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    "Art belongs to humanity. Without this we are animals.  
 
    We just fight, we live, we die. Art is what makes us human". 
 
    - Mikhail Piotrovsky, Director, Hermitage Museum  
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The Royal Military Canal runs for 28 miles between Seabrook, near Folkestone, and Cliff End, near Hastings, following the old cliff line bordering Romney Marsh. It was constructed as a defence against the possible invasion of England during the Napoleonic Wars. 
 
      
 
    ‘Bloody hell! We’ll never be able to land in this!’  
 
    The onshore wind, force six gusting seven, made it far too dangerous to approach close enough to the beach to unload the wooden crate directly on to the shingle. The deck of the fishing boat dipped in the troughs and broke through the crests of the angry sea, spray and foam flying, soaking the men. It was all they could do to remain standing.  
 
    After they’d left the shelter of Boulogne Harbour the boat had moved easily to the long swell. But as they’d progressed across the Channel the motion had become less comfortable as the sea became more troubled. The wind had increased with every mile they travelled. Soon it was wailing in the rigging – a discordant keening – a child in the chimney. The craft was sturdy, built to take whatever the weather could throw at it. But even now the timbers groaned and seawater slopped about in the bilge. The two men looked anxiously towards the low shoreline, its featureless contours frequently disappearing in the squally rain. 
 
    ‘We’ll just ’ave to push it over the side and let it drift in. With this wind and tide it’ll quickly reach the shallows.’ 
 
    ‘What about the other one?’ 
 
    ‘Less said about that, the better.’ 
 
    ‘’Ow are we going to explain it? The fact that it’s empty - that the contents ’ave found their way elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been thinkin’ about that…’ The man’s words were snatched away by the wind. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    He raised his voice to a shout. ‘I said, I’ve been thinkin’ about it. We pull the top off completely; chuck it over the side and say it must’ve sunk.’ 
 
    ‘But what if it won’t sink?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t matter. It’ll be empty, an’ as far as anyone knows, the contents are lyin’ somewhere on the seabed.’ 
 
    ‘Well… if you’re sure…’ 
 
    ‘Unless you’ve got a better idea… Come on, let’s get them overboard, Sailor and Frankie will be looking out for ’em. Then we’ve got to get this boat back to Nottery Quay, before anyone notices it’s missing.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Detective Inspector Sonny Russell was thoroughly fed up with the weather. He’d been sitting in his railway carriage home for two days, watching the rain batter the windows and listening to the wind howl round the stove chimney like a banshee. Fierce gusts had thundered against the little structure, causing the very fabric to shudder. The storm had been relentless for so long he was starting to get stir-crazy. Apart from opening the back door to collect a scuttle of coal from the bunker and to let Aggie, his little Jack Russell, out for a quick trot round the garden, he had stayed tucked up indoors, the stove pumping out comforting heat, while he read, listened to music and dozed.  
 
    He sat in his armchair, his collarless shirt open at the neck, his braces slipped off his shoulders and his feet thrust into a pair of worn carpet slippers. He loved classical music and had been through all nine Beethoven symphonies and had started on the late quartets. He had reread, for the umpteenth time, and delighted in, Erskine Childers’s classic The Riddle of the Sands, even though it had been written more than 50 years before. Sometimes he daydreamed about being a spy, like the characters in the book. It never failed to enthral him with its sense of adventure and the minute detail in the writing. Likewise, the more recently published Rogue Male by Geoffrey Household had become a firm favourite. He had just started on that again. But there was only so much glorious music and superb writing that he could take. That was the trouble with extended leave. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    After the last case, which had concluded in a number of spectacular arrests, his boss, Superintendent Vic Stout, had insisted that he take a week’s paid leave. ‘You’ll find plenty to keep you occupied,’ he had said, through a haze of cigar smoke, puffing on one of his customary cheroots. ‘Go and relax – enjoy the countryside and take that little hound of yours for some long walks.’ 
 
    Then, Russell had accepted willingly. He had often promised himself that he would walk the South Downs, in stages, stopping at pubs along the way; or do the whole length of the Royal Military Canal, which started close to his home in Sussex and finished 28 miles east in Hythe in Kent. But the weather had other ideas. Now, after a mild winter, early Spring had brought a sudden, unseasonal cold snap, with late, heavy snow followed by rain, which quickly washed it all away. Then, towards the end of Spring the weather had settled. There were fresh, sunny days and chilly nights – quite normal for the time of year. But as soon as Russell had started his leave a big depression had moved across from the Atlantic. It seemed determined to sit over the south-east of the country, centred, he was convinced, over his home. With a deep sigh he picked up Rogue Male and was just about to start another chapter when he was startled by a hammering on the door. Aggie jumped up from her place in front of the stove and start pogoing on the spot. Opening the door Russell was delighted to see the slight figure of his DC, Johnny Weeks, also his near neighbour, standing there, rain slicking down his oilskin and sou’wester. ‘Come in, lad! Take off your wet things and tell me how you are.’ 
 
    During that last case, Weeks had been coerced into driving a getaway lorry for a gang robbing a mail train. After the raid he had been incarcerated in a damp cellar; had fallen, banged his head and temporarily lost his memory. When he was finally rescued he was taken straight to the local hospital. Tests showed there was no permanent damage and over a number of days his memory slowly returned until, after a fortnight, he could recall everything that had happened. This was very useful in convicting the train robbers, although Russell had made sure that he wasn’t pushed too hard in supplying details of the raid. The DC had also been given leave and Russell was surprised to see him as he assumed he would be visiting relatives, further north.  
 
    ‘What brings you here, Johnny? I thought you’d be up with your mum and dad.’ 
 
    ‘I decided that they would only want to smother me. They were so worried after I had that bump on the head… they wanted me to leave the force.’              ‘No!’ Russell exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I’ve no intention of packing it in.’ 
 
    Russell smiled. ‘Thank goodness for that. I don’t want to have to train up another DC.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to know I’m wanted.’ 
 
    ‘You are, lad, you are… Anyway, what brings you here on this lovely Spring day?’ 
 
    ‘I imagined you felt the same as I do, sir, after being cooped up indoors for two days. I wondered if you fancied battling along the beach.’ 
 
    ‘What a great idea. Skin’s waterproof, after all. Let me get my wet weather gear and we can set off.’  
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Aggie was delighted to be out – the weather didn’t bother her. Heads down, Russell and Weeks were striding into the driving rain while she scampered around their feet, tail up, revelling in the scents she found along the shoreline. The two men said very little to each other. The roaring of the wind and crashing of the surf made conversation close to impossible. The storm showed no sign of abating; if anything it was increasing. They had been tramping along for half an hour, the rain finding a way into their waterproofs and wellingtons and starting to soak their clothes. Each was waiting for the other to suggest it was time to turn back when the terrier began barking excitedly. Looking up and peering through the spray they could see a large crate slopping backwards and forwards in the surf; each wave pushing it further up the beach, and then dragging it back again. Splashing into the shallows they succeeded, with a struggle, in dragging it out of the water and a little way up the beach. The crate was roughly three feet square by about two feet tall. It was strongly constructed from stout timbers, firmly nailed in place.  
 
    ‘What do we do now, sir?’ Weeks said, raising his voice to be heard above the shrieking of the wind. 
 
    ‘Not much we can do, lad. It’s too heavy to move further and we’ve nothing we can open it with. Now let me see. Where are we?’ 
 
    Weeks looked up towards the top of the sea wall. ‘I reckon we’re about half-way along the coast road, so no houses are anywhere near here.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right. The only thing we can do is walk back home then return with the car, and some tools, so we can take a look inside.’ 
 
    ‘But what if someone finds it while we’re gone?’ 
 
    ‘You’re joking! No one is likely to turn out in this, except mad sods like us.’ Russell chuckled, rain dripping off the end of his nose. ‘Come on, let’s set off. It should be easier going with the wind behind us.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
     
 
    ‘What the bloody ’ell are they up to?’ The two men were clad in oilskins, lying on the wet ground and peering over the seawall, concealed behind the plants that were just starting to grow on the top. 
 
    ‘They’ve found the crate!’ his companion exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Christ! I bloody ’ope they can’t open it.’ The men stayed watching as Russell and Weeks debated what to do. When they turned and started to return in the direction they had come he spoke again. ‘Look! They’re going back!’ 
 
    ‘Good. As soon as they’re out of sight we can get it.’ 
 
    They waited until the two policemen had disappeared into the murk then made their way quickly down the stony bank, slipping and sliding on the rain-slicked shingle. They were both carrying a pair of narrow greased boards, each about two feet six inches long. These were fitted with rope handles threaded through a hole in one end. The men placed one in front of the crate, manhandled it on top of the board and dragged it forward until it rested on the second board. They continued pushing the crate, removing each board in turn from the back and placing it in the front. It still required a considerable amount of effort but they were brawny and, after 15 minutes of grunting and heaving, the crate was balanced up on top of the sea wall. They had a length of rope, which they lashed round it so they could lower it safely, sliding it down the steep grassy bank and on to the edge of the road. With more grunting and heaving they got the crate into the back of their Bedford CA van. Closing the rear doors and making their way round, they slid the front doors open and climbed in, glad to be out of the rain. The driver started the engine and they headed off west. Both were soaking wet and the steamed-up windscreen needed constant wiping so that they could see out. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
     
 
    In just over 20 minutes the detectives were getting into Weeks’s car; hammer, chisel and crowbar stowed in the boot. They bumped along the stony track, the tyres sending up spouts of water and the wipers barely clearing the torrential rain off the screen. Soon they were on the Tarmacked road and the going became easier. After a few minutes Russell said: ‘This must be about level with where we left the crate. Come on, let’s go and see what secrets it contains.’ Weeks drove the car off to the side of the road; they got out and retrieved the tools from the boot. Clambering up the bank and breasting the sea wall they were hit with the full force of the wind. They battled their way down across the shingle, to the troubled water’s edge. Russell stood surveying the beach.  
 
    ‘Where is it?’ he asked. There was no sign of the crate – it had vanished.              ‘Perhaps we’re in the wrong place,’ Weeks answered. 
 
    ‘We can’t be far from the spot. Listen, you go that way,’ - Russell pointed east - ‘and I’ll go the other way. One of us is bound to find it.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    They set off, but after each of them had tramped several hundred yards along the shoreline and returned, neither had seen any sign of the crate. 
 
    ‘It’s gone, sir. Someone must have beaten us to it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m baffled. Who would have taken it? …And what’s in it that was so important that they had to spirit it away?’ 
 
    ‘I’m as bewildered as you are, sir. It’s really frustrating.’ 
 
    Russell stood staring out to sea, surveying the rolling waves making their way inexorably to the shore, just visible as a heaving grey mass through the sheeting rain. He was about to turn away when he leaned forward, shielding his eyes with one hand and pointing with the other. ‘Hang on lad, what’s that?’ 
 
    Weeks followed the line of his arm. ‘Something in the water, sir! Looks like another crate.’ They stood watching as the object gradually moved closer, shoved inward by the huge waves. Aggie had seen it too and started barking excitedly. It took some time to drift closer. The two men had to walk slowly along the shoreline, following its drift, as the crate crabbed sideways, driven by the wind and the tide. By the time it was within reaching distance they were 50 yards from where they had first sighted it. Standing in the shallow surf they managed to get a handhold; it was much easier to drag than the first one. When they had hauled it out of the water, they discovered why. ‘This is the bottom, sir. Let’s turn it over.’ It required very little effort to tip the crate up on its side and, when they did, they could see that the top was missing and there was nothing inside. 
 
    ‘Well I’ll be…’ Russell exclaimed. ‘What the hell was in it?’ 
 
    They tipped it right over and examined the inside. It looked completely empty. Weeks leant inside. ‘Wait a minute…what’s this?’ He stood upright holding a soggy piece of crumpled newspaper that he had found wedged in a corner. 
 
    ‘Anything else?’ Russell asked. 
 
    ‘No, that’s it.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. No point in trying to unfold the paper now. It will just disintegrate. You take it back to the car, drive into the village and ring the station. Get them to send a van to pick the crate up.’ 
 
    ‘But, sir. You’ll get soaked waiting here.’ 
 
    Russell smiled. ‘I can’t get much wetter and anyway, I think it’s easing off.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re sure…’ 
 
    ‘You go on. It may come to nothing but I have a feeling about it and I don’t want to lose this one.’ 
 
      
 
    While Weeks headed off, Russell remained on the beach. He found a stick, to the delight of Aggie, who was happy to play fetch in the foam-flecked shallows. The rain gradually began to ease. While they played Russell pondered what the contents of the empty crate could have been and whether the one that had disappeared was connected with it. It must have been important for someone to have snatched it away so swiftly. He wondered if it had something to do with smuggling – but what? Rationing was over, thank goodness, although there were still shortages of certain goods. But what would require such a strong, well-constructed crate? And what would survive in the sea? It could be bottles – brandy perhaps – but surely that would be in smaller, individual crates? Something more valuable? Much more valuable? His imagination was starting to run wild. Bullion? Gold bars? Then he came back to earth. No that would be far too heavy – the crate would have sunk like a stone. And where on earth had it come from? He would just have to wait to see if forensics turned up anything – or if that scrap of newsprint yielded a clue.  
 
    Eventually Weeks returned and was closely followed by Lewis, the forensics expert who arrived in his van with an assistant. Lewis was neatly dressed in a black oilskin over dark blue jersey and corduroy trousers. His nut brown brogues were well worn but shone from regular polishing. He had a fine, aquiline nose and high cheekbones; his short hair was carefully combed with a sharp side parting. He had the look and air of a fighter pilot, not surprising as he had been no stranger to Spitfires and Hurricanes during the war. He’d parked the green Morris J-type van behind Lewis’s car and they made their way up the grassy slope, over the sea wall and down on to the beach. By the time they had reached Russell and started carrying the damaged crate back up, the rain had almost ceased, although the wind was still blowing strongly. They were manoeuvring it over the sea wall when the assistant tripped and nearly lost his balance. Lying, almost hidden in the weeds and undergrowth was a length of worn timber. He started pulling it out then just as quickly dropped it.  
 
