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  Taten statt Worte,




  Zähne statt Tränen




  ‘Deeds not Words, Teeth not Tears’




  Motto of the Sie Wölfe Special Naval Unit 1916–7




  ‘Which is it to-day?’ I asked. ‘Morphine or cocaine?’ Holmes raised his eyes languidly from the old black-letter volume which he had opened. ‘It

  is cocaine,’ he said, ‘a seven-per-cent solution. Would you care to try it?’




  from The Sign of Four by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle




  







  THE DEAD CAN WAIT




  







  PROLOGUE




  The orderlies carried the six bodies down the steps of the sunken ice house that lay half hidden in the grounds of the Suffolk stately home. The commanding officer of the

  ‘special’ unit that had displaced the owner and his retinue from the Hall stood at the bottom of the stairs, watching the orderlies manhandle the stiffening forms, grunting with the

  effort as they laid out the dead on the stone flags. Each of the deceased was tightly swaddled in a waxed groundsheet. They look like latter-day mummies, the colonel thought grimly.




  The officer lit a cigarette. There was a smell of decay in the air that the smoke would help mask. Not from the six bodies – these poor souls had been dead only a matter of hours –

  but from the ice house itself, part of which had doubled as hanging rooms for the estate’s bag of venison, partridge and pheasant in the years before the outbreak of war. A persistent sharp,

  gamey tang tainted the atmosphere.




  It would be high summer soon enough, and the colonel didn’t want the dead men adding to the stink before they could be properly examined. Hence he directed the orderlies to move them to

  the coldest corner of the subterranean chamber. Examined for what, though?




  The colonel tried to keep his jaw set and his face impassive as the orderlies neatened up the row of cadavers, moving the legs so they were absolutely parallel, as if this were some kind of Best

  Laid Corpse competition. Inside, though, his stomach was a bucket of eels. He had been entrusted with the secret project that was intended to bring a swift resolution to the war, to see it all over

  by Christmas 1916, to consign the horror of the trenches, the slaughter of the Somme, to a hideous but fading memory. Yet out there, in the grounds of the house, in front of generals and

  politicians and even minor bloody royalty, this had happened. Six dead, two others reduced to jibbering lunatics.




  Oh, they had managed to cover it up as quickly and smoothly as possible, postponing the test for ‘technical reasons’, and the bodies were only removed once the viewing stands had

  been cleared of the dignitaries. Still, it was both an acute embarrassment and a serious setback. And a damn sight worse for six dead members of the Machine Gun Corps, he reminded himself.

  What on earth would he tell the next of kin? ‘Died for King and Country’ would have to do, wrapped in a bow of the usual platitudes.




  The colonel’s job now was to keep a lid on this, to get to the bottom of the deaths before someone decided to stop throwing good money – and men – after bad. To save the

  project at all cost. He dismissed the orderlies, warning them, on pain of the most severe punishments he could threaten, not to reveal or discuss anything they had seen that day. Exile,

  imprisonment and disgrace awaited those who betrayed his trust.




  He smoked on, staring down at the shrouded forms for a few minutes. The flickering oil lamps had turned the groundsheets a glossy, sickly yellow-green. The very colour he himself felt. He could

  taste bile in his mouth. The colonel tossed the remains of his cigarette onto the stone flags and ground it out with the toe of his boot. He did this rather longer than was necessary to extinguish

  it.




  There was a polite cough behind him and he turned, wondering how long he had had company. It was the unit’s intelligence officer, a deep frown corrugating his youthful brow.




  ‘Yes?’ the colonel demanded.




  ‘Trenton just expired,’ said the young man.




  Seven, then.




  Seven dead men in one afternoon. And then there was one. The colonel muttered a particularly fruity oath. ‘Get him brought down here, quick as you can. Who was with

  him?’




  ‘The new nurse.’




  ‘Well, make sure she keeps her mouth shut. Let’s be clear: I don’t want anyone outside the main committee to know about this until we are certain what is behind it. I am not

  letting two years’ worth of work go to waste because of an unfortunate’ – he looked at the bodies and shivered. The perpetual chill of the ice house was penetrating his bones

  – ‘accident,’ he finished.




  ‘But how do we find out what happened out there?’ asked the intelligence officer, glancing over his shoulder.




  ‘We have to hope the survivor talks.’ The remaining man was the least affected by whatever malaise had struck the eight. He had settled into being merely comatose. ‘Hitchcock,

  isn’t it?’ asked the colonel.




  The younger man nodded. ‘And if he doesn’t talk?’




  The colonel considered this for a moment. ‘Then we’ll find someone who will make him.’




  







  PART ONE




  10–29 JULY 1916




  







  ONE




  The sound of the bell was an icicle plunged into his heart. At the first few notes, shivers racked his body and his pulse raced like a rodent’s; a prickling sweat broke

  out, beading his forehead and wetting his palms. A sense of blind panic threatened to overwhelm him as the ringing grew in intensity and then abruptly stopped. The ominous silence that followed was

  somehow even more threatening.




  The gas alarm.




  Time to mask up. Major John H. Watson of the Royal Army Medical Corps stepped away from the young lad he had been treating up at the regimental aid post and looked down beneath the trestle

  table. His gas mask case was not there. He had tripped over it too many times. He had hung it outside, he remembered, on the trench wall. If this was a genuine attack, he needed that mask.




  The bell resumed its warning again, seemingly more urgent than before. He heard the bellow of the company sergeant major. ‘Gas! Gas! Gas! Come on, lads, snap to it if you want to keep

  y’lungs on the inside where they belong.’




  There was only one other patient in the dugout, and he didn’t need a mask. He had breathed his last. The RAMC orderly next to the poor lad, who had been preparing the corpse for burial,

  was busy struggling with his own rubber and canvas respirator.




  ‘Orderly, when you have done that, get a mask on this man too!’ Watson shouted, indicating his own patient. ‘It’ll be with his rifle. I’m going to fetch my

  nosebag.’




  Watson stepped out from the low-roofed aid station, his feet slithering for purchase on the slimy and worn duckboards. In front of him, on the opposite side of the trench, was a recess, where

  metal hooks had been screwed into the supporting timbers, forming a primitive open-air wardrobe. From the hooks hung a motley assortment of capes, caps, helmets and coats, but no gas masks.




  A figure thumped into Watson and he was spun round, scrabbling to retain his footing. The man, a lieutenant, made goggle-eyed by his air purifier, apologized in a muffled voice and indicated

  that Watson should protect his face. The junior officer pointed upwards, towards the pale blue of the early morning sky. Like a sly fog, the first tendrils of greyish-green gas were creeping over

  the sandbags of the parapet. Watson felt his eyes prickle and sting.




  Not again. Not chlorine gas again.




  It was too late to run through the trenches hoping for a spare mask, so he turned to take whatever shelter the aid station could offer. As he did so, his left foot slipped off the duckboards. It

  plunged into the thick slime of the trench mud, a glutinous mass that had been festering for nigh on two years. It clasped his ankle and held him firm.




  He uttered a crude curse, a bad habit he had picked up from the men. He tried to lift his foot free, but the grip only tightened and the suction pulled his leg deeper into the mire. He would

  have to lose the boot, a precious Trench Master, ten guineas the pair. Don’t worry about that now, man. Pull! But the pressure of the ooze was too great to allow him even to wiggle

  his toes. He held his knee and yanked, but to no avail. The greedy sludge that had taken so many men had him tight.




