‘Nein, es ist in Ordnung,’ said the Leutnant, wiping some crumbs from his lips, then waving them on. ‘Sie brauchen nicht eine Eskorte.’




  Watson caught the last bit. The guard had thought they should have an escort for the walk, as was common, although unescorted solo perambulations were not unknown. Watson mimed running and then

  put his hand to his heart and gave exaggerated breaths, as if about to collapse from cardiac failure. He could hear the Leutnant laugh at the pantomime, but the guard just scowled and

  lowered his rifle.




  ‘Komm nicht zu spät, oder ich werde kommen suchen,’ he mumbled, and swung the gate closed behind them. Watson didn’t catch a word, but he was fairly sure it was a

  threat about what would happen if they didn’t return.




  The road from the camp took them between two large ploughed fields and, eventually, to the village and its railway station. But they had been warned not to venture there. The villagers, many of

  whom had lost sons on the Western Front, were sometimes violent towards the prisoners. They thought the POWs lived a life of well-fed comfort, while they suffered the privations and indignities

  that were the result of the Allied blockade.




  So as they approached the woods, Watson steered his charge to the left, towards a plantation of fir trees that formed part of the same estate as the camp. From there they could walk through to a

  small river, which would normally be home to some wildlife, although anything edible, Watson knew, had long ago been snared or shot and cooked. But it was a charming spot, where you could sit and

  watch the dancing, silvery waters and pretend the war didn’t exist or that a camp hemmed in by barbed wire would be calling you back all too soon.




  Watson turned up the collar of Hanson’s coat, pulled down his cap and began to talk.




  ‘I thought I might tell you a story. Just to pass the time. There was a time when I was driven to tell them. To write things down. Every day an idea popped unbidden into my head, demanding

  to be shared. Plus, my old friend and colleague provided more narrative than one scribe could hope to have published in a single lifetime. But there is one tale that has come back to me of late.

  Careful here.’ They stepped over some fallen branches. Above them the crows kept up their constant complaints. Behind them, one of the painfully thin horses – apparently the only breed

  available – was dragging a dray towards the camp gates, plodding with terminal weariness towards its destination, like, thought Watson, Germany herself.




  ‘It was April 1890,’ continued Watson, ‘as the debilitating bone-chill of a lengthy winter had finally begun to relax its grip on the metropolis, when my friend Sherlock Holmes

  turned his attention to what the daily press was calling The Rugby Mystery, and others, The Girl and the Gold Watches. Holmes had recently completed his investigation into a most gruesome business,

  involving jealousy and murder.’




  They stepped into the quiet and gloom of the pines, the shrill voices of the birds suddenly muffled, the needles underfoot crackling like pork skin. His voice seemed small and insignificant amid

  the sturdy, straight-backed trunks of the evergreens, but Watson carried on, enjoying the rhythm of the story.




  ‘The solution to the case had put him in a rather sombre mood. “What is the meaning of it, Watson?” he had exclaimed, not for the first time. Peering into the darkest corners

  of the human soul often caused him to recoil in revulsion at the depravity of his fellow man. “What object is served by this circle of misery and violence and fear? It must tend to some end,

  or else our universe is ruled by chance, which is unthinkable. But what end? There is the great standing perennial problem to which human reason is as far from an answer as ever.”’




  ‘Oh, for all that is merciful, man, do be quiet.’




  The sudden exclamation, blurted into the cathedral-like space, did, indeed, shock Watson into silence.




  ‘Can we double back through here to the village?’ asked Hanson, pointing to the north.




  Shocked by this sudden volubility, Watson began to answer, ‘That’s not a good idea. There have been incidents—’




  ‘Don’t worry about that. Give me a hand with my coat.’




  Watson instinctively helped Hanson shuck his greatcoat. He held it while the man took off his boots and lowered his trousers.




  ‘What are you doing?’




  ‘Doing? What do you think I am doing?’ echoed Hanson, his voice still carrying a trace of Cornish burr. ‘Getting out of this godforsaken place.’




  ‘You can’t do that.’




  Hanson turned the trousers inside out. Now, the dark stripe that marked him out as a POW had disappeared. He quickly pulled them back on and buttoned up the fly.




  ‘Can’t?’ He took the British Warm back from Watson and began to turn that, too, inside out. The interior had been dyed a dark navy blue. From the lining came a civilian hat,

  which he placed on his head. ‘I have a map, a train timetable, money. Documents. I came to Krefeld fully prepared for this. Good Lord, do you know how close the Dutch border is?’ He

  pointed a finger east.




  ‘It’s that way,’ corrected Watson. ‘You’d need a compass. But even if you had one, that border is impenetrable on this side. Men have tried for nigh on three

  years—’




  Hanson was in Watson’s face now, so close he could feel his breath on his cheek. ‘Men haven’t tried hard enough. I risked being shot to get myself to this, this health

  resort. You don’t know what the rest of the camps are like.’




  Watson was only too aware how cushy they had it at Krefeld, but didn’t stoop to arguing with the man. ‘Then stay where you are. The war will be over—’




  ‘Ah, you’ve gone soft, man.’