    ‘Yuck! It’s covered in grease.’ His boss, Lewis, made of sterner stuff, pulled it out.  
 
    ‘What on earth is that?’ Russell asked. 
 
    Lewis grinned. ‘Don’t you know, Sonny?’ 
 
    Russell shook his head. ‘No idea, I’m afraid. Just some random piece of wood – flotsam or jetsam or something, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘This random piece of wood serves an important purpose. I’m sure you know that Hastings has the largest beach launched fishing fleet in the country.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I think I knew that. What about it?’ he demanded. The rain and the soaking he had received had made Russell uncharacteristically tetchy. 
 
    ‘Well how do you think they launch and retrieve the boats?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.’ 
 
    Lewis’s grin grew wider. He was enjoying this. ‘Until fairly recently they used horsepower and a windlass but that has more or less been replaced by old bulldozers.’ 
 
    Russell was getting more irritated. ‘Thank you for the history lesson but I still don’t see the relevance of this.’ He kicked the piece of timber with the toe of his wellington. 
 
    ‘If they tried to move the boats across the shingle without some sort of buffer the keel would dig in and make it nigh on impossible.’ 
 
    Understanding dawned and now it was Russell who was grinning, his grouchy mood evaporating. ‘Oh, I see. They use these planks under the keel to stop the boat sinking into the stones.’ 
 
    ‘Correct!’ 
 
    Russell frowned. ‘What’s it doing here? There aren’t any boats on this stretch of beach.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just been thinking about that. You said you could hardly move that first crate?’ 
 
    ‘It was a struggle just to get it out of the water.’ 
 
    Weeks suddenly piped up: ‘Whoever took it… they used the timber to move the crate.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. But they would have needed more than one,’ Lewis said. He went on to explain about taking a skid from the back and moving it to the front, and so on. 
 
    ‘So what you’re suggesting is that the person, or people, who took the crate, may have something to do with the fishing fleet in Hastings.’ 
 
    ‘Quite possibly.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. This becomes more intriguing.’ Russell paused, thinking. Then, ‘Anyway, let’s get this crate – and timber - loaded into your van and you can take it back to the station.’ 
 
    ‘And don’t forget we’ve got that piece of newspaper in the car, too,’ Weeks added. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you sure this is a good place to stow it?’ The man who spoke was Frankie Drake. He and his companion, Sailor Tedham, were standing in Drake’s net shop by the fishermen’s beach at Rock-a-Nore. With difficulty they had manhandled the crate out of the back of the Bedford and up to the net shed. Getting it in posed a conundrum as the crate was wider than the doorway. But by tipping it up on its side, and with much heaving and grunting, it just fitted through. They had shoved it over to the corner and disguised the newness of the timber by draping it with fishing nets and an old tarpaulin. 
 
    ‘You’re worryin’ too much,’ Tedham said. ‘No one’s gonna take the trouble to look in ’ere, are they?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not.’ Drake sounded doubtful. 
 
    ‘Anyway, it’s only goin’ to be ’ere for a day or two until Monsewer Albert comes to collect it.’ 
 
    ‘What d’you reckon’s in it?’ Drake asked. 
 
    Tedham snorted. ‘I don’t know an’ I don’t wanna know.’ 
 
    ‘It must be something special – the amount we’re bein’ paid…’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. Whatever it is we’re best off keeping out of it - just hand over the crate and take the money. Come on, time for a pint. Let’s go to the pub.’  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The Hasting Net Shops are unique, tall black wooden sheds that were built to provide stores for fishing gear, made from natural materials, to prevent them from rotting in wet weather. The limited space on the beach meant the sheds had to grow upwards. 
 
      
 
    Russell was finishing his breakfast when the phone rang. He crossed the room and picked up the receiver. ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Hello Sonny, Lewis here.’ 
 
    ‘Good to hear from you. Any news on the crate?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not. The sea had washed any identifying marks or traces off so it remains that – just a crate.’ 
 
    ‘Shame. I was rather hoping it might give up its secrets.’  
 
    ‘No such luck. But…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘The piece of newspaper you found has proved to be very interesting.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised. I thought it was merely a soggy mess – more like pâpier maché.’ 
 
    ‘That’s where we were lucky. I can only assume it was wedged in the bottom corner of the crate, and as it was upside down, it became the top corner, if you see what I mean…’ 
 
    ‘Yes I do. So it was spared some of the ravages of the seawater?’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘What’s so special about it?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, that’s the interesting part.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a German newspaper.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Russell was intrigued. 
 
    ‘Yes really. And it’s from 1944.’ 
 
    Russell whistled. ‘Wow! Over 10 years old.’ 
 
    ‘There was enough to recognise it as Das Reich.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ve heard of that.’ 
 
    ‘It was a paper used by Joseph Goebbels to spread propaganda. He often wrote editorials, trumpeting the might of the Nazi party and making all sorts of claims about how the Germans were winning the war, even when he must have known the end was in sight.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know all this?’ Russell asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t you remember? I studied German!’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Russell thought back to the case the year before involving the murder of Nazis and how Lewis had helped in translating the papers they had found hidden by the Müller brothers. ‘What was on the paper we found?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, nothing of great interest, but I don’t think that matters. It’s the date that’s important.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘Think about it. Why would a piece of newspaper be wedged in the bottom of a crate?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Why would it?’ 
 
    ‘You’re the detective , Sonny,’ Lewis chuckled. 
 
    ‘Oi! I am on leave you know,’ he said, with mock indignation. 
 
    ‘Fair enough. I’ll tell you what I think then.’ 
 
    ‘Please do.’ 
 
    ‘I reckon it was used as packing round some sort of object. You know that when you move house, you wrap all your valuables in newspaper then put them in a tea chest, so they don’t get damaged?’ 
 
    ‘I see what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘What if this crate – and the other one – were just larger versions of the humble tea chest and were used to move valuables?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that’s possible,’ Russell said slowly. 
 
    ‘More than possible, I would have thought. More than highly likely.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I’m being a bit dense…’ 
 
    ‘You are starting to sound like Bonnie and Clyde!’ The forensics man was in puckish mood. 
 
    ‘Thanks very much. I’d rather not be associated with Detectives Parker and Barrow, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘Just pulling your leg, Sonny.’ 
 
    Russell was not really offended. He and Lewis knew each other too well. ‘So, what’s your theory?’ 
 
    ‘The date, in late ’44, was when any Nazi with an ounce of sense realised that the game would soon be up.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I understand that, but…’ 
 
    ‘Hear me out. As we know, they were in the habit of, shall we say, requisitioning works of art for themselves.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true.’  
 
    ‘Obviously, I can’t be sure, but, just as you had a feeling about that crate when you found it, I have a feeling that this could be quite important.’ 
 
    ‘So where do we go from here?’ 
 
    Lewis chuckled again. ‘You don’t go anywhere. You’re on holiday, remember? Leave it with me and I’ll see what I can find out.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ 
 
    ‘The weather’s cheered up, so why don’t you take that little dog of yours for a nice long walk. And keep your eyes open for wooden crates.’ Russell could hear the amusement in the other man’s voice. 
 
    ‘Thanks. I will. Just keep me informed. I might be on leave but this business is really intriguing me.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Even though he was away from work, Russell could not help thinking about the crate and what Lewis had surmised. He had grown to like the man and appreciated his insightful nature. On more than one occasion in the past he had come up with ideas and, eventually solutions, which others, less diligent, might have missed. He was prepared to bet that the forensics expert was on to something with his suggestion about smuggled treasures and felt sure he would find more evidence. For the present though, he decided to take the other man’s advice.   
 
    The weather had, indeed, cheered up so he did take Aggie for a long walk on the beach. The tide was way out and they were able to make their way along the flat sand, right up to the entrance to Compass Point. The little terrier was delighted, dashing round in circles and making spirited attempts to chase the gulls sitting at the distant water’s edge. She didn’t really stand a chance as the birds took off and flew away disdainfully before she got anywhere near them. Still, she enjoyed the chase. Russell turned inland and headed for the harbour where he hoped he would bump into Captain Salt. 
 
      
 
    Captain Salt, RN retired, owned the little three-foot gauge railway that ran from Collinghurst to the terminus at Compass Point. There, he also owned the rights to the moorings and jetty as well as the boatyard, where Mitch Mitchell operated. In addition, there was a rowed ferry, which carried trippers across the river to Shell Bay. Well, it did, when the ferryman, Jack Spratt, deemed there was enough water to get across. At other times he could be found, propping up the bar, in the Shipwrights Arms. Salt was an old and trusted friend and Russell was looking forward to having a chat with him. 
 
    He walked up the path, following the estuary and passing the quirky corrugated-iron hut with the red roof and black walls. Within 20 minutes the low structures of the boat shed and surrounding buildings hove into view. Reaching the yard, he made his way between the boats under repair, piles of timber, coils of rope and other nautical paraphernalia. Crossing the railway line he walked along the stony track, past the simple weatherboard structure that served as the station building and up to the Shipwrights Arms. It too was a simple, single-storey structure, but built in local sandstone with a pan-tiled roof, unusual for the area. Sat four square at the end of the quay, hunkered down against the weather, it had withstood gale-force winds, salt spray and lashing rain for more than a century. Inside was a single room that served as a bar with a door marked PRIVATE leading to the landlord’s own quarters. Alf was not the archetypal, hale-fellow-well-met sort of landlord. He was a quiet man, always smartly dressed, in neat suit with collar and tie, and those that were allowed into his inner sanctum were usually astonished at his book collection. Every spare wall was fitted with floor-to-ceiling shelves containing tomes on everything from Ancient Greeks to Zakynthos and the Ionian Islands with everything in between. To say he was a bibliophile was an understatement.  
 
    Russell entered the pub, Aggie scuttling ahead of him, and sure enough, as the tide was out, Jack Spratt was at the bar and next to him, sitting on his customary stool, was Salt. They turned as he closed the door. ‘Sonny!’ Salt exclaimed. ‘Good to see you. What’ll you have? Or are you on duty?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m on leave. I’ll have a pint please.’  
 
    The men shook hands while Alf turned and held a pint tankard under the tap of the barrel behind the bar. When it was filled he placed it on the well-polished counter. ‘Another for you, Captain?’ he asked Salt. 
 
    ‘Go on then. Got to keep this man company.’ 
 
    When Salt’s drink was poured and he had paid, Russell said: ‘Shall we go and sit over by the fireplace?’ 
 
    ‘Not cold are you?’ Salt asked, his blue eyes twinkling beneath bushy eyebrows. 
 
    ‘I should think not! We’ve just walked all the way from home.’ 
 
    ‘You definitely need this then,’ Salt said, handing him his pint. Russell took off his coat and hung it on a nearby hook; the two men settled on chairs either side of a battered tin-topped table, in front of the coal fire, which gave out a steady heat. Salt pulled a large fob watch from out of a breast pocket and looked at the time. ‘I’ve just realised, it’s lunchtime. You must be hungry after your walk. I’ll see what there is to eat.’ He turned towards the bar. ‘Alf. Can you rustle up some grub for us? Oh, and don’t forget, Sonny doesn’t eat meat.’ Alf nodded and went into the back room. ‘Have you come here just for a pint and a bite or am I right in thinking you wanted a chat?’ 
 
    Russell laughed. ‘You know me too well. Although this is most welcome,’ he toasted Salt with his glass. ‘I really wanted to pick your brains.’ 
 
    ‘Thought as much.’ The Captain took a sip of rum. ‘What did you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘I’m interested in Nazi treasure.’ 
 
    ‘And I thought you were an upstanding member of the local constabulary.’ 
 
    Russell chuckled. ‘No, not for me.’ 
 
    ‘I guessed that. Why do you want to know?’ Russell explained about the crate they had found – and the one they had lost – and told Salt about Lewis’s conjectures. Salt stroked his neat goatee beard and reached absentmindedly in his pocket and produced his pipe. Deftly, he filled the bowl with tobacco from a small pouch, put a match to it and sucked greedily. Aware of Russell’s sensitivity he blew a column of smoke towards the ceiling, no doubt adding to the nicotine staining. ‘I’m afraid I can’t be of much help there. Didn’t you have a contact somewhere down in Germany? Helped you out with those Nazi murders?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Greg Judd. I’ll give him a call. He may be able to help.’ The previous year Russell had travelled down to south-west Germany, where the records of Nazis, who had fled after the war, were kept. Greg had been instrumental in tracking down the identities of three men who had been murdered and found the whereabouts of a fourth, whose life they had saved. ‘I’ll see if I can get hold of him when I get back.’ 
 
    ‘Although I can’t shed any light on that, I might be able to help you with something else.’ 
 
    Russell took a drink from his glass then cocked his head to one side. ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘Your piece of wood.’ Conversation stopped as Alf arrived with the food – a roast beef sandwich for Salt; bread, cheese and pickled onions for Russell. ‘Thanks, Alf,’ Salt said, smiling. ‘Just what the doctor ordered.’ 
 
    Russell spread butter on the crusty bread and cut a slice off the chunk of cheddar. ‘What about it?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Well if it’s what you and Lewis think it is it’s called a trow.’ 
 
    ‘That’s interesting,’ Russell said, through a mouthful of food. 
 
    ‘But there’s something else that might be even more interesting. Although one trow might look like any other, sometimes – and I stress, sometimes – there might just be an identifying mark.’ 
 
    ‘What would that be?’ 
 