  The gas was rolling down the sides of the trench now, viscous and evil. The gas alarm bell sounded once again and didn’t stop this time. Attack in progress. All across the front a

  cacophony of sirens, hooters, whistles and rattles joined in the warning. Don’t die here, not like this. But by now he was holding onto the wall, watching the black filth creep

  further up his trapped leg, his desperate fingers leaving grooves on the rotten wood as he sought purchase.




  He looked around for assistance, but every sensible soldier was taking cover. ‘Help!’ he yelled. The only answer was an imagined snide hiss from the poison drifting towards him.

  Watson closed his eyes, held his breath, and waited for the vapour to do its worst.




  ‘Major Watson!’




  The strident tones of the familiar and distinctly female voice snapped him from his reverie. He opened his eyes. Before him was the coal-grimed window of his surgery and, beyond that, Queen Anne

  Street, its features blanketed by an eerily unseasonal fog, the traffic reduced to a passing parade of ghostly silhouettes. He wasn’t at the front. He hadn’t seen, or smelled, a trench

  for months. Mud was no longer his constant companion and intractable enemy. It was another waking dream of the sort that had haunted him since his return from France.




  He turned to Mrs Hobbs, his housekeeper, standing in the doorway to the hall, her face drawn even tighter than her bun.




  ‘Major Watson, did you not hear the telephone?’




  The telephone. Not a gas alarm.




  She indicated over her shoulder to where the phone sat on its dedicated walnut telephonic table from Heal’s. It was a piece of furniture that Mrs Hobbs had insisted was the only proper

  platform for the new instrument. Not that she actually liked using it herself; they had an agreement that Watson would normally pick up the receiver.




  ‘No, I didn’t. My apologies, Mrs Hobbs. Who was it?’




  ‘Mr Holmes.’ She said this with studied neutrality.




  What, again? Watson looked at the wall clock. It was three in the afternoon and already Holmes had telephoned him four – perhaps even five – times that day, on each occasion

  repeating some trivial news about having a new water tank fitted at his cottage or some such. Watson had to admit that, to his shame and chagrin, he had taken to drifting off while his friend

  rattled on about such inconsequential trivia. Especially if it involved bees.




  ‘Is he still on the line?’ Watson asked.




  ‘I expect so. He said it was important. He did sound agitated, sir.’




  It was always important. And he was always agitated. Watson glanced outside at the lazily eddying wall of fog, the phantom stench of chlorine still prickling his nose. The senses were no longer

  to be trusted these days. Neither, sadly, could his old companion be relied upon to make sense.




  ‘If you would be so kind as to tell him I’m with a patient.’




  Mrs Hobbs pursed her lips at the thought of uttering an untruth, and closed the door after her.




  Watson sat down in his chair and opened the drawer containing a tin of Dr Hammond’s Nerve and Brain Tablets, which the salesman had assured him cured men’s ‘special

  diseases’ arising from war service. He replaced the tin unopened, lit a cigarette and felt the friendly smoke calm him. His statement to Mrs Hobbs had not been a total lie. He did have a

  patient for company. Himself.




  A nagging little voice was hammering away inside, though, even as he enjoyed the tobacco warming his lungs. It was that Holmes telephone call. It was like the Retired Detective Who Cried

  Wolf.




  What if one day it really was something important?




  







  TWO




  Miss Nora Pillbody had cycled for a good two miles through the Suffolk countryside before she realized exactly what had been niggling at her.




  The day had begun like any normal school-day morning. After a breakfast of porridge, she had loaded her basket with the work she had marked and corrected overnight, and set off from her cottage

  in plenty of time to take registration. As always, she wondered what excuses would deplete her class that morning – ‘So-and-so isn’t here, miss, because he needs to help with

  sheep shearing/haymaking/de-horning the calves/irrigating the potatoes.’ There was always something happening on the land that took priority over mere learning.




  Once out of the dead-end lane that housed her cottage, her route took her past Cyril Jefford’s farm, skirted Marsham Wood, with its shy herd of roe deer, in a long, lazy loop, before she

  took the old drovers’ track that pierced the Morlands’ property. This cut a good half-mile off the journey, even if it was a bone-rattling surface, baked dry by the early summer sun.

  The Morlands had eight children, including three in her school class. With two older boys already in the army and one just eligible for conscription, it was a nervous time for the family.




  Miss Pillbody ducked through the shifting, pointillist clouds of midges blocking her way and found time to admire a flash of iridescent green dragonfly, and a Red Admiral warming its spread

  wings on a fence post. A sparrowhawk hovered expectantly above a corn-field, beady-eyed for potential prey.




  She was a few hundred yards from the low, flint-built school-house when it hit her what had been amiss throughout that whole morning’s ride. The children. There hadn’t been any. Her

  ears had been full of the calls of skylarks and the rougher cadences of the restless crows, underpinned by the creaking and cracking of the wheat and the buzz of passing bees, but not the usual

  babble of conversation as her pupils made their way to her schoolhouse.




  She had not had to stop to tell Freddie Cox to stop flicking Ben Stone’s ear, or coax poor, cleft-lipped Sidney Drayton down from a tree as he indulged in his favourite pastime: spotting

  and logging the planes taking off and landing at the RFC aerodrome. Or chivy along the Branton sisters, three pretty, startlingly blonde siblings, a year between them in age, always with arms

  linked as if they were a single child facing the world. With their vile father, mind, it wasn’t surprising they needed a united front. Or what about lonely little Victoria Hanson, trudging

  down the road, feet dragging, trailing an air of melancholy behind her, all big sighs and even bigger eyes that appeared to be perpetually on the brink of leaking?




  Where had all the children gone?




  She felt a curdling in her stomach as if she had eaten something unpleasant, and her head swam with a sensation akin to vertigo. She had last felt this when the telegram about Arnold, her

  brother, had arrived. Her mother had passed the brown envelope to Miss Pillbody and she had handed it back, unwilling to be the first to read the news. In the end, they had opened it – and

  wept – in unison.




  He had been nineteen, a full ten years younger than she, when a trench mortar had dropped a shell on him, the baby of the family. He was, she had realized much later, unexpected by her parents,

  but they had made out he was the son that, after three girls, they had always longed for. People had said Nora and Arnold were very alike, but she couldn’t see it. The grief of his death had

  chased her away from Chichester to the Suffolk countryside, to teaching the children of the estate and the surrounding villages, trying to blank out the war and what it was doing to millions of

  young men like Arnold.




  It wasn’t only the children who were absent. By now she should have seen a dozen or more people on the farms. In summer, Mrs Dottington always leaned on the gate after she had collected

  the eggs from her henhouses, enjoying the sun on her face. Old ‘Zulu’ Jenkins, veteran of the South African wars, ninety if he was a day, was normally out in the fields, helping –

  or just as often hindering – his son Johnnie. If not, he’d be sitting on a stump, taking a pipe. And then there were the nameless workers who would pause and doff a cap to her as she

  rode by.




  All nowhere to be seen.