  As Hanson wriggled his arms into the coat, Watson grabbed the sleeve. ‘I gave my word.’




  ‘I didn’t,’ Hanson reminded him.




  ‘I gave it on your behalf.’




  Hanson laughed at him. ‘Oh, please. Por procreation or whatever it was? You’re not still clinging to some outmoded notion of honour, are you? A gentleman’s word is his

  bond and such rot? If that isn’t dead already, it’s busy dying out there in the trenches amid the gas and the flamethrowers. Honour? There’s no honour in this war.’




  Watson felt a flush of anger. He gripped the man’s arm harder. ‘There has to be. There has to be some shred of honour left. Anyway, if you go running off, you’ll be captured

  within three or four hours . . .’




  ‘Let go of me.’




  ‘. . . and you’ll be denying scores of men this small freedom. These walks keep some of them sane. It’s why I brought you out here.’ Although, he now appreciated, Hanson

  had duped him on that score. The suicide attempt, like the phoney shell shock he had affected, had clearly been a bluff to make him seem a suitable candidate for these therapeutic walks. ‘You

  think after you break the trust they’ll let anyone leave the camp—’




  The fist took Watson by surprise. The blow was an awkward one, without the full body weight behind it, but still it felt to Watson as if he were lifted off his feet as he was dashed against a

  tree trunk. His head spun and for a second he thought he might vomit.




  ‘Look, old man, tell them I overpowered you. That’ll be a nice shiner by tomorrow. I came here for this chance and I intend to take it.’




  Hanson turned and began to stride towards the village. Watson knew he couldn’t let him go. There was too much at stake for every other man in the camp. He bent one leg and used his foot to

  drive himself off the tree. It was a long time since he had performed a rugby tackle, and it was as much a stumble as a charge, but he caught the man in his lower back and he felt Hanson’s

  legs buckle at the impact. Watson kept his weight on top of him as he fell towards the floor, making sure all the breath was driven from Hanson’s body when he crashed down into sparse

  undergrowth.




  Watson, too, was winded and the younger man recovered first, with a vicious elbow to the face. The padding of the man’s greatcoat softened the force of the impact, but even so, Hanson

  managed to wriggle free as Watson reared back to prevent a repeat performance. The speed of the man was impressive. He hopped to his feet and began to work with his fists. Watson covered his face

  as blow after blow rained down on him, a savagery born of a desperate, irrational urge. Watson lashed out blindly with a foot and made contact with a shin, giving him a moment’s respite so he

  could try and struggle upright.




  The pause was short-lived. The moment he was on his feet an uppercut clacked his jaws together and the iron tang of blood filled his mouth. Watson had never had Holmes’s facility as a

  pugilist, but he knew even he was performing poorly here. He managed one solid punch of his own, before a left to his ear set the world a-ringing and he went down again, into the carpet of sharp

  pine needles.




  Watson rolled on his back. He knew the fight was almost out of him. His lungs felt as if they were being caressed with a blowtorch and his sinuses hummed with pain. Hanson, who had only been in

  captivity a matter of weeks, was still in good shape, still carrying muscle that hadn’t been wasted by near starvation. And he was half Watson’s age.




  Excuses, Watson. Remember the principles of Bartitsu.




  ‘That was you, Holmes. Not me,’ he said to the phantom voice, which was as unreliable and infuriating as ever.




  Hanson had stepped away from him, walked over to a nearby pine trunk, bent at the waist and then began snuffling like a truffle pig with exertion as he straightened. Watson hoped it was because

  he had managed to hurt him, to salvage some pride from the beating he had taken. Perhaps he’d broken a rib or two. But when Hanson stood, Watson could see he had managed to prise free a large

  rock from the soil. That was what had required all the grunting effort. There was certainly nothing wrong with his ribs.




  Watson kicked his heels, beetling backwards through the needles until his head rested against sharp bark. He had nowhere left to go. His only option was an appeal to reason, and he was certain

  that was in short supply in his assailant’s brain.




  The would-be fugitive approached slowly, clutching the heavy stone that, in a terrible irony, looked to Watson as if it were shaped like a rugby ball. ‘I can’t have you raising the

  alarm. Not now I’ve come this far.’




  ‘Hanson—’ Watson began, his arms lifted in a feeble attempt to try to protect his head.




  ‘Sorry, old chap. Needs must, you know.’




  Hanson, his expression somewhere between a grin and grimace, lifted his arms above his head and Watson closed his eyes, waiting for the blow that would crush his skull.




  





  SEVEN




  ‘What do you mean, he’s not on the list?’ said Mrs Gregson, her words snapping like a coachman’s whip.




  ‘Ssh, please, Georgina,’ pleaded Pitt, as the patrons of the Connaught swivelled their heads to take a closer look at the woman who was disturbing their luncheon.




  Mrs Gregson pushed away her bowl of quail consommé, slopping it onto the tablecloth. She clicked her fingers at the waiter and signalled she would like a refill of burgundy. A

  crusty-looking diner with walrus-style moustaches tutted at her crassness, but she fixed him with a stare that sent him back to his Suprêmes de Volailles Jeannette.