    ‘Occasionally, whoever cut the plank may carve his initial or even the registration of the boat into the wood.’ 
 
    ‘Lewis didn’t mention it…’ 
 
    ‘He probably wasn’t looking for anything in particular – more interested in the crate.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true, although he doesn’t usually miss important details.’ 
 
    Salt shrugged. ‘Maybe there weren’t any identifying marks, but I should have thought that it’s worth asking.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Frankie Drake was standing by the sheds at Rock-a-Nore, repairing a tear in a fishing net slung over a wooden frame. He worked swiftly, the netting needle almost a blur as he wove the thread through the mesh. Nearby, Sailor Tedham sat on an upturned rowing boat, puffing on a clay pipe that contained a foul-smelling tobacco. He was staring absently towards the beached fishing boats.  
 
    ‘I wonder what’s in that crate?’ he mused. 
 
    Without pausing in his work Drake said: ‘I thought you wasn’t interested in the contents? Yesterday you said, “I don’t know and I don’t wanna know”. Are you changin’ your mind?’ 
 
    Tedham sucked on his pipe and looked thoughtful. ‘No, I’m not. But it do make you wonder, don’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure.’ Drake paused, his hands still for a moment. ‘Monsewer Albert wouldn’t be too pleased if ’e found out we’d been tampering with ’is property.’ 
 
    ‘I was thinkin’ about that. Who’s to say that the crate didn’t get damaged when it were washed up?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘One or two of the planks could’ve come loose, couldn’t they?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so…’ Drake said slowly. 
 
    ‘So if we carefully eased a corner open…’ 
 
    ‘Is it worth the risk? We’re getting paid well enough as it is.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but… it wouldn’t do no ’arm to ’ave a look – would it?’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like you’ve made up your mind.’ 
 
    Tedham gave a sly smile. ‘Maybe I ‘ave.’ He starting rising from his perch. ‘C’mon, let’s have a shufti.’ 
 
    With a shrug, Drake set his repair aside and followed his companion into the gloom of the net shed. Tedham dragged the grimy tarpaulin back, revealing the new wood of the crate. He picked up a large blunt chisel, pushed the blade under the edge of a plank on the top of the crate, and tapped the other end with a large wooden mallet. Nothing happened. He tapped again, harder this time and there was a screech as a nail starting pulling out of the wood. Putting the mallet aside he used both hands to press down on the handle of the chisel. With a further screech, the nail came free and the plank lifted.  
 
    ‘That’s done it!’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. We can easily nail it back.’ Tedham repeated the procedure with another plank and soon there was a hole big enough to see into the crate. ‘Let’s ’ave a light,’ he said, his eyes wide with excitement.  
 
    There was a stub of a candle on a shelf. Drake handed it to him. Producing a box of Swan Vestas from his trouser pocket, Tedham took a match out of the box and struck it on the side. The match flared and he lit the wick of the candle. Holding it carefully, so as not to drip wax, he illuminated the interior of the crate. Inside they could see neat parcels, wrapped in oilcloth and carefully tied up with waxed twine. He lifted the nearest one out. ‘What are you doin’?’ Drake hissed. 
 
    ‘Might as well ’ave a look… now we’ve gone this far.’ Tedham gave a throaty chuckle. 
 
    ‘But what about Monsewer Albert?’ 
 
    ‘’E’s not comin’ ’til tomorrow. Don’t worry, it’ll be all shipshape and correct by the time ’e arrives. Let’s ’ave a look. ’Ere, ’old the candle.’ He passed it to Drake and began untying the package. ‘Someone knew what they was doin’. No granny knots ’ere!’ Once the string was removed, he placed the parcel on the top of the remaining fixed planks and carefully unrolled the outer fabric. Inside, the object was wrapped in newspaper, kept dry by the oilcloth. As Tedham unwrapped it the contents were revealed. ‘Well I’ll be…’ 
 
    Drake whistled. Lying in front of them, glowing in the lambent candlelight, was a silver candlestick. ‘Wow! D’you think it’s real silver?’ he asked. Tedham picked it up. ‘What are you doin’?’ Drake exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Calm down.’ He weighed it in his hands. ‘Certainly feels like it. Silver plate wouldn’t be nothing like as ’eavy.’               
 
    ‘Don’t you think we should put it back now?’ 
 
    ‘We could ’ave a look at another one…’ 
 
    ‘No!’ That’s enough! Let’s get the lid back on. Somebody might see. C’mon, get it wrapped up again.’ 
 
    Tedham sighed. ‘I s’pose you’re right. Shame. I wonder if Monsewer Albert would miss just one piece?’ 
 
    ‘You’re bloody jokin’, ain’t yer? You’ve gotta put it back!’  
 
    ‘All right. Shame though…’ he was just wrapping it up in the newspaper when he stopped. ‘’Ere. Look at this.’ He smoothed the newsprint out. The banner across the top read: 
 
      
 
    DAS REICH 
 
      
 
    KRISE IN DER FEINDKOALITION 
 
      
 
    ‘No idea what it says. ’Ave you?’ 
 
    ‘None at all. But I’ll tell you what… I reckon it’s German!’ 
 
    ‘If that’s the case then this little lot is stolen goods.’ 
 
    ‘Sailor, you’re statin’ the bleedin’ obvious.’ 
 
    ‘So, ’e’s ’ardly likely to notice just one piece missin’ is ’e?’ 
 
    Drake sighed. ‘You’re gonna take it anyway, ain’t you?’ 
 
    A devilish grin spread across Tedham’s face. ‘You know me,’ he said, as he carefully wrapped up the object. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Russell spent a very pleasant hour in the company of his friend, Captain Salt. He felt relaxed and almost in holiday mood. But after a couple of pints of Alf’s best bitter and a good lunch, the prospect of the walk back home was less than inviting. Salt seemed to sense his reluctance, ‘Why don’t you catch the train?’ He took out his pocket watch. ‘There’s one due in 10 minutes. I’m sure Aggie won’t mind.’ The little terrier had been dozing in front of the fire. At the sound of her name, her ears pricked up. 
 
    ‘I guess you’re right.’ He paused, looking thoughtful. ‘Then I’ll be back in time to make a couple of phone calls.’ 
 
    Salt chortled. You’re supposed to be on leave.’ 
 
    Russell smiled back. ‘You know me. Never could resist a good puzzle.’ 
 
    He said his farewells and went to wait on the simple wooden platform. After a few minutes there was the sound of a horn, then an odd-looking contraption came into sight round the corner of the boat shed, clattering along the rails and rattling to a stop next to him. It appeared to be two back-to-back buses with railway wheels and sat at the platform, gently rocking as the engine ticked over, the windows rattling and the blue vapour from the petrol exhaust rising and swirling into the air. Russell smiled to himself. He much preferred travelling behind Cardinal, the line’s sole Bagnall steam locomotive, but he knew that Salt liked to use the railbus set during off-peak times as it was much cheaper to run. Also, it did not require the driver/fireman to get up at an unearthly hour in order to raise steam before they could set off. As the season had hardly started, Russell was only one of two passengers. They had to wait in the sagging, threadbare seats while the driver switched off the engine of the bus that had driven in and left his seat. All was still and calm for a few minutes while he walked along the platform to the front of the other bus and clambered down on to the track. After two or three quick turns with the starting handle, he got the other engine going and the racket started again. He climbed into the bus, collected the fares from the two passengers then sat down in the driver’s seat and, with a toot on the horn, they set off back up the line.  
 
    The bus rattled along, not exceeding 15 miles an hour. Russell was amused, as he always was, when he travelled this way, to see that the steering wheel was still in place. Something for the driver to hang on to, he supposed, when the bus swayed over the uneven trackwork. Still, it was an adventure and he knew the journey would not last much more than 10 minutes so didn’t mind the buffeting or the dust rising up through the gaps in the floor. He started getting up, holding on tightly to the backs of the seat as the bus slowed and came to a stop at the halt near his home. He couldn’t resist whistling a snatch of On the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe. The driver looked up and smiled, then bent and gave Aggie a pat on the head before they got off. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    ‘Operator, I’d like you to get me a number in Germany.’ Russell had to go through to the local switchboard and recited the number from his address book. He waited some time while there was a series of clicks and hums - then finally, 
 
    ‘Hello? Judd here.’ The American accent was unmistakeable. 
 
    ‘Hello Greg, it’s Sonny Russell. How are you?’  
 
    Judd worked in Ludwigsburg at the Central Office of the State Justice Administrations for the Investigation of National Socialist Crimes, more conveniently known as the Z-commission. It housed Germany’s main agency for investigating war crimes and possessed the largest collection of files concerning criminal activities during the Nazi rule. When Russell had met with Judd there he found they got on well and promised to keep in touch. 
 
    ‘Sonny! It’s been too long. What are you up to?’ 
 
    ‘I’m actually on leave at the moment but I’ve got a puzzle that I hope you might be able to help me with.’ 
 
    ‘Never stop, do you?’ Russell could imagine his infectious smile. ‘What can I help you with?’ Russell explained about the empty crate, and scrap of newspaper and Lewis’s theory about Nazi treasure. ‘Yes, that does sound highly possible. The date on the newspaper would be about right. The trouble is, without a bit more information it’s difficult to know where to begin. Sorry!’ 
 
    ‘I had a feeling you might say that. At least it’s nice to know that you think it’s likely too. Anyway, I’m going to give Guillaume a ring and see what he thinks. I’ll let you know if anything else comes to light.’ 
 
      
 
    Inspecteur Guillaume Bruissement was Russell’s opposite number in Boulogne. Along with Judd, he had been instrumental in bringing the case the year before to a conclusion. Russell had also been over to see him the previous month, when they had apprehended the female mastermind of a train robbery, fleeing to the continent. She was now in custody awaiting sentencing. Bruissement was due to come over to England to testify in a few weeks but Russell wanted to talk to him now. He hoped he would be able to get through – the phone connection could often be tricky. But, this time he was optimistic.  
 
    Again, after he had given the number to the operator, he waited, listening to the static, until, ‘Bonjour. C'est le poste de police de Boulogne. Comment puis-je t'aider?’ 
 
    ‘Er, Bonjour. Do you speak English?’ Russell said.  
 
    ‘Patientez un instant...’ Russell could hear the rattle as the telephone was put down; the murmur and hum of a busy office. Then heavy footsteps; a clatter as the receiver was picked up. ‘ ’Allo, Inspecteur Bruissement ’ere.’ 
 
    ‘Guillaume!’ 
 
    ‘Sonny! ’ow good to ’ear your voice. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s good to hear you too, Guillaume. Now, this is a bit of a long shot, but I wondered if you noticed any suspicious activity among the fishing boats.’ 
 
    There was crackling on the line for a few moments, then Bruissement said: ‘Can I ask a question of you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course you can.’ 
 
    ‘What is a long shot?’ 
 
    Russell chuckled. Trust the Frenchman to pick up on that. ‘Let me think… It means something that has only a small chance of being possible. Does that help?’  
 
    Guillaume laughed heartily and Russell could just imagine his rubicund face and bristling walrus moustache wobbling. ‘You know that I am ’appy to ’ave a challenge, Sonny. What sort of activity suspicious do you ’ave in mind?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. Perhaps a boat carrying an unusual cargo – wooden crates maybe?’ 
 
    ‘Je ne sais pas – sorry - I am not aware of anything of that nature. When would this be ’appening?’ 
 
    ‘Again, I don’t know – maybe in the past couple of days.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing ’as been brought to my attention – mais… I am not saying that it is not possible. Leave it in my ’ands and I will see what I am able to find out.’ 
 
      
 
    By now it was teatime so Russell filled the kettle with water, lit the gas and put it on to boil. Taking down the brown teapot from the shelf he put it next to the stove, ready to warm. He remembered that there was some chocolate cake that would go nicely with a cuppa. As he got the tin out of a cupboard, the terrier looked up expectantly. ‘Not for dogs!’ he admonished. Aggie continued to stare at him fixedly. ‘Oh all right,’ Russell said, laughing at the dog’s expression, ‘you can have a Bonio instead.’ He took one from the dog’s treat tin and held it out. Aggie sat and lifted a paw, then took it gently from Russell’s hand with her teeth. She went off to lie on the mat in front of the stove and crunched contentedly. Russell settled down with a steaming mug of tea; a slice of cake on a plate balancing on the arm of the chair. Opening Rogue Male, he picked up reading where he had left off the day before… 
 
      
 
    He was in a small wooden boat, rowing for all he was worth. Glancing over his shoulder he could see he had hardly gained on the other craft. This was a monstrous black fishing boat with a piratical sneer painted on the bows. The waves were enormous and the boat kept disappearing into the troughs. Every time it came into view he could see his old adversaries Wolfgang and Ludwig Müller jeering at him from the stern, with Superintendent Stout towering over them laughing demonically. However hard he rowed he could make up no ground and they continued to mock him. The jeering jangled through his brain, becoming more and more insistent until he woke with a start, as the cacophony segued into the ringing of the telephone. He was disorientated as it had grown dark outside. Shaking off sleep he picked up the receiver. ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Sonny. It is Guillaume ’ere. You took so long I began to think you ’ad gone out.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m here and delighted to hear your voice again,’ Russell said, stifling a yawn. 
 
    ‘Ah bon. I ’ave some informations for you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘Oui. One of my men – a simple gendarme – ’as proved that ’e is not so simple.’  
 
    Russell smiled. ‘How has he done that?’ 
 
    ‘For once, ’e ’as asked some questions pertinent and ’e ’as made a note in ’is leetle book.’ 
 
    ‘What did he find out?’ Russell was intrigued.  
 