  The area outside the schoolhouse was also empty of children, who by now would usually be playing marbles or jacks, or gossiping and sniping. An ad hoc game of boys’ football or cricket,

  perhaps; hopscotch or skipping rhymes from the girls. But apart from a car she didn’t recognize, parked across the entrance, the playground was deserted.




  She dismounted from her bike, leaned it against the wall and examined the vehicle. She didn’t know much about the various makes of car, but from its drab paintwork and stencilled numbers

  on the bonnet sides, even she could tell it was military in origin.




  Miss Pillbody undid the ribbon under her chin and removed her hat before she stepped inside the little vestibule of the schoolhouse.




  ‘Hello?’ she asked tentatively. ‘Who’s there?’




  ‘Come in, please,’ came the reply. Inviting her into her own schoolhouse. The cheek of it.




  She opened the door and stepped through into the classroom, chairs still up on desks from the previous night, the six times table chalked on the board, because she had promised her pupils they

  would be doing it again first thing.




  There were two men in the room, one standing next to the blackboard, the other perched on the corner of her desk. The one on his feet was older, his moustache almost white, a corporal of the new

  Home Service Defence Forces, who were ubiquitous in the towns and villages of Suffolk and East Anglia. The one seated was an officer, as proclaimed by the gleam on his boots and the swagger stick

  in his hand. He was square of jaw and dark of moustache, probably a good few years younger than she. Striking-looking, she thought, but with a cruel aspect to his mouth and sharp blue eyes

  that shone with a glacial coolness. His top lip was a smidgeon too thin, she decided, for him to be entirely handsome, but he was certainly attractive. And, she suspected, he knew it. The officer

  stood and scooped off his cap as she crossed towards the pair.




  ‘Miss Pillbody.’




  So he had her name. ‘You have the advantage of me, Lieutenant . . .?’




  ‘Booth. Lieutenant James Booth, from the Elveden Explosives Area.’ His eyes ran over her, making her feel uncomfortable. ‘I must say I was expecting someone older.’




  She was in no mood for flirtatious flattery. ‘Where are my children, Lieutenant Booth?’




  The grin faded to something more sombre. ‘They won’t be coming to school today, Miss Pillbody.’




  ‘And why not?’




  ‘In fact,’ he said, the pink tip of his tongue touching his top lip for a second as he hesitated, ‘they won’t be coming to school for the foreseeable future, I am

  afraid.’




  A multitude of possibilities rattled through her mind – were they recruiting children for the war? Was it a disease quarantine? Evacuation because of the Zeppelins? – but none made

  any sense. ‘And why not?’




  ‘I can’t say. But we have extended the quarantine zone around Elveden. All the tenant farmers are being relocated for the duration, and the children are going with them.’




  ‘Duration of what?’ she pressed. In fact, there was only one week of school left before the holidays, but she wasn’t going to let that assuage her indignation.




  ‘I can’t say.’




  She looked at his uniform, searching for regimental badges, but could spot none. Wasn’t that unusual? She wished she had paid more attention to such matters. ‘Who are you with,

  Lieutenant? Which regiment?’




  A tight-lipped smile silently repeated his previous statement. Those chill eyes told her not to pursue the matter.




  ‘These children need schooling, you know. A good proportion still can’t read or write—’




  ‘All that has been taken into consideration. They will be well looked after where they are going.’




  ‘And where is that? No, don’t tell me. You can’t say.’ She could feel anger rising in her, the sort that bubbled up when she had to deal with locals who told her that

  their young daughter was going to marry at sixteen and be a farmer’s wife and had no need of any further schooling. ‘You have no right to do this—’




  ‘But I have,’ said Booth, his manner suddenly abrupt. He reached into his top pocket and brought out a folded sheet of paper. ‘I have every right under the Defence of the Realm

  Act. You actually live just outside the new exclusion zone, so you can keep your cottage, but after today you will not be allowed anywhere on the estate until further notice.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘And if you do set foot on the estate, or indeed mention anything that has happened to you today, or speak to any of the locals about this or any subsequent events, you will be prosecuted

  under this Act.’ He unfurled the sheet of paper and shook it threateningly. ‘I’m sorry we didn’t reach you before you made the journey here, but there has been a lot to do.

  I suggest you return home to your cottage now. You will be compensated financially, of course, for loss of salary. Perhaps you should go back to your parents in Chichester. I am sure you can find a

  young man who will snap you up.’




  She was furious at both the crass remark and the fact that he had been peering into her life. ‘There is more to life than finding a young man.’




  Booth raised an eyebrow.




  ‘And there is no appeal against this?’




  ‘None, I am afraid.’ He put on his cap. The matter was closed.




  He indicated to his driver they were leaving. ‘Look on the bright side, Miss Pillbody. Your holiday has come a little early.’




  She could think of nothing to say, although she wanted to stamp her foot and wail at him. ‘Very well. But I intended to run summer art classes here—’




  ‘Cancelled,’ said Booth, bluntly.




  ‘And if I need anything from the schoolhouse at a later date?’




  The lieutenant and his corporal exchanged glances. When he looked back at her she felt something icy on her neck and the hairs prickled to attention. ‘I’d make sure you take

  everything you need today. If you come back here, Miss Pillbody, you will be shot on sight.’




  







  THREE




  The editor’s eyes widened when he saw the person standing before him. ‘Next!’ he had called and into his office had marched a remarkable sight, a woman, all

  red hair and leather, dressed as if she was about to tackle the hill climb at La Turbie. Her face – striking enough, but frumpled with fatigue, it seemed to him – showed the dusty

  outline of goggles. She had clearly ridden a motor bike to the offices of Motor Cycle Gazette.




  She took off her gloves and held out her hand. ‘Mrs Georgina Gregson.’




  He took it. ‘Daniel Samson.’




  ‘Really?’ The editor was in his forties, balding rapidly, with rheumy eyes and protruding teeth. He looked nothing like the lantern-jawed motor cyclists he liked to portray in his

  publication. This was hardly surprising, as he didn’t actually ride himself.




  ‘Yes. Really. How can I help you, Mrs Gregson?’




  She unbuttoned her coat as she sat down and took from an inside pocket a cutting clipped from Motor Cycle Gazette. ‘I have come about this advertisement.’ She placed the

  scrap on the blotter in front of him.




  He examined it for a second before he burst out laughing.




  ‘What is so amusing?’ she asked.




  ‘You have been outside in the corridor for some time?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘So you have seen your fellow applicants?’




  She looked over her shoulder, as if the door were transparent. There were, indeed, several others who had answered the same advertisement, although few as qualified as she was, she suspected.

  ‘Indeed.’




  ‘And did you notice anything about them, Mrs Gregson?’




  ‘Well, for the most part, their hands are too clean.’




  This wasn’t the answer he was expecting. ‘I beg your pardon?’




  ‘Some of the fingernails are too clean; they’ve never touched an engine in their lives. Some are just too smooth. The palms and fingers, I mean. Not a callus between them. No manual

  work of any description, I fear. There is a chap out there called Collins I spoke to. He’s a likely one. Look at his knuckles. He’s used a spanner or two.’




  ‘Ah, my point exactly. He’s a chap. And you aren’t.’




  ‘How terribly observant of you, Mr Samson,’ Mrs Gregson replied coolly.




  ‘The position is open only to men.’




  She pointed at the advertisement. ‘It doesn’t say that.’