  Pitt had hoped that a meal in the dining room of a hotel that, despite the shortages apparent beyond its walls, still managed a decent show, would soften Mrs Gregson. But the gilded furniture,

  silk-panelled walls and pendulous crystal chandeliers seemed only to inflame her more. It was, perhaps, ill-judged to bring a woman who spent her days packing fish paste for prisoners to somewhere

  quite so conspicuous in its celebration of the finer things of life. A Lyons Corner House might have been more appropriate, he thought mournfully. And a damn sight cheaper, too.




  With her glass recharged, Mrs Gregson took a generous mouthful, but appeared not to savour it. ‘You’d better start at the beginning, Neville.’




  So Pitt explained the tedious machinations of the negotiations to try and alleviate the suffering of the most vulnerable prisoners of war on both sides. How committees had given way to

  one-on-one negotiations and how, at the last moment, Watson had been denied a place in the first tranche of the repatriated.




  A waiter appeared at her shoulder to clear away the neglected soup course. Like every man of his profession in London, apart from those with obvious disabilities, he was of a certain vintage.

  ‘Is everything all right, madam?’ he asked in a French accent that might even have been genuine.




  ‘Yes. I’m not as hungry as I thought I was. Perhaps we could have a pause before the next course?’




  ‘Of course, madam. I shall inform the kitchen.’




  She turned her attention back to Pitt. ‘You said there were three men who were struck off. Was there any common theme? Any link between them?’




  ‘I didn’t think to look,’ admitted Pitt, lighting a cigarette to stave off his hunger pangs. He hadn’t felt he could plough on with his soup while Mrs Gregson had clearly

  lost her appetite. But after a few days of what the Dutch called food, he had been looking forward to a substantial lunch. He hoped she didn’t scupper his highly anticipated dish of lamb

  noisettes.




  ‘You didn’t think to investigate what the connection might be? Regiment or school or battle? The same London club? Perhaps they are related in some way.’




  He admitted, somewhat shamefacedly, that he had not thought to pursue the matter. The noise she made demonstrated her frustration to a good portion of the dining room.




  ‘And this man who denied Major Watson?’ she continued.




  ‘Von Bork? What about him?’




  ‘Yes, Von Bork. Have you looked into his background? What do you know of him?’




  Pitt shook his head. ‘Very little, I am afraid. Only that he was the nominated representative of the Imperial German Prisoners’ Welfare Command. The equivalent of me,

  really.’




  ‘And that’s all you can offer?’




  He flinched at the dismissive tone she had adopted. ‘I don’t think we were too concerned about who the German representative was at the time. Just that they had one.’




  ‘And look where that has landed you.’




  Despite his years and rank she was making him feel like an errant schoolboy caught scrumping. His false eye was itching in the socket, but he couldn’t risk scratching it lest something

  unfortunate happened. Fishing a rogue peeper out of the lunch was not the done thing at this stage in a relationship. If there was to be a relationship. He could sense her ardour cooling by the

  minute. His own wasn’t far behind. There were plenty of unattached women in London at the moment and a majority of them were far less challenging than Mrs Gregson. And younger.




  ‘Look, Mrs Gregson,’ he said, not daring to use her Christian name now, ‘this is just a trial run, as it were. In six months there will be another exchange—’




  ‘It is January, Major Pitt. If you think London is cold, what about Germany? He is not a young man . . .’




  Precisely. Why all the fuss?




  ‘. . . he could be dead by spring.’




  Good riddance.




  Pitt concluded he must be tipsy. He had been swilling back the burgundy on an empty stomach. He had to be careful not to speak these uncharitable thoughts out loud. He reached across to cup Mrs

  Gregson’s hand, but found himself grasping only starched linen.




  ‘I’m very disappointed, Major,’ she said coolly. ‘Very disappointed indeed.’




  ‘I can tell, Mrs Gregson. As am I.’ Although not, perhaps, for reasons she fully appreciated. ‘Very much so.’




  ‘Is madam ready for her sole now?’ asked the waiter, who had glided up to her shoulder as if on castors.




  For a second, she thought of declining and leaving, not wanting to go through the rituals of such formal dining. But she had to eat. There was talk of rationing if the German submarines

  continued their campaign against merchant shipping. But she was in no mood for picking delicately at her dish. ‘Off the bone, please.’




  ‘Of course, madam.’




  An idea was formulating in her head. Not a sensible idea, perhaps, but one that would give her forward momentum. The thought of another six months or a year packing and labelling parcels

  appalled her.




  ‘When the men are repatriated to Holland, they will need medical attention, won’t they?’




  ‘Yes, of course. The Dutch Red Cross has undertaken to provide care for the sick and injured.’




  ‘You are in touch with them?’




  Pitt frowned. His alcohol-blunted brain couldn’t quite see where she was going. ‘I am.’




  ‘Can you get me in?’




  ‘Where?’ he asked. ‘The Red Cross?’




  ‘Holland. I want to volunteer my services.’




  ‘But the Parcels and Clothing Committee? That’s vital work—’




  ‘Vital work that any empty-headed housewife can do. Just ask Mrs Nichols or Mrs Priestley.’
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