    ‘We-ell…’ Bruissement began. ‘’e was on a regular patrol along Rue Gambetta when something became the objet of ’is attention… a Citroën DS! Do you recall, I ’ad one last year, as a trial? Sadly only for a day or two. I am still ’aving to use a Traction Avant.’ He snorted. ‘Anyway. As I was saying, this gendarme was surprised to see this car, bleu et crème. It is very unusual to see such a model nouveau in this – ’ow you say – backwater?’ 
 
    ‘I’d hardly call Boulogne a backwater. I thought it was the gateway to the continent.’ 
 
    ‘Well, perhaps. You might see one going on the ferry to Angleterre but it is most unlikely that you would see such a fine car on the quay of the fishermen.’ 
 
    ‘I take your point. Go on.’ 
 
    ‘D’accord. So, this gendarme…’ 
 
    ‘Does he have a name?’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Oh, oui, it is Picard. Pourqoui? Why?’ 
 
    ‘No reason. Please continue.’ 
 
    ‘After ’e ’ad written down the details of this auto, ’e noticed something ’appening on the boat it was parked à côté de. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘That was the unusual thing that ’e noticed. Even though it was a fishing boat, two men were trying to get a large wooden crate on to the deck from the quay.’ 
 
    Russell pricked up his ears. ‘A crate, you say? How big was it?’ 
 
    ‘The gendarme, Picard, was très thorough. ’E wrote down the dimensions. Let me see.’ There was the sound of papers being shuffled. ‘Ah, oui. One metre wide by one metre deep and 600 centimetres high.’ 
 
    ‘Was there just one crate?’ 
 
    ‘Let me examine his notes again.’ There was a pause. ‘Ah non, there were two… but, ’e says that the other one was already on the deck.’ 
 
    ‘And was it full?’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Er, it was intact – had not been opened.’ 
 
    ‘Ah! I understand. As far as I am aware, it was the same as its twin. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    Russell explained to Bruissement about the crate they first found that subsequently disappeared and the second, empty crate with the scrap of newspaper that they recovered. 
 
    The Frenchman laughed. ‘As you say, the plot gets thicker.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. I wonder where we go from here.’ 
 
    There was a pause, then Bruissement exclaimed, ‘Oh! I give you my apologies! That was not the only thing unusual. The boat they were loading with the crates was not un bateau français but un bateau Anglais! 
 
    ‘That is significant, isn’t it?’ Russell said. 
 
    ‘Mais certainment.’ 
 
    ‘Did Picard ask what was in the crates?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ’e did.’ 
 
    ‘What was he told?’ 
 
    ‘What ’e was told was that they contained engine parts for delivery to Angleterre.’ 
 
    ‘So did he pursue the matter further?’ 
 
    ‘Mais non. ’E was not able ask any more questions so ’e ’ad to leave.’ 
 
    ‘He did very well. Say thank you from me.’ 
 
    ‘But of course, I will.’ 
 
    ‘By the way, did he take a description of the boat?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, let me see.’ Russell could hear the Frenchman turning pages. ‘Here we are. Oh, it does not say very much, just that it was un bateau noir - a black boat.’ 
 
    ‘Did it have any markings?’ 
 
    ‘Un moment… I am sorry to tell you that it did not – just black.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay. I don’t suppose you know where it went?’ 
 
    ‘I am afraid not. I sent a patrol car round to the quay directement, but the boat, eet was already gone.’ 
 
    ‘No surprise there. Anyway, let me know if it returns or if you see that Citroën again.’ 
 
    ‘As you say, it goes without saying that I will keep you informed. You can rely on that, mon ami.’  
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you mean, there was only one crate? Standing in the gloom of the net shed Monsieur Albert Salle was furious. His face was dark with anger, his fists clenched. 
 
    Sailor Tedham rotated his cap in his hands and hung his head. ‘I’m sorry, but that’s all we found.’ 
 
    ‘But I saw two being loaded on to the boat in Boulogne!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t ’elp that. The weather was so bad, it must’ve sunk afore it reached the shore.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know how much that crate was worth? No, of course you do not! What am I going to do?’ He held his arms out wide. 
 
    Tedham and Drake stood in embarrassed silence for some moments. Drake coughed. ‘Ahem. What about our money?’ 
 
    Albert’s face darkened. He looked as if he was about to explode. ‘Money! You ask about money? When only half of my goods have arrived?’ 
 
    Tedham decided to push his luck. ‘But that weren’t our fault! It was them others what you got to shift the crates. They’re to blame, surely?’ 
 
    Albert paused, his Gallic features composed in concentration, his complexion slowly returning to normal. ‘Mmm. Perhaps. I am not happy about this. I will have to speak with the other men.’ He thought for a moment and made a decision. ‘You can have half the money.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ Tedham interrupted. 
 
    The Frenchman held up his hand. ‘I think that is fair. If the other crate turns up you will get the other half. Now, I would like you to load this one into my van.’ Grunting they manoeuvred the crate out of the net shop and heaved it across the shingle to the Ford Thames van. The driver, a large shadow of a man, sat impassive in his seat. There was no offer of help as they sweated and struggled. The doors were slammed, Salle got into the passenger seat and the vehicle drove off, leaving the two fishermen standing on the stony track, breathing heavily. 
 
    ‘Bloody ’ell! That was a close one. For a minute I didn’t think ’e was going to give us anything,’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘Tight bastard. It weren’t our fault the other crate went missing. I’m gonna ’ave words with Nipper when I catch up with ’im.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Further along the coast, at Nottery Quay, Ted Stump and Nipper Crabbe were deep in conversation. Sitting close to the inglenook fireplace in the bar of the Seahorse Inn, they knew they would be out of earshot of the handful of locals propping up the bar.  
 
    ‘So, you reckon this mate of your’n will be able to fence the goods?’ Stump’s nut-brown forehead was creased with anxiety. 
 
     ‘I said so, didn’t I? An’ ’is name is Duncan Fountain,’ Crabbe said sharply. 
 
    ‘All right, all right, I only asked.’ 
 
    ‘’E said ’e’d give us a good price.’ 
 
    ‘’Ow much?’ 
 
    ‘For Christ’s sake! You wanner know everything!’ Crabbe’s fuse was very short, when lit. 
 
    Stump tapped him lightly on the arm. ‘Calm down, Nipper. I only wondered. Not much to ask, is it?’ 
 
    ‘I s’pose not,’ Crabbe answered grudgingly, his anger subsiding as quickly as it had risen. ‘All ’e said was that the pieces might be difficult to place but ’e’d make sure we wasn’t out of pocket.’   
 
    ‘D’you think those sacks we put the swag in will be safe in the net shop?’ 
 
    ‘Bloody ’ell. You’re bein’ a right old woman tonight!’ 
 
    ‘An’ you’re bein’ a right ol’ crab tonight!’ Stump bang down his tankard, beer cascading out of the top and flooding the scrubbed table top. 
 
    Crabbe gave a bashful grin. ‘S’pose you’re right. ‘Got a lot on me mind.’ 
 
    ‘You’re worried about Fountain, ain’t yer?’ 
 
    ‘I s’pose I am – a bit.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you trust ’im?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ he said slowly. ‘But I ’ardly know ’im.’ 
 
    ‘Bit of a poncey name, ain’t it?’ 
 
    The street door opened and Crabbe looked round. ‘Shh!’ he hissed. ‘That’s ’im.’ 
 
    The man who entered was nothing like his poncey name. His corduroy trousers were faded and threadbare; his tweed jacket was of indeterminate colour, even the leather elbow patches had holes in them. Although he was a small, slim man his head was large with a bulging forehead and a lantern jaw. He sported an overlarge pair of spectacles that magnified his eyes. He swivelled his head, scanning the room and spotted the two fishermen. His wide grin matched the broad jaw. He made his way across to where they were sitting. ‘Same again?’ he asked, nodding towards the tankards. 
 
    ‘That’s very kind,’ Crabbe said, graciously. Fountain turned and made his way to the bar. Crabbe lowered his voice and put his head close to Stump’s. ‘Listen, shipmate. Let me do the talking, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. ’E’s your friend, after all.’ 
 
    ‘’E ain’t no friend o’ mine,’ Crabbe growled. Stump was just about to speak when the other man grabbed his wrist. ‘Quiet! ’E’s comin’ back.’ 
 
    Fountain returned with three pints, the tankards wobbling on a battered tin tray. Carefully placing the tray on the table, he sat on a vacant chair. ‘Hello Nipper,’ he drawled, the voice deep and cultured. ‘Is this fine fellow your pal that you mentioned?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. This is Ted.’ 
 
    ‘Pleased to meet you, Ted.’ He held out his hand which was soft and smooth. Stump grasped it in his much larger, calloused hand and the other man winced, but said nothing. Withdrawing it as soon as he could he said, ‘I’ve got some good news for you gentlemen.’ 
 
    Crabbe cocked his head to one side and narrowed his eyes. ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I found someone who will take some of the stuff off our hands.’ 
 
    Crabbe looked round, checking that no one was eavesdropping on their conversation. ‘What sort of price is he going to give?’  
 
    ‘It’s not a he, it’s a she…’ 
 
    Stump sat up straight. ‘A woman? Can you trust her?’ 
 
    Fountain laughed, a deep throaty chuckle. ‘Why shouldn’t I be able to? Just because she’s female…’ 
 
    ‘I s’pose so,’ Stump mumbled. 
 
    ‘She is very trustworthy – I’ve used her before.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of price is she going to offer?’ Crabbe asked. 
 
    ‘I can’t tell you that either, but I’m sure it will be fair.’ 
 
    Stump took a drink from his tankard and spoke again. ‘You said some of the stuff. What ain’t she taking?’  
 
    Fountain held up his hand. Ah. She’ll take the jewellery and other small pieces but isn’t interested in the candlesticks and other large items.’ 
 
    ‘So what do we do with those?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, I’ve a couple of other contacts, and if it comes to it, they can always be melted down. Gold is fetching a good price at present.’ He drank some ale and after he had put the tankard down, pulled a large Paisley patterned handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and dabbed his lips. ‘Whatever I do, you won’t be out of pocket.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got to trust you, Duncan. We can’t get rid of the stuff on our own.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. And you can trust me, never fear.’ 
 
    ‘ ’Ow long’s it gonna take?’ Stump asked. 
 
    ‘That I cannot say.’ 
 
    ‘Roughly?’ Crabbe added. 
 
    ‘Assuming it all goes smoothly, I should think a couple of weeks.’ 
 
    ‘As long as that?’ Crabbe snapped. 
 
    Fountain held up both hands. ‘Easy! I’m doing my best! The goods aren’t your usual items, as I’m sure you know, so it’s bound to take a while. And you want a good price, don’t you?’ 
 
    Crabbe tutted. ‘I s’pose so.’ 
 
    Yes, well, I thought I’d let you know the state of play. Shall we meet here again in, say, a week’s time?’ 
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    ‘Look Duncan, it may be tricky to place these pieces of jewellery. From what you say they’re not your average rings and necklaces and they definitely have a continental feel about them. I doubt they’ll have British hallmarks, if this one is anything to go by.’ 
 
    Fountain was sitting in a little teashop in Seahorse Passage with Isobel Bailey. It wasn’t far in distance from the inn where he had met the two fishermen a few days before, but a million miles away in style and atmosphere. They were drinking Earl Grey tea from delicate bone china cups, A three-tiered cake stand holding crustless sandwiches and iced fancies stood on the cloth-covered table. Isobel looked every inch the country lady. She was wearing a well-cut tweed suit and a cream silk blouse; a double row of real pearls hung round her neck. Her flame-red hair was stylishly coiffed; her make-up subtle. She was turning a little gold and diamond brooch over in her hands, the tea and cakes forgotten for the moment. 
 
    ‘It’s certainly an exquisite little piece. Are the rest of this quality?’ 
 
    ‘I would say so, yes,’ Fountain answered. 
 
    ‘And you have no knowledge of where they came from?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t, although I do have my suspicions.’ 
 
    ‘…And they are?’ She looked at him quizzically, her startling green eyes penetrating. 
 
    ‘As you said, they have a continental feel about them so I’m wondering if they were acquired illegally.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘The two men, Stump and Crabbe, have been particularly cagey about how they came to be in possession of the goods.’ 
 
    ‘Not surprising, really.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. But even if they did, and the provenance was shown to be dubious, would you still be interested?’ 
 
    Isobel gave a very unladylike throaty chuckle and took a sip from her cup. ‘You know me, Duncan. I do like a challenge.’ 
 
    He smiled back at her. ‘I rather hoped you would say that.’ 
 
    ‘When can I see the rest?’ 
 
    ‘You’d better come round to the warehouse. Tomorrow evening okay? 
 
    ‘I look forward to it.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. Now, let’s see if these cakes taste as good as they appear to.’


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Alfred Cortot, a Franco-Swiss pianist and conductor, was one of the most renowned classical musicians of the 20th century. He was admired for his poetic insight into Romantic piano works, especially Chopin, Saint-Saens and Schumann. 
 
      
 
    Weeks was sitting in Russell’s living room. It was actually a compartment of his converted Victorian railway carriage home. A couple of old but comfy armchairs and a friendly looking coal stove pumping out heat made it cosy. Russell was in the adjoining kitchen, waiting for the kettle to boil so he could make tea to go with the fruit cake that Weeks had brought. ‘So you’ve been over to Compass Point today?’ Russell called out. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Weeks replied. ‘I got the cake from Jack Spratt’s wife, Joan. You know, she runs the fresh fish stall.’ 
 
    ‘I knew that but didn’t realise she baked as well.’ 
 
    Weeks chuckled. ‘A woman of many talents, and she puts up with Jack!’ 
 
    Russell came in carrying a tray which he put down on the small table. ‘Too true. Anyway, I’m looking forward to sampling her wares. I presume there’s no fish in it?’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    Russell grinned. ‘Just pulling your leg, lad.’ He poured the tea into two mugs and topped them up with milk.  
 