  ‘It does.’




  ‘No, it doesn’t, Mr Samson,’ she almost growled.




  He snatched up the advertisement and read it. ‘It says: “As part of important war work, we are looking for persons with mechanical and engineering skills, preferably with a knowledge

  of petrol engines and motor cycles.” See?’




  Mrs Gregson leaned forward. ‘No, I don’t see. Where does it say “Men only”?’




  Samson gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘It says “persons”.’




  ‘I’m a person,’ she said. ‘Ask anyone.’




  He pushed back in his chair. He wanted this bothersome woman gone. He knew her sort. They did have a page in the magazine penned by ‘Motorcyclatrix’, who was really Lady Rose Penney,

  but that was just a sop to the ladies who wrote in complaining that their sex was under-represented in the pages. Mrs Gregson was no doubt one of those who wanted to feminize the pursuit. If they

  had their way, the sport would become the motorized arm of The Lady.




  ‘Well, it’s obvious we aren’t talking about women. Knowledge of petrol engines . . .’




  ‘I drove ambulances for a year at the front, Mr Samson. I can strip down a Daimler as quickly as the next person. I have rebuilt my Rudge twice. Would you like to inspect my

  fingernails?’ She thrust her hand forward.




  ‘That won’t be necessary, Mrs Gregson. Look, I admire you for wanting to do war work. But there is much you can contribute in other fields. You drove ambulances, you say? What about

  becoming a nurse? Pretty woman like you—’




  ‘I’m done with that,’ she snapped. She didn’t feel inclined to offer any further explanation as to why she hoped never to see the inside of a hospital ward – or an

  ambulance – ever again. Like many medical staff who had been at the front, it was the sounds and smells that stayed with her. It seemed the brain could somehow consign the images of the

  mangled and the dying to some dark recess. But a loud bang would make the heart race, as if it heralded an artillery barrage, and even the most innocuous of scents was sometimes transformed by a

  mysterious alchemy into the tang of carbolic and the sweet decay of flesh.




  ‘I can’t help you, Mrs Gregson.’




  She was exasperated now. ‘But I understand engines, Mr Samson. I love motor cycles—’




  ‘I’m sorry. My hands are tied.’




  ‘Why? Because of my gender?’




  ‘It doesn’t help matters,’ he said, a smirk flickering under his moustache.




  She stood and buttoned up her Dunhill coat, her fingers shaking with barely suppressed fury. ‘Well, we’ll see, won’t we? I shall find out exactly what is required for this war

  work and make damned sure’ – she paused to enjoy Mr Samson’s flinch at the profanity – ‘that I get a bash at it.’




  With this she turned on her heel and left the room, making sure the door nearly burst through the frame as she slammed it behind her.




  Samson picked up the receiver of the Kellogg Interoffice phone and pressed ‘Call’.




  ‘Shall I send the next one in?’ asked Mrs Beasley at the other end.




  ‘Is it a male?’




  ‘Yes. I’m very sorry about that woman, Mr Samson. I did warn her, but she was most . . . insistent.’




  ‘Not to worry, Mrs Beasley.’ He was certain that his secretary was no match for that flame-haired harridan. ‘But ask the next candidate to wait a second, will you?’




  He opened the drawer of his desk and took out a notebook. He quickly found the emergency number he had been given by the government department that was using his paper to recruit the

  ‘mechanically minded’.




  Samson hesitated. The woman might just be full of hot air. If she wanted to do her bit, she could always get a job on the omnibuses. Perhaps he should have suggested that. And yet, she

  didn’t strike him as one who would flit like a butterfly from project to project. More like a terrier that would worry at a bone until it was splinters.




  He glanced at the page of the notebook with the telephone number on it. Samson’s hand had been shaking when he scribbled it down but it was still legible. Mrs Beasley would have made this

  Mrs Gregson fill in a contact form, so her address would be out there on her desk. Therefore, he could tell the man at the other end of the telephone where she lived if need be. What would he do to

  her? Put the fear of God into her probably. As he had Samson.




  ‘Report anyone suspicious,’ the dour man had said. ‘Or who might cause trouble.’ What was the expression he had used? ‘On pain of death’, that was it.

  Call us, no matter how trivial, on pain of death. A figure of speech. Wasn’t it? Although the portly little man who had delivered it hadn’t looked or acted like someone who

  used words frivolously. Mr Grover, he had called himself. A ‘servant of the government’ was all he would offer by way of identification. The mere memory of those eyes of his, fish-cold,

  projecting a not-so-veiled threat, made Samson’s mouth dry.




  For a second he almost felt sorry for Mrs Gregson. But self-preservation was the stronger instinct. He picked up the telephone and waited for the operator. Whitehall 0101. Once he made the call

  to that number, Mrs Gregson would no longer be his problem.




  Major Watson’s patient was sitting at one end of the gymnasium, which was located in the wing of the former school, now designated a ‘special’ ward. The

  doctor stood in the doorway, a nurse hovering one step behind him, and he took some time to observe the soldier before he made his presence felt. The young man, a captain, was dressed in pale blue

  overalls, which marked him out, so he had heard a nurse say, as ‘one of the barmy ones’. He was at a table, looking down at it, as if reading a newspaper in a library, but there was

  nothing to be seen other than scuffs and scratches in the wood. Whatever he could see on that surface was visible only to the captain. The man’s right leg was pistoning up and down, and his

  upper body was folded in upon itself, arms crossed over chest, hands gripping the opposite bicep, the whole torso rocking back and forth almost imperceptibly. There was noise, too, a hum from the

  back of the throat, low and constant, as if he was trying to block out some other sound.




  The doctor knew from the notes that the lad had suffered from ataxia, the inability to move, a total paralysis with no physical cause anyone could discern. There was also aphasia, the loss of

  speech. He also knew that, in a strange way, he was responsible for this boy’s condition.




  Just seven months previously, in the trenches of France, Watson had helped make the captain a hero, a burden that had led the lad to this ‘special’ unit in Wandsworth Hospital,

  designed to deal with those who had been damaged by the war in ways the authorities were only just beginning to grasp. The captain had been variously classified as ‘emotional’ or

  ‘Not Yet Diagnosed (Nervous)’. Neither truly suggested the severity, or strangeness, of symptoms such a broken man could display. The machinery of war had not killed this one, just

  chewed him up in its fearsome, unrelenting cogs.




  The doctor turned to the nurse at his shoulder. ‘I’ll be fine by myself.’




  ‘Are you sure, Major?’ the nurse asked.




  ‘Captain Fairley and I are old friends.’




  At that moment the damaged man looked over at him, the head wobbling as if on a spring as it turned. He stared across the scuffed parquet floor of the gymnasium at the figure standing in the

  doorway, but there was no recognition in the gaze. Just another quack, he would be thinking – if he was thinking at all, the doctor appreciated – with his damn-fool questions and

  exhortations to pull himself together.




  ‘Hello, Captain Fairley,’ Watson said, his voice thin in the cavernous space.




  There was no reaction from the patient.




  ‘Mind if I join you?’




  The slap of his leather soles on the wooden floor sounded like timpani as he crossed to the table, where an empty chair faced the soldier. He pulled it out and asked permission to sit. When

  there was no response, he did so anyway. Then he waited.




  ‘Congratulations on the promotion,’ he said eventually.




  Fairley still studied the desk. When they had met, Fairley had been a mere second lieutenant. Then he had saved Watson’s life out in no man’s land. Good news from the front was in

  short supply, so Fairley’s story had grown in the telling and retelling. Percival Philips of the Express had written about ‘The Unsung Hero Of No Man’s Land’,

  making sure he was unsung no more, and Reuters had gone with with ‘Angel of Mud’. There was a medal. In the months since his brave action, Fairley had become something of an expert on

  that blasted strip of land between the lines, and had been transferred to an intelligence role and promoted. But while mapping ‘the wire’ and the German forward trenches, something had

  happened to Fairley out there, reducing him to this palsied wreck.




  ‘Captain, you do remember me, don’t you?’ he asked. ‘Major Watson. Dr Watson, as was. We met near Plug Street.’




  A jolt ran through the man, as if he had been subjected to the electrotherapy that they administered to the worst of the shell-shocked. Watson saw life flicker in the eyes.




  ‘You recall that night?’




  ‘Aye. Major Watson, is it?’ Fairley repeated, with an intonation that bore no resemblance to the one he had used when Watson had last talked to him. Then, he had spoken with the

  cultured, educated tones of a Wykehamist, an alumnus of Winchester College. This voice sounded . . . well, it sounded Scottish.




  ‘Yes, Captain. You’ve had a pretty rough—’




  He didn’t get to finish the sentence. With a newfound agility, Fairley leaped, panther-like, across the table, and Watson crashed backwards to the floor under the momentum of the flying

  body, thumping his head on the wood. Watson’s vision tunnelled as he felt the weight of the man on his chest, squeezing his lungs, and, a second later, the long, bony fingers of a madman

  closing around his throat.




  







  FOUR




  Rumours were swirling around London like particles from a dust storm. The wind blew particularly strongly through the HQ of the Foreign Press Association, which was based in a

  grand town house just off St James’s Square. Bradley Ross stood at the FPA’s bar, beneath the gilded ceiling, hoping some of the nuggets of gossip circulating in the room might lodge

  about his person. He needed a good story, soon, or they would pull him back to New York. He didn’t want to go just yet. His father was still smoothing feathers ruffled by his incident with

  the young caddie at the golf club. All sorts of dire retribution had been promised, but, as always, money did the trick. A few more months and it would all be forgotten. Meanwhile, he needed that

  story.




  It shouldn’t be difficult. There was a war on, after all. Yet the British were spinning out so much red tape and baffling obfuscation, he felt like he was drowning in lies and half-truths

  and, in some cases, sheer fantasy.




  ‘You going to the dinner tonight?’




  Ross turned to see an unfamiliar face. ‘The Savoy? No.’




  It was a charity event, men only, and Ross knew it would be dominated by Gabriel de Wesselitzsky, the flamboyant president of the FPA and a man who was, Ross felt, in the pocket of the British.

  He could think of better ways to spend the ten shillings that the dinner would cost.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Ross. He prided himself on never forgetting a face but he could not quite place this one. It belonged to a hefty fellow in his thirties, with broad shoulders,

  blond hair and a wide, friendly face. He was in full evening dress, with a striking emerald shirt stud that flashed and flickered in the light. ‘You’re with . . .?’




  ‘Movietone. Dirk Alberts.’




  Ross thought he might have misheard. ‘Dick, was it?’




  ‘Dirk. Dutch.’




  The Dutch were neutral, but Ross felt they leaned towards the British side. ‘Bradley Ross, New York Herald.’ They shook hands. ‘A camera jockey, eh? You’re the

  guys who are going to put us scribblers out of business?’




  Alberts laughed. ‘Only when people can carry a movie projector in their pocket. And only then if they ever let us near the war. You need a letter from God countersigned by Haig. So

  I’ve been sent here to sniff out a good news story on the Home Front.’




  ‘Find any?’




  Ross recognized the little shuffle of feet and the tensing of the body. Alberts’ shoulders tightened up towards his ears just a little. Yeah, this guy had a story. But he wasn’t

  going to blab.




  ‘Sorry, dumb of me to ask. Buy you a drink?’




  Alberts met Ross’s direct gaze. ‘Thank you. A Van der Hum and soda.’




  Ross whistled up the liqueur and an Old Jamaica for himself from the white-jacketed barman.




  ‘What about you?’ Alberts asked.




  ‘Much like yourself. Can’t get permission to get close to anything juicy. British got it all sewn up. They got five official war correspondents – why do they need some Yank

  blundering around telling the truth?’




  All five – plus a few special correspondents like John Buchan – allowed their work to be supervised and censored by the British Government. Ross’s newspaper wouldn’t

  countenance that.




  Alberts swilled his drink around the glass. ‘I did hear of one thing that’s interesting. Here. In England. Something big.’




  ‘You keep it,’ said Ross, feigning disinterest with a wave of his hand. ‘Don’t tell me anything you might regret.’




  Alberts took a large mouthful of his liqueur. ‘This isn’t a movie-camera type of story. The thing about us lot, we are hardly inconspicuous, are we? You know, a guy with a script and

  another turning the handle of some big, black box. You don’t get undercover cameramen.’




  ‘I guess not.’




  ‘You only need a notebook to get your story. I need a ton of equipment.’




  Ross nodded. It was one advantage of the printed word over the moving picture. ‘You’re making me feel a lot better about newspapers,’ he said.




  ‘I think there is room for us both,’ said Alberts. ‘We are in the same game, just different ways of presenting it. I think this one is on your side of the pitch.’




  Ross drank some of his rum. He examined the Dutchman closely, sniffed at his cologne. Was it really only professional companionship he was after? The green of his emerald stud seemed to glow

  brighter by the minute. Was the choice of colour an accident? Perhaps, as a foreigner, he did not know what it symbolized, in both London and New York. ‘So what is it, Dirk? This

  story.’




  The Dutchman gave a sly smirk. ‘Just a rumour. No, not even that. A whisper.’




  ‘A whisper of what?’




  Alberts leaned in close, and Ross felt the hot, alcohol-laden breath on his ear. ‘Something very hush-hush.’




  ‘Where? Here in London?’




  ‘Suffolk, so I am told.’




  ‘Suffolk. Interesting. And would you like to tell me more? Over dinner, perhaps?’ Ross asked, his hand coming down on the bar within a half-inch of the Dutchman’s. The film man

  didn’t pull away, just stared down at it, wandering if he was interpreting the signals correctly.




  ‘Once we have got to know each other a little better, perhaps,’ Alberts ventured cautiously, knocking back his liqueur and bringing the glass down so that their knuckles touched.

  ‘Dinner sounds like a good idea.’




  ‘What about the gathering at the Savoy?’ asked Ross, aware of a thrumming in his temple.




  Alberts laughed and touched the emerald stud, twirling it between forefinger and thumb. He knew what it meant, all right – that they both belonged to a forbidden fraternity. ‘Oh,

  don’t worry, we’ll manage somehow.’




  Georgina Gregson came clattering down the steps of her lodgings, thanking the Lord that changes in fashion meant skirts no longer had to drag along the ground and so trip you

  up when descending stairs at speed. As she reached the pavement, the motor taxi standing at the kerb flipped its flag to ‘For Hire’. Luck was on her side.