    Weeks added two spoonfuls of sugar and stirred his tea. ‘But it wasn’t just cake that I picked up…’ 
 
    ‘Really? Tell me more.’ 
 
    ‘I was just about to set off when I saw Jack, sitting on the bench at the side of his shed. I wandered over to say hello and was surprised to find he was in an unusually chatty mood.’ 
 
    Russell cut two slices of fruit cake and put them on the plates he had brought from the kitchen. ‘You obviously found something out  -  judging by the smirk on your face.’ He took a bite of cake. ‘Mmm, this is good. Go on.’ 
 
    ‘As I said, he was very talkative. Made a great joke of your showdown with Wolfgang Müller and Paddy Dickens…’ 
 
    ‘…When we managed to overpower them and capture Moonshine.’ Russell paused. ‘Of course, you weren’t around...’ 
 
    ‘No, I was locked in a cellar…’ 
 
    ‘…And had lost your memory.’ 
 
    Weeks gave a wry grin. ‘Luckily I was rescued by Bonnie and Clyde.’ 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Parker and Detective Constable Barrow to you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Amazingly they actually did a good job in catching the train robbers too.’ 
 
    ‘That surprised me too - they’re not known for their success rate.’ 
 
    ‘A brace of bumbling bobbies.’ 
 
    Russell wagged his finger. ‘Now, now. That’s enough. Tell me what you found out from Spratt.’ 
 
    Weeks swallowed a piece of cake and took a breath. ‘Well…as I said, he was keen to fill me in on your exploits, but he told me something which may, or may not, be of interest.’ 
 
    Russell took a drink from his mug. ‘Do tell.’ 
 
    ‘As you know, after you’d taken Müller and Dickens back to the Point, the lads from the boatyard went to get Moonshine.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. I couldn’t go as I had to return to the station.’ 
 
    ‘And they took it to the wharf at Nottery Quay, where the harbourmaster impounded it.’ 
 
    ‘Clive Bagwall.’ 
 
    ‘That’s him. Well, according to Jack, it remained tied up there until a couple of nights ago.’ 
 
    ‘But it still is, surely?’ 
 
    ‘It’s back there now. But… he claims it went missing.’ 
 
    ‘How does he know?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently he was having a drink with an old mate in a pub on the quay. He’d gone over on his combination – motorbike and sidecar – and at chucking-out time he left the pub to go home. He noticed two figures on the deck of Moonshine. At first he assumed it was Bagwall and a colleague although he thought it strange that they’d be on board so late.’ 
 
    ‘Did he challenge them?’ 
 
    ‘He said “Not likely!”. With his suspicions raised he decided to keep his distance. Anyway, whoever was on board started the engine, cast off the mooring lines and headed quietly down the river.’ 
 
    ‘Did he tell Bagwall?’ 
 
    ‘No. After they’d gone, he assumed he’d been mistaken and it was just being moved to another berth. But, he said, he was at Nottery Quay yesterday and it was back there, moored in the same spot.’ 
 
    ‘Curious. Did he speak to the harbourmaster then?’ 
 
    ‘He was going to, but apparently Bagwall’s been on leave this week.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Russell drained his cup. ‘More tea, lad?’ 
 
    ‘Yes please.’ Weeks held his mug out. ‘I wonder if it might be a good idea to get Lewis and his team to have a look at the boat.’ 
 
    ‘Look for fingerprints and other clues you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You never know what they might find. If whoever took it thinks they hadn’t been spotted, they may have been careless.’ 
 
    ‘True - good idea, I’ll give him a call.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    After Weeks had gone home, Russell stoked up the stove and made himself another pot of tea. He was just settling down to carry on with Rogue Male when the telephone rang. With a sigh he got up from his armchair to answer it. 
 
    ‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?’ Superintendent Stout’s voice was so loud Russell had to hold the receiver away from his ear. He could image the dyspeptic rosy glow spreading across his boss’s cheeks and forehead.  
 
    Moving the receiver close again he said: ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘You’re supposed to be on leave! What are you doing ringing Lewis up and sending him on a wild goose chase?’  
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘No buts! There have been a series of break-ins on expensive properties owned by influential people and he’s supposed to be working on those – exclusively. Then you tell him to go and look for clues on some boat…’ 
 
    ‘But it’s Moonshine, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care if it’s Moonshine or Sunshine or Fanny by Gaslight, you are NOT to ask Lewis to do anything for you, without my permission. And then only when you’re officially back at work. Understood?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ Russell said quietly. 
 
    ‘Now get on with your leave – relax, for God’s sake man.’ 
 
    Russell put the phone down gently, feeling a little chastened.  
 
      
 
    When he had rung the forensics man, Lewis had been enthusiastic about giving the fishing boat a thorough going over and was happy to put down what he was doing and head straight to Nottery Quay. After Stout’s tirade Russell could assume only that Lewis had been hauled back before he’d had the chance to investigate the boat. He poured some tea and started settling down in his chair again. Stout had told him to relax so that’s what he supposed he should do. Then the phone rang again. Gingerly he picked it up, expecting another broadside from the Superintendent. Instead, he was pleasantly surprised to hear Lewis’s gentler tones. ‘Sonny. I think I’ve got some news for you.’ 
 
    ‘But I thought Stout had dragged you back?’ 
 
    Lewis chuckled. ‘He hasn’t found me - yet. Officially, I’m on the way back to the station, but, between you and me, I’m still here, at Nottery Quay. I’ve just popped over to the telephone box to call you, but I’m returning to the boat. When I’ve done, I’ll drive over and tell you what I’ve found.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a champ,’ Russell said, smiling. 
 
    ‘Not sure about that… Anyway, I’d better get back. See you later.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    It was getting dark; Russell had switched on the standard lamp and was settling down with his book again. Cortot’s rendition of the Chopin preludes was playing softly on the radiogram. He heard a car draw up outside his home; the engine was switched off. He rose from his chair, turned on the outside light and opened the door. Lewis was making his way down the stepping-stone path between the clumps of newly emerging Centranthus and Erigeron.  
 
    ‘Hello Sonny!’ 
 
    ‘Come in. I’ll put the kettle on.’ 
 
    Lewis had never visited Russell at home before. He stood in the living room, looking round. ‘This really is nice. Who’d have thought a redundant Victorian railway carriage could be so cosy?’ 
 
    Glad you like it,’ Russell said, as he carried the tea things in. ‘By the smile on your face I take it that you’ve got good news. Here, have some of the cake that Weeks brought earlier.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s good news. But I’ll let you be the judge of that.’ He settled in the armchair and took a bite of the cake he’d been given. He held out a large gold ring, set with an impressive ruby. ‘I found this on the boat and should have taken this straight back to the station, but I thought you might like to see it first.’              Russell whistled. ‘My! That’s impressive. Not the sort of thing your average fisherman wears.’ 
 
    ‘Just what I thought.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you find it?’ 
 
    ‘It had fallen down in a crack between the boards on the deck of Moonshine.’ 
 
    ‘You really think it is the Müller boat?’ 
 
    ‘No doubt about it. It might be painted black now but everything about it says Moonshine.’ 
 
    ‘Do you reckon this ring is significant?’ 
 
    ‘Until I get it back to the lab, I won’t know for sure, but my feeling is it has more than a little to do with the crate you found.’ 
 
    ‘Might be part of the missing German plunder?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible.’   
 
    ‘Could we trace it?’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s where our friend, Greg Judd, might come into his own. I’m pretty certain that he’ll have records of the goods that the Nazis stole in Ludwigsburg.’ 
 
    ‘Could you contact him? I don’t think the Super would be very pleased if I did.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I’m sorry, perhaps I shouldn’t have come here. You are on leave, after all.’ 
 
    Russell grinned. ‘Don’t be daft. Even without such fascinating information I’m delighted that you’ve visited me. Have some more cake.’ 
 
    Thanks. I will – it’s quite delicious.’ He paused while Russell put a slice on his plate. ‘There is something else.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ Russell was intrigued. 
 
    ‘Yes. You remember that piece of greasy wood you found on the beach?’ 
 
    ‘The trow?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. 
 
    ‘I‘ve examined it closely.’ 
 
    ‘And.’ 
 
    ‘I found some identifying marks.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t keep me in suspense.’ 
 
    It was Lewis’s turn to chuckle. ‘Sorry, Sonny. There were some marks carved on the side - CP22.’               
 
    ‘A Compass Point registered vessel!’ Russell said excitedly. 
 
    ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you know where it’s based?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d ask that.’ Lewis paused and gave a cheeky grin. 
 
    ‘Come on. You’ve found out, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I have. It’s called Our Jake and is part of the Hastings fishing fleet.’ 
 
    ‘And have you’ve found out who owns it?’ 
 
    ‘You know I have.’ Lewis’s smile broadened. ‘It’s a fisherman called Frankie Drake - d’you know him?’ 
 
    Russell furrowed his brow. ‘The name doesn’t ring any bells.’ 
 
    ‘What about Sailor Tedham?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, now that does sound familiar.’ Russell paused for a moment. Then he clicked his fingers. ‘Of course! We pulled him a couple of years ago. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently they’re as thick as thieves - do everything together.’ 
 
    ‘Thieving’s what Tedham’s known for. We caught him stealing a load of lead off a church roof.  Wasn’t very good at it though. The ladder he used was so ropey he fell and broke his ankle – that’s how we got him.’ 
 
    ‘Did he go to prison?’ 
 
    ‘No. As he didn’t actually get away with anything the judge took pity on him - just gave him a fine.’ He paused. ‘But what would they be doing, on the beach in a howling gale, miles from where they keep their boat? 
 
    ‘No idea.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway. I think we should pay Messrs Drake and Tedham a little visit.’  
 
    ‘But Sonny, you’re on leave.’ 
 
    ‘Blast! So I am - I keep forgetting.’ 
 
    ‘You could get Bonnie and Clyde to take a look.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! They’d be bound to cock it up.’ 
 
    ‘What about that WPC, Nettie Sharpe. You said she was very keen.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea. Trouble is, Stout would never condone it.’ 
 
    ‘He might if I ask – I’m not on leave, after all.’ Russell could see the forensics man chuckling. 
 
    ‘Worth a try. Let me know how you get on. Dammit! Things would start happening when I’m not there.’ 
 
    ‘Calm down, Sonny. Take yourself off for a nice long walk.’ 
 
    That’s what everyone keeps telling me to do, thought Russell with a sigh. He looked out of the window. There was no moon; it was pitch black.  
 
    ‘Too late now. I’ll just have to settle down with my book – if I can,’ he said, out loud. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
     
 
    A weak sun was slanting between the sheds, lighting up the clutter of nets, ropes and other fishing paraphernalia. Nettie Sharpe made her way across the shingle to a group of half-a-dozen fishermen, standing around, chatting and smoking.  
 
    Earlier, she had been surprised to have been summoned to Superintendent Stout’s office. As a lowly WPC she knew he was hardly aware of her existence; any orders from on high were usually relayed to her by Sergeant Wickstead. She was understandably nervous as she stood in front of his desk, hands clasped behind her back. She waited while the Superintendent took his time lighting a cheroot with his Zippo lighter. Sucking hard he got the end glowing cherry red then, after blowing a cloud of blue smoke towards the ceiling, he carefully placed the slim cigar in the glass ashtray. Now, WPC…?’ 
 
    ‘Sharpe, sir,’ she said, helping him out. 
 
    ‘Yes, of course, WPC Sharpe. How long have you been in the force?’ 
 
    ‘Three years, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, yes. Have you ever been out interviewing, let’s call them, slightly unsavoury characters, on your own?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Good, well, I’ve heard that you’re rather keen and Lewis, the forensics chappie, has suggested that you’re the right man – sorry – woman for the job. I would have sent DI Parker and DC Barrow but they’re tied up with another investigation. Do you think you can cope?’ 
 
    ‘I would imagine so, sir. But perhaps you should tell me what you want me to do.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Stout spluttered. He picked up his cigar and took a long drag. ‘Lewis informs me that he’s found evidence to link a couple of fishermen to the alleged misappropriation of a fishing boat.’ He sucked on his cigar again. ‘Have you heard of Moonshine?’ 
 
    ‘The boat owned by the Müller brothers?’ she said, her curiosity roused. 
 
    ‘That’s the one.’ 
 
    The one they used in the abduction of Nazi war criminals?’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s been used illegally?’ 
 
    ‘Allegedly.’ 
 
    ‘Who do I have to interview?’ 
 
    Stout looked down at his notes. ‘Ahem. They’re two fishermen called Frankie Drake and Sailor Tedham.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, Tedham was arrested a couple of years ago.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ The Superintendent’s eyebrows rose in surprise. 
 
    ‘I was part of the team that staked out the church he was trying to steal lead from.’ 
 
    ‘Oh really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Then you’ll recognise him?’ 
 
    ‘I would imagine so, sir, although I haven’t come across the other one.’ 
 
    ‘Right – well, Lewis seems to think that they may have something to do with the empty crate that was found washed up on the beach…’ 
 
    ‘The one that DI Russell found, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that one. But why he should be involving himself when he’s supposed to be on leave, I don’t understand.’ Then he added in an undertone: ‘Typical of the man.’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    Stout harrumphed and cleared his throat. ‘Anyway. Whether they’re involved or not is a moot point, but Lewis reckons it’s an avenue of enquiry worth pursuing. I’m not so sure, so I don’t want you to waste any more time on it than necessary. Understand?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘So get yourself off to his office and he’ll brief you with the details.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want me to report back to you when I’ve seen them, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Ahem. That won’t be necessary. You report back to Lewis – he’ll fill me in on anything I should know. As I said, I don’t put much store by it. Just do your best.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    So, a little later, Nettie found herself at Rock-a-Nore. She was apprehensive as she approached the fishermen but tried to keep calm. As she drew closer, her solid lace-up shoes crunching on the shingle, the men turned as one to watch her. There was silence until she was within a few feet of the group then one, with a clay pipe clamped in the corner of his mouth, spoke. ‘Hello, missie. What are you doin’ ’ere without a chaperone?’ The others guffawed at this. 
 