  She had a ticket for Sir Henry Wood’s ‘Promenade Preview’ at the Queen’s Hall in Langham Place. The last time she had attended one of his concerts, the audience had booed

  at the inclusion of Beethoven and Wagner, but Sir Henry had won the dissenters round with an impassioned plea that great art transcended national boundaries. This time, though, it was a very safe

  programme – Ravel, Debussy, Vaughan Williams and Elgar, an Anglo-French musical alliance.




  She had bought only a single ticket because she found it easier to lose herself at a concert when she was alone, not having to worry about whether a piece was too modern, or indeed too German,

  for a companion.




  She shouted the address of the hall to the cabby and hitched her skirt as she stepped into the back. It was only when she was most of the way inside that she realized that the rear seat was

  already occupied.




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she began. ‘I thought—’




  ‘Close the door, Mrs Gregson,’ said the man, who remained pressed into the corner shadows.




  Before she could react, a rough shove pushed her into the interior and the door slammed behind her.




  ‘What is going on? How do you know my name? How dare—’




  ‘You don’t recall me, do you, Mrs Gregson?’ He leaned forward as he said this, pushing a pink and hairless face into the evening light. ‘Grover. Sergeant, as was. Might

  have added a few pounds since then.’ He slapped a stretched waistcoat. ‘I knew your husband. Remember you when you were the Red Devil.’ He shook his head. ‘Never change, do

  you, you lot? Always causing trouble. Knew it as soon as I saw your name.’




  By ‘you lot’ she assumed the corpulent little man meant suffragettes, of which she had been proud to call herself one. And no, she had no recollection of him at all. She had tried to

  purge those nightmare months from her memory. The ‘Red Devil’ had been the gutter press’s favourite nickname for her when she had been falsely accused of trying to murder the

  Prime Minister.




  ‘I’m not sitting here listening to this.’ Mrs Gregson turned to open the door but came face to face through the glass with the scowling, bewhiskered face of an aged constable,

  stooping down and holding the exterior handle so she couldn’t move it. When she slumped back in the seat, Grover thrust a piece of paper at her.




  ‘I am detaining you under the Defence of the Realm Act, Mrs Gregson.’




  She slapped the document away. ‘Really? On what grounds?’




  ‘On the grounds that you have imperilled national security by sticking your nose in where it was not required and then kicking up a stink about it.’ He gave a rap on the partition

  and the cab moved off.




  Mrs Gregson racked her brains as to what she had done recently that could possibly—




  ‘Is this about that Motor Cycle Gazette advertisement?’




  Grover sucked air through his teeth, a thoroughly unpleasant sound. ‘There you go again. It would be best if you said nothing until the tribunal.’




  ‘Tribunal? What tribunal?’ The word conjured up anonymous bureaucrats in dingy rooms deciding her fate with no recourse to judge, jury or lawyers. She felt a small twinge of

  apprehension. She knew only too well how the machinations of the legal system could swallow a person whole, even in peacetime. And they were a long way from the days of Habeas Corpus.




  ‘Where are you taking me?’ she demanded as the cab gathered speed.




  ‘Somewhere,’ said Grover with the hint of a smile, ‘where you will feel right at home.’




  She could tell what he meant by the amused twinkle in his eyes and she had to fight hard not to give him the satisfaction of tears. They were taking her back to Holloway Prison.




  







  PART TWO




  11–15 AUGUST 1916




  







  FIVE




  Percy Littlewood finished loading the wooden vegetable crates into the Warwick three-wheeler delivery van a little after eight and set off for the twenty-minute drive through

  the Suffolk lanes to the Elveden Explosives Area. It was rare for a civilian to have any contact with the requisitioned estate, and over the past few weeks the grocer had learned not to ask any

  questions and to keep his mouth shut. What they were doing behind the trees was no business of his.




  Even in The Plough, when the topic of Elveden inevitably came up and wild speculations began to gain credence with every pint consumed and eyes swivelled towards him, he simply shrugged. He was

  earning good money delivering food and supplies, enough that he wasn’t going to throw it away with idle gossip. He’d seen what happened to them that did let their tongues wag. No, this

  was a lucrative business, for him at least.




  It meant that if the arrangement went on much longer, he could afford to ask Lizzie Cosford for her hand in marriage. Twenty years younger than he she might be, but he suspected the modern woman

  couldn’t afford to be too fussy. A lot of lads Lizzie’s own age wouldn’t be coming home and, if they weren’t careful, England would become a country of spinsters. The

  newspapers were already full of adverts from desperate young ladies, their fiancés slaughtered in France or Belgium, offering to marry and care for the blinded or the maimed.




  There was no traffic on the road and Percy made good time, reaching the entrance to the Explosives Area in just over a quarter of an hour. He stopped at the barrier and the sergeant with the

  lazy eye went through the motions of looking in the back of the van to make sure he wasn’t smuggling anybody in and then waved him on with a warning to unload at the usual place, where he

  could pick up the order for next Tuesday.




  He ran the three-wheeler in low gear down the road that led to the Hall’s tree-lined driveway but, as he always did, he yanked at the tiller and pulled off to one side before that palatial

  building came into sight.




  ‘You’d think they could spare some of those blighters to give a hand unloading,’ Percy muttered. But it was always a solitary job, probably in case he engaged any of the

  soldiers in conversation. He killed the motor and stepped out into an early morning silence. He didn’t like the place. He always felt as if eyes were watching him from the undergrowth.

  Sometimes he caught movement among the trees, heard the snap of a twig or the drift of conversation and laughter, even though he knew the billets were on the other side of the estate. It gave him

  the willies.




  Littlewood quickly unloaded the crates of produce, slipped his bill in the uppermost wooden crate and gave a little laugh. What he was charging them was well worth suffering a dose of the

  willies twice a week. Then he fetched the sheaf of papers that had been left for him in a wooden box nailed to one of the old oaks. He executed a neat three-point turn and drove back through the

  barrier, waving at the sergeant as he did so.




  It was two miles down the road before he pulled in and examined the orders. As he had expected, there was an extra brown envelope in there, with the words ‘Fresh Medical Supplies

  Required’ written on it. Delivering that to Brenda at the post office in Thetford would be worth an extra ten bob, no questions asked.




  The envelope, though, hadn’t been sealed properly and he lifted it to his mouth to re-lick the gummed edge. And then hesitated. He looked in his door mirror to make sure he was alone on

  the stretch of road. He took out the piece of paper. It was indeed a list of medical supplies, written in a well-rounded hand.




  

    

      Lint, seven rolls




      Mentholated Balm, three tins




      Rat Eradicator (Red Squill Compound)




      Accident & Emergency (Surgeon’s No. 7)




      Gee’s Linctus




      Scrubb’s Cloudy Ammonia (2 bottles)




      Sanitary Towels, compressed (one box)




      Enule Suppositories (two boxes)


    


  




  The list went on for two pages. He could get half of the stuff from the chemist at Thetford, but no, this had to be sent to London. And it was something else he was meant to be

  quiet about. Ten bob, though. He’d swear black was white for that. And the money would go straight into the Lizzie Cosford marriage pot.




  He checked the road was still clear, engaged the Warwick’s first gear and drove towards the Thetford road.




  Had Percy Littlewood been able to translate the code within that humdrum list, a cipher that had been painstakingly worked out between all parties, he might not have kept his mind on Lizzie. For

  in London, sharper eyes than Percy’s would be able to tell that the cause of death of the seven men who died in the training accident was no closer to being solved and that the one survivor

  was still mute. And the final item, for a case of St Joshua’s Tonic Wine to be express delivered – Joshua, one of the twelve scouts sent by Moses to explore Canaan, being the patron

  saint of spies – would be easily interpreted.




  Send your own man in.




  







  SIX




  The eight gentlemen of the War Neuroses Committee had filed into the lecture theatre at Millbank and taken their seats, unsure of what they were about to witness. At the front

  of the hall, at a lectern, stood Major John H. Watson, in uniform, a wooden pointer in his hand. Behind him was a white screen used for lantern projection. Flanking it were several linen-backed

  hanging displays, each depicting an aspect of the human body – the individuals flayed to reveal the arterial, venous and lymphatic systems, the musculature or the nerve pathways. Next to the

  podium was a yellowy human skeleton, suspended from a metal stand by a hook in the skull.




  Watson examined his audience. There were five officers from the Royal Army Medical Corps, including Crocker, the Deputy Director of Medical Services, and Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Armstrong

  Jones, Superintendent of Claybury Asylum, as well as three civilian specialists – two neurologists and a psychiatrist. The WNC had been hastily convened to answer questions that had arisen

  about the incidence of so-called battle neuroses and the treatment of the victims.




  Watson felt remarkably under-qualified before them. The length of his own experience of the condition amounted to not much more than eight months. But, he reminded himself, he had one advantage

  over this illustrious body. Unlike them, he had peered into the dark pit that so many soldiers had fallen into. It was only by luck and good friends that he had not toppled in. But he had felt the

  tug of despair and anguish, like some dark, malevolent gravity. Only someone who had been to the front, or, like him, even further out into the cesspool of no man’s land, could possibly hope

  to understand what the soldiers were going through, week after week and year after year.




  The DDMS was the man to impress here. Watson stole a glance at him. Lieutenant-Colonel Percy Crocker – ‘Jumbo’ behind his back – was a big man in all departments, with

  ears you could rig and use as sails.




  Once pipes and cigarettes had been lit, Watson cleared his throat. ‘Thank you for coming, gentlemen. I hope I can make this worthwhile for you. As you know, I have no claim to be an expert

  on neurasthenics or psychiatry. I am, by training, a humble general practitioner.’




  ‘Quite,’ said one of the officers, as if this settled the matter. Watson moved on, ignoring his comment.




  ‘However, I have had some first-hand experience of conditions on the front line. I have been underneath a bombardment. I say this without any sense of boasting or superiority.’ He

  paused. He wasn’t trying to make his audience feel inadequate. He knew Crocker had toured the battlefields, had witnessed barrages, but he was fairly sure the other members of the committee

  had never left the British Isles. ‘It was my own experiences of the after-effects of exposure to modern warfare that led to my interest in the subject of war nerves.’ He had to be

  careful not to say ‘shell shock’. It was the deputy director sitting before him who had banned the phrase. ‘I experienced nightmares, sudden changes of mood and unwarranted

  aggression, even towards old, trusted friends, and a withdrawal from the world. The symptoms lasted many weeks after my return home, yet I knew what I had was but a mild bout. When I recovered

  somewhat, I became concerned by the case of a young man I met out there at the front.’




  Watson raised his voice and addressed the technician sitting in the back row of the theatre. ‘If we can dim the lights . . .? Thank you.’




  Blocks of ceiling bulbs thumped off in sequence, until the only illumination was the chinks of light bleeding around the edges of the blackout curtain and the reading lamp on the podium. Watson

  heard the audience shift in their seats in anticipation.




  ‘If you will roll the film, please . . .’




  The projector, hidden in the closet-like room that usually held the magic lantern, clanked and whirred into life, sending a smoke-laden beam to the front of the theatre. A bright square full of

  dancing squiggles appeared on the screen.




  They were replaced by the image of an agitated man, seated in a bare room, apparently being pestered by an invisible swarm of bees, his arms flailing at thin air.




  ‘This, gentleman, is Captain Fairley. A young man I first met in the trenches in Belgium, when he was a perfectly rational, upright and brave’ – he emphasized this last word,

  pausing for effect – ‘young man. This is him a few weeks after returning to England, having suffered a total nervous collapse after being trapped out in no man’s land by a German

  advance and suffering bombardment from both sides, before he could make his own way back to the British lines. This was the second occasion he had been left isolated out there for an extended

  period. Once is enough for many men.’




  He let them watch the tormented captain for a few moments longer, taking in the look on his face that suggested he was party to some invisible horror.




  ‘This, believe it or not, is him after an improvement. Before this he had ataxia and was also prone to fits of violence.’ Watson’s hand moved to his throat of its own accord

  before he snatched it away. He thought it best not to mention the physical attack on his person by Fairley at their encounter. It had been a brief spike of rage and within moments Fairley had

  deflated like a punctured blimp.




  ‘Watch.’




  Fairley stood and, still batting at his aerial tormentors, he began to walk, showing the strange, disconnected gait that characterized many of the sufferers. He looked like a puppet whose

  strings had been cut, jerking and twisting as he struggled to take three or four steps. Watson could sense the discomfort from those watching. Even after a dozen viewings, Watson’s own

  stomach knotted at the sight of the soldier.




  The film ended with more squiggles, before it shut off. ‘Lights, please,’ said Watson.




  The audience blinked as the hall was illuminated once more.




  ‘Is that it?’ asked Armstrong Jones. ‘Has he progressed any further in his recovery?’




  ‘Judge for yourselves. Gentlemen,’ said Watson, ‘I’d like you to meet Captain Fairley.’




  The technician came down the stairs two at a time, a smile on his face, his hand outstretched to greet Watson. He took it and pumped it vigorously.




  ‘I’m sorry for the s-s-subterfuge,’ said Fairley, turning to the committee. ‘B-b-but we thought it would show the progress I have m-m-made, thanks to Dr

  Watson.’




  ‘Well, young man,’ said Crocker, ‘how do you feel now?’




  ‘Better,’ said Fairley.




  ‘That is,’ said Watson, quickly, ‘better than he was. Captain Fairley won’t mind me saying this, but he still has moments of . . . let’s call it

  fragility.’




  Fairley nodded his agreement.




  ‘But, sooner or later, you’ll be fit enough to return to the front?’ asked Armstrong Jones. ‘Not discharged to live on some pension?’




  Fairley swallowed hard. ‘I suppose—’




  ‘I’m not sure the object of the exercise, the ultimate aim, is simply to return the shell—the damaged soldier to the front, is it?’ asked Watson.




  A few throats were cleared. ‘This committee was set up with that purpose,’ said Crocker. ‘The number of cases of war neuroses is having a serious impact on manpower.’




  ‘Really?’ asked Watson, tetchily. He had to control his temper. ‘I thought that was German machine guns. How many died on the 1st of July this year?’