    She coughed politely. ‘I’m looking for Mr Drake and Mr Tedham.’ 
 
    The man laughed out loud. ‘Mr Drake and Mr Tedham! You mean Frankie and Sailor?’ 
 
    ‘I-I suppose I do,’ she stammered. 
 
    ‘You won’t find ’em ’ere.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ The man shook his head slowly. ‘So do you know where they are?’ 
 
     ‘Not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. It seems like I’ve had a wasted journey then.’ She looked crestfallen. 
 
    ‘Afraid it looks like it my love.’ 
 
    She started turning away, and then looked round. ‘I don’t suppose you know when they’re likely to be back?’ 
 
    ‘Any time now.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry? I don’t understand.’ 
 
    One of the other men spoke. ‘Stop winding her up Ben.’ 
 
    ‘What me?’ he said, with mock indignation. 
 
    The other man turned to the WPC. ‘What he hasn’t told you is that they have been out fishing on Frankie’s boat.’ 
 
    ‘Our Jake?’ 
 
    The man’s eyes widened. ‘You know the name of their boat?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ His reaction emboldened her. ‘I do my research, you know.’  
 
    ‘I can see that.’ 
 
    ‘When will they be back?’ 
 
    ‘Right now.’ The voice was from another in the group. He was pointing towards the sea. She followed the line of his arm and could see a fishing boat approaching the beach. 
 
    The second man spoke again. ‘Come on love, I’ll introduce you as soon as they land.’ 
 
    She smiled her gratitude. ‘Thanks. I’d appreciate that.’ 
 
      
 
    She stood with the men on the ridge above the sloping shingle of the beach as the boat came in through the surf. It was a substantial, well-rounded craft, maybe 30 feet in length with a nine-foot beam; a varnished clinker built- hull and a snug wheelhouse towards the stern. A stubby mast rose from the foredeck and a small forest of pot markers leaned against the gunwale aft, black flags on their tops whipping in the breeze. The registration, CP22, was clearly painted in white, either side of the bow. One man detached himself from the group and trotted down the beach. He picked up a twisted wire cable and, when the boat was close enough, shackled it to the bow. He turned shorewards, held up one arm and made a circling motion with his hand. There was the distant sound of a winch engine revving, the slack was taken up, the cable tightened and the boat started moving slowly up the beach. As it progressed, he and another man placed trows under the keel, necessary to smooth the boat’s passage up the shingle. As soon as it was clear of the water, a figure appeared at the bow, swung his leg over the gunwale and clambered down a set of shallow steps, mounted on the stem post. 
 
    ‘Sailor!’ the WPC’s companion called out. ‘Someone wants to talk to you.’ 
 
    The man jumped the last couple of feet on to the beach. His sea boots crunched as he landed on the shingle and strode up towards them. He was stocky, dressed in a heavy blue jersey and waterproof waders, rolled down to just above the knee. On his head he wore a battered Breton cap, set at a rakish angle; greying stubble peppered his cheeks and chin. When he reached them he grinned and spoke. ‘Didn’t expect a reception committee. Who’s this young lady then?’ 
 
    Nettie could feel heat rising up her throat. She hoped she wouldn’t blush. ‘It’s WPC Sharpe, to you,’ she said firmly. 
 
    Tedham grinned, his open mouth showing a distinct deficiency in the tooth department. ‘Right, WPC Sharpe. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    She began taking a notebook and pencil out of the bag slung over her shoulder. ‘I’ve got a few questions for you and Mr Drake. Is he around?’ 
 
    Tedham gave a bark of a laugh. ‘I should hope so! He brought the boat in.’ He waved and called out. ‘Frankie!’ Sharpe looked up and could see another figure, clambering down the bow of the fishing boat. 
 
    Although dressed in a similar fashion, Drake was quite different from his companion. Tall and pencil thin, he looked around nervously as he climbed up the pebble ridge. What marked him out too was the red neckerchief, neatly knotted below his pointed chin. When he reached the others he spoke, his voice soft and reedy, like a nervous seabird. ‘What can I do for you, miss?’ 
 
    Sharpe gave a little cough. ‘I’ve got some questions for you both.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ Drake quickly looked round at the boat then back again. ‘Can they wait? We’ve got a catch to unload.’ 
 
    ‘This won’t take long, and then I’ll leave you in peace.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. Fire away.’ 
 
    ‘Do you recognise this?’ She had taken a photograph out of her bag and held it out to them. They both stared at it. 
 
    Tedham laughed. ‘I know what it is…’ Sharpe looked at him expectantly. ‘…It’s a piece of wood!’  
 
    ‘Very funny. Look more closely.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a trow,’ Tedham said. ‘Like them down there.’ He pointed to the slabs of wood under the keel of the boat. 
 
    ‘I know that,’ she said flatly, ‘but look at the edge.’ 
 
    Tedham held the picture close to his face, nodded, and then passed it to his companion. ‘CP22! Where did you find it?’ Drake asked. 
 
    ‘About five miles east of here, on the beach.’ 
 
    ‘Must have washed up there,’ Tedham said confidently. ‘Longshore drift, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. It was well above the high water mark – almost on the top of the ridge.’ 
 
    Drake looked about nervously. ‘Some kids must have been playing with it.’ His voice was almost a whisper. 
 
    ‘Possibly,’ she said. ‘So you weren’t there, a few days ago - during that storm?’  
 
    ‘Us? Nah. We’d’ve been tucked up safe inside.’ Tedham said. ‘Fair weather sailors, us.’ He winked. 
 
    Sharpe put the photograph back in her bag and took out another. ‘What about this?’ she asked. 
 
    Drake took it from her and they peered at it. ‘Looks suspiciously like a fishing boat to me,’ Tedham said, a twinkle in his eye.’ Sharpe looked up sternly and he grinned, bashfully, then cast a furtive glance towards his companion. ‘Sorry, love. Couldn’t resist. Tell us what’s so special about it.’ 
 
    ‘It is a fishing boat,’ she said. ‘But rather a particular one.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ Drake asked cautiously. 
 
    ‘It was impounded at Nottery Quay.’ 
 
    The two men appeared to look closely at the photo then at each other. Tedham spoke. ‘It’s that one them Germans used last year – when they murdered them Nazis, weren’t it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s correct. When the police finally captured Wolfgang Müller they took it there, but…’ The fishermen looked expectantly at her. ‘…But, someone borrowed it. We wondered if you knew anything about it?’ 
 
    ‘Us?’ Tedham said, incredulously, placing his hand on his chest. 
 
    ‘Yes, you.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t see why you think we’d be interested. We’ve got our own boat.’ Tedham pointed towards Our Jake. We’d hardly want the bother of another boat, would we?’ 
 
    Sharpe sighed. ‘I suppose not. Do you know anyone else who might have used her?’ 
 
    A glance was exchanged and they shook their heads in unison. ‘’Fraid not,’ Tedham said. 
 
    ‘Ah well, I thought I’d ask.’ The WPC took the photo back from Drake, carefully holding it by the corner, and put it in her bag. She started turning away then stopped and looked back at them. ‘Where do you store your fishing gear?’ 
 
    They looked puzzled. ‘Our gear?’ Drake asked. ‘Why do you want to know?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Just idle curiosity.’ 
 
    Tedham spoke. ‘In that case, might as well tell you. In our net shop.’ When he pointed up the beach, towards the tall structures, Drake looked alarmed but Tedham ploughed on. ‘You can’t miss it. Got a big number 22 painted on the door.’ 
 
    ‘D’you mind if I take a look?’ she asked. 
 
    Tedham spread his arms expansively. ‘Be our guest.’ Drake tried to silence him with a look, but he went on. ‘We ain’t got nothin’ to hide.’ 
 
    She thanked the men and set off up the beach before they could change their minds. 
 
    Once she was out of earshot Drake turned to his companion. ‘Why did you let her do that?’ he hissed. 
 
    ‘Calm down. She won’t find nothin’.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the point.’ I don’t want any copper poking their nose into my affairs - however pretty they might be.’ 
 
    Tedham looked seriously at Drake. ‘Now look. If we’d said she couldn’t then she would’ve been suspicious, wouldn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    ‘There, then.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
     
 
    Nettie crunched her way up the beach, trying to retain some sense of dignity while the leather soles of her sensible lace-up shoes slithered and slid on the shingle. The fishermen who had been gathered when she had arrived had gone about their business and, apart from a dozen or so herring gulls, looking for scraps, she was alone. The net sheds towered over the beach – most three storeys high, although only eight feet across. Each was clad in weatherboard and was painted black with two or three wooden doors, one above the other, and small shuttered window openings. After searching for a few minutes she found the one with a large number 22 crudely painted in faded white. She pulled the door open, the hinges squealing in complaint, the bottom scraping on the stones, to reveal the dark interior. Reaching into her bag she took out a slim electric torch. She switched it on. The narrow beam lit up the tangle of fishing equipment within. Stepping inside, her eyes slowly adjusting to the dark, she could make out the shapes of ropes and chains, nets and fishing floats. The not unpleasant smell of hemp and tar was heavy in the air. Wooden boxes and wicker baskets were piled up all around, but she noticed that in one corner there was a clear space. Crouching and playing the torch on the rough wooden floor she could see that something heavy had been moved. Judging by the scuffs in the dirt and sand, it had been dragged across the floor – and quite recently. She stood up, brushed down her skirt and was just turning to leave when something caught her eye. She went back to the corner of the room and crouched again. Reaching out she pulled a scrap of newspaper from a crevice between two planks. There was a noise from outside the door as she stood up. She quickly shoved the paper in her bag. 
 
    ‘Found anything interesting missie?’ Tedham stood in the doorway, smiling a toothless grin. 
 
    She smiled back, her teeth even, pearly white. ‘No, nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t think you would.’ 
 
    ‘You were right then.’ She tried to walk out of the shed but he leant against the doorframe and put his arm across the opening, barring her way. She frowned. ‘Can I pass please?’ 
 
    Tedham’s grin became a grimace. ‘What’s in it for me, if I do, love?’ 
 
    Nettie’s lips formed a narrow line. ‘I do hope you’re not suggesting anything improper?’ 
 
    ‘Why, what would you do if I was?’ he leered. 
 
    She pulled herself up to her full height. Her voice dropped half an octave. ‘I would like to remind you that I am an officer of the law.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, are you now?’ 
 
    ‘Yes – I – am!’ she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Her tone had the desired effect and he lowered his arms. ‘Perhaps next time? We could go for a drink together.’ 
 
    She pushed past him, her nose wrinkling at the stench of tobacco and stale sweat. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. He just grinned. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    ‘Bloody ’ell! That was close.’ Perspiration was running down Drake’s face, darkening the red scarf tied round his neck as they carried a box of herrings up the beach.  
 
    ‘Nah. She didn’t suspect nothing.’ 
 
    ‘But when she started talking about Moonshine…’ 
 
    ‘That ain’t nothing to do with us.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but what about Ted and Nipper? They’re the ones that borrowed it.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. If anybody needs to be worried, they’re the ones who should be.’ 
 
    ‘But what if the police talk to them and they split on us?’  
 
    ‘They won’t. They’ve got more to lose. They’re the ones who ‘‘lost’’ that second crate, ain’t they?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ Drake wasn’t convinced. After they had put the box down by the net shed and stopped for a breather he slumped on to a barrel while Tedham took out his clay pipe. He struck a match on the woodwork of the shed and applied it to the tobacco. Sucking hard he was just getting it going when there was the sound of a car approaching over the shingle. As it turned the corner and appeared round the side of huts they could see it was two-tone blue and cream and obviously foreign. They watched as the engine was switched off and the car gently sank on its gas suspension. As the driver’s door opened, Drake gasped as he saw a familiar figure. Tedham was less bothered. 
 
    ‘’Allo Monsewer Albert. ’Ave you brought us our money?’ he asked cheerfully. 
 
    Albert gave him a look that would curdle milk. ‘No, I have not!’ he spat. ‘I am looking for those two crooks, Stump and Crabbe. Do you know where they are?’ 
 
    Tedham took the pipe out of his mouth and shook his head. ‘No idea, I’m afraid. ’Aven’t seen them for days. Why do you want them?’ 
 
    ‘Because they have cheated on me!’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Tedham clamped the pipe back between his teeth and sucked hard. 
 
    ‘Yes. You tell me that the other crate must have sunk. But I don’t believe that! Why would one sink and not the other?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it was ’eavier?’ 
 
    The Frenchman leaned in, his face close to Tedham’s. ‘You stupid man! They both contained the same, so if one sank, then the other one would too. Do you understand?’ 
 
    Tedham backed away, holding his hands out, fingers pointing upwards. ‘Okay, okay! No need to get at us. We was only the collectors, not the deliverers.’ 
 
    The Frenchman’s voice lost some of its menace. ‘That may be true, but were you not friends with them?’  
 
    ‘Well, acquaintances, more like.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever. I still need to find them. And when I do…’ His brow furrowed. ‘Have you no idea where they may be?’ 
 
    ‘Their local is The Seahorse - same as ours. But we ain’t seen them for days, ’ave we Frankie?’ Drake shook his head. He didn’t trust himself to speak. 
 
    ‘I will go there now and make enquiries. But if you see them you had better tell me – if you want your money.’ With that, he got back in the car. The engine started and the car rose. He put it in gear and it sailed effortlessly over the rough shingle and out of sight.  
 
    Drake was sweating profusely now. ‘Blimey. That was nasty, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Nah. ’E don’t scare me. It’s them other two ’e’s after, not us.’ 
 