  Every man knew the answer to that. News had leaked out slowly about the scale of losses at the Battle of Albert, the first phase of the Somme offensive. But the number of telegrams delivered to

  families across the country told the story the newspapers wouldn’t, at first, admit. Around 19,000 thousand killed, close to 60,000 casualties all told. And that was just day one. And just on

  one side.




  ‘All the more reason,’ said Armstrong Jones, ‘for us to send back men who are not physically injured.’




  ‘Ah, but they are injured,’ said Professor Miller, one of the civilian doctors. He was a wiry man with a thick thatch of steel-grey hair and a mouth permanently tightened in

  disapproval.




  ‘Exactly,’ said Watson, brightening. ‘Although not physically—’




  ‘I disagree,’ snapped Miller. ‘Nearly all war neurosis is caused by damage to the peripheral nerves due to concussion and the carbon monoxide—’




  Watson couldn’t listen to such piffle. He banged the lectern. ‘Excuse me, Professor Miller. That is nonsense. This man had no nerve damage.’




  Miller began flexing his hands in the air, as if conducting a particularly intricate piece of music. ‘But his walk, his co-ordination—’




  ‘Was not due to a physical damage.’ Watson turned to Fairley. ‘Could you just . . .’




  The captain took four confident strides across the room, and the same number back.




  ‘Damaged nerves do not recover like that. Not in this time scale. Would you agree?’




  ‘It’s impressive,’ agreed Miller, albeit reluctantly.




  ‘What we could not capture in the film is Captain Fairley’s voice. Like many patients suffering from war nerves, he began to speak in an entirely alien accent. In his case,

  Scottish.’




  Fairley blushed and studied his feet.




  ‘Scottish?’ asked Miller.




  ‘We think that is part of the flight syndrome,’ said Watson. ‘Of trying to inhabit another body, any body, that might not possess the same memories. One of the captain’s

  first physicians was a Scot. When Fairley left that hospital, he took the man’s accent with him.’




  ‘So, Captain Fairley,’ said Crocker, ‘let’s clear this up once and for all. Do you foresee a day when you can return to active service?’




  Watson saw the ripple of a twitch spread up one cheek and noted the clenched fist. He knew what that indicated. A sudden flash of memory – often visual, sometimes auditory or olfactory

  – of the trenches and no man’s land had bubbled up, like gas from a flooded shell hole.




  ‘I h-h-hope to be able to serve my country again, yes.’




  If any of the committee spotted the evasion, they gave no sign.




  ‘Good man,’ said the DDMS with a series of approving nods. ‘Good man.’




  Watson spoke through gritted teeth. ‘Gentlemen, I can’t help thinking we are seeing this from different perspectives. We are doing something terrible to our young men, something not

  widely recognized before this war. We should be concerned about returning them to life, not returning them to that . . .’ – he pointed as if the front were just beyond the wall behind

  him – ‘hell out there, to be shot and gassed all over again.’




  An uncomfortable silence fell over his audience. Watson realized he had shouted the last sentence. He adjusted his tie.




  ‘Next film, please, Fairley,’ he instructed.




  ‘Sir.’ The captain, glad to be out of the limelight, bounded up the stairs and entered the projection box again.




  ‘Are you going to share the secret,’ asked Professor Miller, his tone more conciliatory, ‘of how you achieved such results, Major Watson?’




  Watson pointed to the stack of paper on a table near the door. He licked his lips and kept his voice level. ‘There are the case notes, which you can browse at your leisure. The fact is

  that this neurosis is not fixed in its manifestations, but rather is different in every victim. What they have in common is intense shame, anxiety, exhaustion, hatred of the enemy and fear. There

  is a loneliness, because he has absented himself from his comrades, and a crushing sense of failure to do his duty. And, most importantly, there is the loss of his sense of being a man. This

  isn’t due to weak nerves or a predisposition to the condition.’ He caught the eye of Dr Jacobs, a man with a face made up of a series of baggy pouches, who had written extensively on

  inherent character traits that meant one soldier suffered war shock while his comrade seemed immune. ‘In fact, such a syndrome was described in the American Civil War, which in many ways was

  the first modern conflict, with rail-mounted mortars and primitive machine guns. And Russian officers displayed symptoms of what their German doctors called Kriegsneurosen in the war with

  Japan.’




  ‘Your Captain Fairley was, though, what I would classify as a sensitive type, I think you will agree,’ said Jacobs, who had a reputation, along with his mentor, Sir John Collie, as

  an expert in malingering.




  Watson raised his eyebrows and his voice. ‘Play the film, please.’




  ‘One moment, Major Watson,’ interrupted Crocker. ‘Who exactly made the moving pictures of these subjects?’




  ‘A Pathé cameraman.’




  ‘Pathé?’ Crocker sounded genuinely alarmed. ‘I do hope such images will not be part of the Animated Gazette at the picture palaces any time soon, Major? Think of morale.

  People might assume this is in some way normal.’




  ‘Charles Pathé is an old friend,’ Watson said. Actually, Charles Pathé was an old client of Holmes’s, only too happy to lend assistance. ‘The films belong

  to me. There are no copies.’




  ‘Very well,’ grunted Crocker, mollified. ‘Continue.’




  It was a similar performance to the first: a badly damaged man trying to perform simple tasks, buttoning up his shirt, tying his shoelaces, and collapsing in frustration at the enormity of the

  problem. He then began to walk, but with each step he ducked or swerved, sometimes dropping to the floor for a second, before springing up again. He was dodging imaginary bullets and shells. The

  final image was of the soldier prone once more, hands over his head, waiting for the phantom barrage to pass.




  ‘This is Corporal Donnelly. Also a Wykehamist, like Fairley. As you know, Winchester College is very well represented among the officer class. But Donnelly preferred to enter the army in

  the ranks, rather than as an officer. He joined the Royal Irish Rifles and was on day one of the Somme. Under heavy fire, he rescued three wounded colleagues and then went back to destroy the

  machine-gun position that had killed so many of his comrades, which he did, with Mills bombs and then rifle. There are those who think he deserves a Victoria Cross. I doubt, Dr Jacobs, whether this

  man was a sensitive type. If he was, we could do with a few thousand more of them, perhaps.’




  ‘It looks like False Evacuation Syndrome to me,’ said Jacobs, sniffily. This was his own invention, the idea that a psychological condition, akin to shirking one’s duty, could

  be feigned in order to get back to Blighty. He considered it the new equivalent of chewing cordite to mimic a heart condition and that it was contagious among ‘weak-willed’ units of the

  New Army. ‘This is just a pantomime act.’




  ‘It didn’t raise much of a smile when I was in the audience,’ countered Watson.




  ‘And now?’ Crocker asked. ‘Where is the patient now?’




  ‘Lights,’ instructed Watson, as the short film flicked to an end. ‘Donnelly was “other ranks”,’ he continued, careful not to snarl at the committee.

  ‘Not for him the country rest home or the “special” wing. No, he was sent to a “restoration” unit at Netley Hospital, where they live in tin huts and are subject to

  military discipline, starting with full kit inspection at six thirty in the morning, with route marches, drill and mock combat, all designed, so I was told, to help them “rediscover their

  masculinity”. His family sent him regular parcels of Dr Hartmann’s Antineurasthin, which he drank in great quantities. And which, as you know, contains little more than egg white and

  alcohol. I did intend to bring Corporal Donnelly along today.’
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