    ‘All the same… What if he finds them?’ 
 
    ‘What if ’e does?’ 
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    ‘So what did you find out?’ When Sharpe returned to the police station she made straight for Lewis’s office. He had told her to make herself comfortable while he went to fetch tea from the canteen. He returned, handed her a mug and then sat down behind his desk. ‘Anything interesting?’ 
 
    ‘I think so…’ she said slowly. 
 
    ‘Come on then.’ 
 
    Sharpe took a sip of tea and smiled shyly. ‘Superintendent Stout didn’t think there was much point in going.’ 
 
    Lewis grinned back. ‘If you don’t hurry up and tell me, I’ll think the same.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I will.’ She put down her mug and sat up straight in her chair. ‘I showed them the photo of the trow – Tedham made light of it.’               
 
    ‘What about Drake?’ 
 
    ‘Ah. The thin one. He reacted quite differently.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘He was decidedly nervous - positively twitchy - suggested it must have been put there by children.’ 
 
    ‘Very likely I’m sure. I know kids enjoy playing in dirt but that lump of wood was disgustingly greasy. What about the boat?’ 
 
    ‘I showed them the photo but they claimed to know nothing about it.’               
 
    ‘Did you believe them?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. I was watching them carefully and there was very little reaction. But…’ She paused. 
 
    ‘But…?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing really. I just got a feeling. Somehow I thought they might have known more that they were letting on – but I couldn’t be sure.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a shame. I was rather banking on you turning up something definite. We’ve analysed the fingerprints we found on Moonshine and I hoped that Tedham’s would show up.’ 
 
    ‘And they didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly not. Of course, Drake’s may have been on the boat, but as he’s not been brought in for anything, we don’t have them.’ 
 
    Sharpe grinned. ‘I may be able to help you there.’ She took the photograph of the boat out of her bag, carefully holding it by the corner. ‘He had his mitts all over this.’ 
 
    ‘Good girl! Well done. I’ll get that dusted right away. Perhaps we might strike lucky.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something else.’ 
 
    ‘Lewis tipped his head to one side. ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She reached into her bag and withdrew the piece of crumpled newspaper. ‘Here. What do you make of this?’ 
 
    Lewis took the scrap, laid it on the table and carefully smoothed out the creases with his hands. ‘Wow! It’s in German,’ he said, his eyes lighting up with excitement. 
 
    Sharpe looked puzzled. ‘Is that significant?’ 
 
    ‘I should say so.’ He looked up, a huge grin on his face. ‘The piece Russell found in the bottom of the crate that was washed up was a page from a wartime propaganda newspaper called Das Reich. I’ll have to carry out some tests but I’ve got a sneaky suspicion that this might be from the same source. You’ve done really well. Stout ought to be proud of you.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to tell him?’ 
 
    Lewis considered. ‘Not for the moment. I think I’ll discuss my findings with Sonny Russell first.’ 
 
    ‘But isn’t he on leave?’ 
 
    Lewis grinned. ‘Yes, he is, but he’s already involved and I know he’ll want to hear what you’ve found out.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Oloroso is a variety of fortified wine made in Jerez and produced by oxidative ageing. It is normally darker than Amontillado, with a nutty flavour. 
 
      
 
    ‘These are very nice little trinkets. Won’t you tell me where you got them from?’ The speaker was hunched over the table in the warehouse; the light from a single Anglepoise lamp glinting off the gold and silver objects.  
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that,’ Duncan Fountain answered. 
 
    The man rubbed his grubby hands together; talon-like nails poking from fingerless mittens. ‘That is a shame. It is often a help to know the provenance of the goods I handle, but in this case...’ With his hooked nose, wispy hair and straggly beard Septimus Pike was a dead ringer for Fagin. His long, nondescript overcoat and shabby shoes just added to the impression. If they were ever casting for a local production of Oliver Twist he would be at the top of the list.  
 
    Fountain had produced some of the items that had been ‘liberated’ by Stump and Crabbe for the other man to appraise.  
 
    He had used Pike a number of times in the past, particularly when the goods he had wanted to pass on had been less than legitimate. In this case he knew that the provenance of the candlesticks, picture frames and other items made from precious metals needed to be dealt with discretely. He was sure that the man, now examining them closely, would be discretion itself.   
 
    ‘What do you think? Can you find buyers for them?’ 
 
    Pike rubbed a hand across his chin, the wiry beard waggling to and fro. ‘Possibly…’ 
 
    ‘What sort of price do you think you might be able to achieve?’ 
 
    The chin rubbing continued and as a frown spread across his face, deep wrinkles appeared on his forehead. The combination of grime and sunburn made it look like a freshly ploughed field. ‘Difficult to say… Without provenance the price I can get will be much less than if you could tell me where they came from.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I understand that. But how much less?’ 
 
    Pike held out his hands. ‘Who can say? It depends on whether I can find a buyer who is prepared to accept them at face value, and not ask questions.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have anyone in mind?’ Fountain asked. 
 
    ‘I might and I might not. You know how it is.’ He lifted his shoulder in a partial shrug. ‘I will do my best, but I can’t make any promises.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. I’ll have to trust you on this one.’ 
 
    ‘You do that, my friend. You do that.’ 
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    As soon as he returned to his own shop Fountain placed the trinkets in a tea chest with the other things. He pulled back his cuff and looked at his wristwatch. There were still a couple of hours before Isobel Bailey was due to arrive. Time for a snifter. He was just reaching for the brandy bottle when he paused. No, he would wait until she turned up, and crack open the bottle of Oloroso he’d been saving. So he contented himself with a cup of tea, then lay back in his chair and dozed. 
 
    A light tap on the warehouse door woke him from his reverie. He had taken the precaution of switching on a standard lamp before he’d settled down in the armchair for a nap, so he was able to find his way without falling over the jumble of antiques cluttering the warehouse. 
 
    ‘How lovely to see you Isobel,’ he enthused. 
 
    ‘You only saw me yesterday, you old smoothie,’ she chuckled, giving him a playful shove and pushing past him. She sank into the armchair that he’d just vacated and took a pack of Sobranie Black Russian out of her handbag. Putting one of the gold tipped cigarettes between her painted crimson lips she produced a silver Ronson lighter and lit the end. Drawing deeply she produced a slim column of bluish smoke, perfuming the air. ‘What about a drink – before we get down to business?’ 
 
    Fountain smiled and fetched two slender, tulip-shaped glasses and the bottle of sherry. Pouring carefully, he passed one to her. She breathed in the scented aroma then took a sip. ‘Mmm. Very nice.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d like it – I saved it just for you,’ he said, his eyes twinkling behind his glasses. 
 
    ‘Do shut up Duncan. I know when you’re buttering me up.’ 
 
    ‘Who me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you. I know you too well.’ 
 
    Fountain chuckled. ‘I suppose you do.’ He paused. ‘But I know very little about you.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I know nothing of your background.’ 
 
    She took a drink from her glass. ‘Mmm. What would you like to know?’ 
 
    Fountain sat on an upright chair facing her. ‘Where you grew up, for instance…’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ She sucked hard on her cigarette, the end glowing brightly, contrasting with the black paper. ‘If I told you I came from minor nobility, would you believe me?’ 
 
    ‘I think I probably would.’ 
 
    ‘And that I grew up in a castle – well, a fortified manor house, anyway. There was a ruined castle in the grounds.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t surprise me. Whereabouts?’ 
 
    ‘In the wilds of west Sussex.’ 
 
    ‘Are your folks still there?’ 
 
    ‘Good God no! You don’t think I’d be buying and selling jewellery if we still had the family estate, do you?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’d be living it up, not slumming it round here – negotiating a decent price with the likes of you.’ She smiled and held out her glass. ‘Come on, top me up.’ 
 
    Fountain uncorked the bottle and poured a generous measure. ‘So what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Death duties, is what happened.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. I thought you would have married well and become independent of the family.’ 
 
    She chuckled. ‘So did I.’ 
 
    Fountain raised an eyebrow but didn’t speak. 
 
    After taking a drink from her refilled glass she went on. ‘They had it all mapped out for me. A private education at Roedean …’ 
 
    Fountain interrupted. ‘I thought the school was taken over by the Admiralty during the war. Training for navy cadets or something?’ 
 
    Yes, it was. We were sent to Keswick. Bloody cold it was too.’ 
 
    ‘How did you get on?’ 
 
    ‘At school?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Pretty well. I was a studious sort. Enjoyed lessons. Got a place at Newnham College to read English Lit.’ 
 
    ‘I’m impressed.’ 
 
    ‘My folks were too.’ 
 
    She was just taking a drink when he asked: ‘Did you get a good degree?’ 
 
    She sputtered, put down the glass and dabbed her lips with a lacy handkerchief. ‘No! I didn’t go.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    She drained her glass and gave a huge sigh. ‘I came out as a deb.’ 
 
    ‘And that stopped you? How?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t the coming out – it was what happened after…’ 
 
    ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘A man.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Oh.’  
 
    He refilled her glass without being bidden. 
 
    She went on. ‘He was the archetypal glamorous Frenchman, attached to the French embassy in London. It was probably the beautifully cut suits that did it. He looked absolutely ravishing – the spitting image of Yves Montand – I can see him now. Anyone would have fallen for him.’  
 
    ‘What went wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Where do I start?’ 
 
    Fountain smiled warmly. ‘The beginning?’ 
 
    ‘He swept me off my feet. All thoughts of going to Cambridge went out of my head. We had a whirlwind romance. Would you believe we went to Gretna Green and got married?’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yup. It was wonderful – at first. He couldn’t have been more attentive and considerate. We had a little flat in Fulham – a love nest.’ 
 
    ‘Why did things fall apart?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I suppose he missed his old life – before we met. He’d been a soldier prior to joining the diplomatic service and he’d kept up with his old army pals. He’d meet with them, when they were over here. Then he started spending evenings with them, drinking, gambling – and who knows what? I suppose I felt neglected and we began having rows. I quickly fell out of love with him. I told him and he was really angry.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear.’ 
 
    ‘It got worse.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘He changed – became moody. Then he lost his job. I asked him what he was going to do. He became cagey – said something about working with a friend. I asked him what it was. Told me to mind my own business. Said it was going to make him rich, and then perhaps I’d love him again. I laughed in his face, we had a flaming row and he walked out.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a shame’ 
 
    My fault I suppose. Perhaps I should have been more understanding – I don’t know. Then… disaster.’ 
 
    ‘Oh – what?’ 
 
    ‘My parents were killed.’ She opened her handbag, took out her handkerchief and dabbed her eyes. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    Fountain leaned forward and patted her hand. ‘That’s all right. Don’t apologise.’ 
 
    She blew her nose gently and put the handkerchief back. ‘It’s okay. I’m over it now. But it was such a shock when it happened.’ 
 
    ‘How did they die?’ he asked gently. 
 
    ‘Car crash. Daddy always loved fast motors. He had a succession of wonderful two-seaters – even took part in some track events. His last was a pre-war Frazer Nash – his pride and joy.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘We never did find out for sure. The police assumed that he’d been driving too fast. All we knew was that he lost control on a bend and drove straight into an oak tree. They were both killed on impact.’ 
 
    ‘How awful.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it was. Then it got worse.’  
 
    Fountain tipped his head to one side. 
 
    ‘There were the funerals, which were pretty dreadful, but I thought that was the end of the misery but it wasn’t…’ 
 
    ‘My God. I can’t imagine anything worse.’ 
 
    ‘Well it was. I was young, still in my early twenties, not very worldly wise. I didn’t realise how much would have to be paid in death duties. I won’t tell you how much – the amount was colossal. It meant the family pile had to be sold and I came out of it with very little. Then it got worse again.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it. How?’ 
 
    She gave a throaty laugh. ‘Somehow my glamorous Frenchman heard about it and decided to come back. He thought I was going to inherit the lot. When he found out I’d hardly got a penny we had the most awful bust-up. He showed a side I’d never seen before. He turned into a demon. I couldn’t wait to see the back of him. Luckily he went and that really was the last I saw of him. Despite what had happened I was heart-broken.’ 
 
    ‘I bet.’ 
 
    ‘Took me some time to get over it. At least I had my little flat. Anyway, I sold that, reverted to my maiden name, moved down here, bought my present house and this is where I am now.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to say. I thought you lived down here because you liked it.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get me wrong – I do – now. But you did ask.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I did. Thank you for being so candid.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right, Duncan. Now, are you going to show me the rest of the jewellery?’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    ‘Cor blimey! It’s been a nightmare tracking you down. Worse than the bleedin’ Scarlet Pimpernel, you are.’ 
 
    ‘We weren’t going to make it easy. Not with Monsewer Albert after us.’ 
 
    The four fishermen were sitting round a tin-topped table by the fireplace in the Shipwrights Arms at Compass Point. Crabbe appeared relaxed, leaning back in his chair, a roll-up dangling from his lower lip. Stump, however, kept glancing nervously towards the door. 
 
    ‘Calm down,’ Tedham said. ‘Monsewer Albert don’t know about this place. He’s waiting for you to turn up at the Seahorse, as usual.’ 
 
    ‘You sure?’ 
 
    Drake took a swig from his tankard. ‘That’s where we told ’im you’d be, so that’s where ’e’ll look. Now relax.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Stump slumped back in his chair, but still looked miserable. 
 
    Tedham knocked his pipe out on the corner of the grate and then pulled a battered tin from out of his pocket. It may have had Golden Virginia or Old Holborn printed on the lid at one time, but it was so worn it was impossible to tell. Opening it he roughly filled the pipe with his foul-smelling tobacco. After he had got the pipe going he pushed it to the corner of his mouth. ‘Anyways. It seems like you two are in summat of a fix.’ Stump and Crabbe exchanged a glance. ‘But, I think we – me and Frankie – might be able to help.’  
 
    Stump still wore a worried frown but Crabbe leaned forward, looking interested. ‘How so?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Well… I understand you’ve got someone to dispose of the goods that you’re not supposed to ’ave. Namely, the contents of the missing crate.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Crabbes voice had a sharp edge to it. ‘What ’ave you ’eard?’ 
 
    Tedham tapped the side of his nose. ‘That’s for me to know and for you to mind your own business.’ He sucked hard on his pipe and folded his arms across his chest. ‘Let’s just say a little bird told me.’ 
 
    ‘So what if we ’ave got someone?’ Crabbe leaned back, folding his arms, mirroring Tedham. 
 
    ‘With Monsewer Albert after you and… probably the law…’ 
 
    Stump sat bolt upright. ‘What do you mean? The law?’ 
 
    Tedham took the pipe out of his mouth and pointed the stem at Stump. ‘We had a visit from a pretty little WPC earlier. She showed us a photo of a familiar boat. Can you guess which one?’ 
 
    ‘Go on. Tell us.’ Crabbe said quietly. 
 
    ‘Moonshine.’ 
 
    ‘You’re joking!’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Asked us if we knew who’d borrowed it.’ 
 
    Stump half rose from his chair. ‘You didn’t tell her?’ 
 
    Tedham guffawed. ‘Course not. We ain’t snitches. Any’ow. It strikes me that you’re gonna ’ave to lie low for the time bein’. An’ I reckon you’re gonna need a friend or two to help with the – let’s call them – negotiations.’ 
 
    Crabbe sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right. I’m not ’appy about it though…’ 
 
    ‘You might not be ’appy, but what’s the alternative? I’d ’ate to think what would occur if Monsewer Albert found you. I understand ’e’s got a very nasty mate…’ 
 
    There was an uncomfortable silence for a while; just the sound of a ticking clock and the squeak as Alf, the landlord, polished a glass behind the bar. Then Crabbe spoke. ‘What ’ave you got in mind?’ 
 
    ‘You tell us who you’ve got to dispose of the goods and we’ll do the negotiations.’ He stretched the last word out. 
 
    ‘But why would you?’ Crabbe said, suspiciously.  
 
    Tedham smiled expansively and held his arms wide. ‘We’re mates, ain’t we?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ Crabbe said slowly. ‘But I don’t think for a moment that you’d do it out of the kindness of your ’eart. What’s in it for you?’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ he chuckled. ‘We ain’t gonna do it for nowt.’ 
 
    Stump spoke. ‘I didn’t suppose you would,’ he said, wearily. ‘What are you proposin’?’ 
 
    A fifty-fifty split.’ 
 
    Crabbe let out a snort. ‘You’re kiddin’!’ 
 
    Tedham shook his head. ‘Nope. Take it or leave it. It’s your funeral. But then it probably will be.’ He laughed at his own joke. No one else did. 
 
    Crabbe looked towards Stump. ‘We’ll ’ave to talk about it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s there to talk about? Don’t think you’ve got much choice,’ Tedham said calmly. 
 
    Stump shrugged. ‘I s’pose ’e’s right.’ 
 
    Crabbe made up his mind. ‘Yeah. Okay. We’ll tell you who’s gonna fence the stuff. But I want you to play straight with us’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Honour among thieves, eh?’ Tedham winked, grinning. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    A Hurricane lantern is a flat wick paraffin lamp using a cold-blast design. Fresh air is drawn in from around the top of the globe and is then fed through the metal side tubes to the flame, making it burn brighter. 
 
      
 
    Russell was sitting in his chair reading. He had finished Rogue Male. He’d recently discovered Mervyn Peake’s Titus Groan, the first in the Gormanghast trilogy, so he was giving it a go. It wasn’t his usual type of book – he preferred murder mysteries and adventure stories – but he was finding the narrative intriguing and the writing first class. He was just getting to a good bit when he was disturbed by the telephone ringing. Aggie, who had been snoozing, head on paws, jumped to her feet. 
 
    ‘Sonny?’ It was Lewis. ‘I thought I’d let you know what we’ve found out.’ 
 
    ‘Good news, I hope.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly, but intriguing, none the less.’ 
 
    ‘Do tell.’ 
 
    ‘Your suggestion to send WPC Sharpe to interview those two fishermen, Tedham and Drake, was a good one.’ 
 
    ‘Did the Super go along with it?’ 
 
    ‘He was delighted, by all accounts. Didn’t think it was worth the bother of sending his more senior officers.’ 
 
    ‘What, like Bonnie and Clyde?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘What did she find out?’ 
 
    ‘That the trow – that piece of greasy timber – did belong to their boat.’ 
 
    ‘A-ha!’ 
 
    ‘But they denied they’d been on the beach where we found it. Said it must have been kids.’ 
 
    ‘Very likely, I don’t think.’ 
 
    ‘My thoughts too. Trouble is, we don’t have any other evidence. Apart from…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Russell said eagerly. 
 
    ‘She found another scrap of newsprint in the corner of their net shed. I’m pretty sure it’s from the same paper we found in the empty crate.’ 
 
    ‘At least that’s something.’ 
 
    ‘Not much though. I’m afraid they’ll deny any knowledge of it if questioned.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. I suppose you’re right. What about Moonshine?’ 
 
    ‘I was coming to that. Sharpe rather got my hopes up. ‘We hadn’t been able to match Tedham’s fingerprints to any of those we’d found on the boat but she’d managed to get Drake’s dabs all over the photograph of it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s great!’ 
 
    ‘It would be. But his don’t match either.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Russell was deflated. ‘We’re back to square one then.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so.’ 
 
    ‘Then where do we go from here?’ 
 
    ‘Sonny… I won’t remind you again, you are still on leave.’ 
 
    ‘For the moment. I’m back in couple of days.’ 
 
    ‘Make the most of it. Relax, enjoy your freedom from work.’ 
 
    Russell chuckled. ‘You know me – wedded to the job.’ 
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    ‘I’m really not sure about this.’ Suspicion was etched across Fountain’s face. ‘I’m supposed to be dealing with Nipper and his pal Ted. How do I know I can trust you?’ 
 
    Sailor Tedham was sitting on a spindly chair in the teashop in Seahorse Passage. He was feeling uncomfortable, struggling to hold the delicate china cups with his sausage fingers. Taking off his cap he smoothed his hair flat with his hand but he still looked out of place. He needed nicotine to calm his nerves and was itching to take out and light his clay pipe. But even he realised it was inappropriate in such a refined environment. Taking a bite of the slice of Victoria sponge, he finished it in almost one mouthful. ‘Of course you can trust me,’ he said, spraying crumbs across the white linen tablecloth. 
 
    Fountain chose to ignore the man’s gauche nature. ‘Maybe. Are you sure I can’t deal with Nipper?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. ’E’s got business elsewhere so ’e told me to deal on ’is behalf.’ 
 
    ‘As I said, I’m not happy with the way this is going but… if this is how it’s to be…’ 
 
    Tedham reached across and tapped Fountain’s arm with his calloused hand. ‘Trust me, we can work together.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. I suppose I’ve got no alternative.’ 
 
    Tedham sat back and smiled, smugly. The chair creaked ominously under his weight. ‘Right then. What’s the deal?’ 
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    ‘What did Fountain say?’ Drake asked eagerly. 
 
    ‘’E wants to see the rest of the swag before ’e’ll commit. ’E was pretty cagey at first but I think I brought ’im round,’ Tedham replied. 
 
    ‘What time did Nipper say ’e was going to turn up?’ 
 
    ‘What’s the time now?’ 
 
    Drake took a watch out of his pocket. Tedham struck a match so they could see the battered face in the gathering gloom. ‘It’s nearly eight.’ 
 
    ‘’E should be ’ere soon then.’  
 
    The two men were standing outside Crabbe’s net shop, at the far end of the beach from their own. Similar structures stood all around, their distinctive shapes like blackened fingers, pointing towards the night sky. It wasn’t long before the crunch of boots on shingle announced Crabbe’s arrival. He produced a large key and put it in the rusty padlock. 
 
    ‘C’mon,’ he grunted. ‘Let’s get in before anyone sees us.’ He pulled the creaking door open and they followed him inside. Striking a match he lit the wick of a Hurricane lamp. He lowered the glass chimney and a lambent glow lit the interior. There was the usual jumble of fishing equipment: nets, ropes and trawling gear. Crabbe rolled a barrel aside, and then dragged an old sail away to reveal half a dozen hessian sacks. ‘Bring the lamp over ’ere,’ he grunted. Drake picked it up and held it high. Crabbe untied the string and opened the neck of the first sack. The lamplight showed numerous forms, wrapped in oilcloth and neatly tied.  
 
    ‘Blimey! That’s certainly a sackful.’ 
 
    ‘You ain’t seen nothin’. Wait ’til I undo the other ones.’ As he opened another sack, more packages came into view. Crabbe picked one up, carefully untied the knots and unwrapped the oilcloth. There was a layer of newspaper and, when he opened it, the gleam of gold sent reflections dancing round the room in the lamplight. He held the goblet up. It was decorated with a finely engraved pattern. 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath from Tedham. ‘Bloody ’ell! Christ! Did all of this come out of that crate?’ Crabbe nodded. ‘No wonder Monsewer Albert is after your guts.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I want to shift this stuff. I’d hate to think what’ll happen if he finds this lot in my shed.’ 
 
    ‘I should ’ave thought that was ’ighly unlikely. More probably ’e’ll come smiffin’ round ours again, but ’e won’t find nothin’ there.’ Tedham said. 
 
    ‘I hope you’re right.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me. I know ’ow ’is mind works. As long as you make yourselves scarce for a few days ’e won’t be botherin’ you. Anyway, d’you want us to take all of this round to Fountain’s place?’ 
 
    ‘Not bloody likely!’ 
 
    ‘But ’e wants to see the stuff before ’e gives us a price.’ 
 
    Crabbe turned to face them. ‘Listen,’ he said, in a low growl. ‘I ain’t told him how much I’ve got altogether, an’ I ain’t gonna let on until I know what sort of money he’s offering. I’m just gonna give him a few bits an’ pieces - maybe half.’               
 
    ‘Leave the rest ’ere then. Cover it up well an’ no one will be any the wiser.’ 
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    The following evening they loaded half the sacks into the back of the Bedford van. As soon as it was done, Crabbe and Stump quickly disappeared.  They had discussed which pieces were to be taken to Fountain’s warehouse and which were to be left hidden in the net shed. ‘It’s best you don’t know where we’re hiding out,’ Crabbe said. ‘We’ll get in touch with you in a couple of days to find out ’ow yer getting on.’ With that, they scuttled off into the night while Tedham and Drake climbed into the van and set off for Nottery Quay. 
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    ‘There’s not quite as much as I thought there would be,’ Fountain said, disappointment clouding his face. ‘I assumed, from what Nipper told me, that there would be a lot more.’ He surveyed the array of objects that had been emptied out of just three of the sacks: gold and silver candlesticks, goblets and chargers, picture frames and ornaments; figurines in porcelain, rings, bracelets and necklaces, plain and studded with jewels. Sheets of newspaper and squares of oilcloth lay around the floor. 
 
    Tedham shrugged. ‘That’s all there is, I’m afraid. I thought you’d be impressed.’ 
 
    ‘I am – with the quality, just not the quantity.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want it or not?’ Tedham asked curtly. 
 
    Fountain gave a nervous laugh. ‘Don’t get me wrong, of course I do. It’s just…’  
 
    ‘Just what?’ Tedham demanded, his jaw jutting. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Fountain said quietly. ‘Let’s talk business.’ 
 
    ‘That’s more like it. You had better let me know what this little lot is worth.’ 
 
    Fountain sat down at the table, took of his spectacles and fitted a jeweller’s loupe into his eye socket. He picked up a gem-studded silver bracelet and studied the hallmarks. Tedham pulled out a chair on the other side of the table and, grunting, sat down. He took his pipe out of his pocket and looked towards the other man.  
 
    ‘D’you mind?’ 
 
    Fountain looked up distractedly. ‘What?’ Seeing the pipe he shook his head and said, ‘No, carry on,’ then looked back down at the jewellery. Tedham filled the bowl of his pipe with tobacco and tamped it down with his thumb. Once it was packed to his satisfaction he stuck the pipe in the corner of his mouth. Taking a box of Swan Vestas from another pocket, he took out a match and struck it on the side. Applying the flame to the tobacco he drew deeply until it glowed orange, then puffed contentedly. The area around the table was soon wreathed with evil-smelling smoke and Fountain began regretting his acceptance but pressed on with his examination of the pieces. 
 
    ‘Mmm. Let me see.’ He got up from his seat and went to a bookcase and selected a well-thumbed tome. Taking it back to the table he riffled through the leaves of the book. After a few moments he stopped and flattened out a page. ‘A-ha! Just as I thought.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Tedham asked. 
 
    ‘Where did you say you got these from?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s right. Nor did Nipper. But I think I know.’ 
 
    ‘Oh really?’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ 
 
    ‘The hallmark on several of these pieces comes from the workshop of Fritz Bomberg.’ 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘It means they originated in Germany.’  
 
    Tedham shrugged. ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘I think I know where this lot came from. And I think you do too.’ Tedham feigned indifference. Fountain held his gaze but didn’t speak. Finally Tedham cracked. ‘Go on, tell me.’ 
 
    ‘I think this is stolen goods - valuables taken without permission. In fact I’m pretty sure it’s Nazi plunder.’ 
 
    Tedham stuck his jaw out. ‘Is that a problem?’ 
 
    Fountain exhaled noisily. ‘It should be.’ 
 
    ‘Well is it?’ 
 
    A sly grin crept across his face. ‘If it doesn’t bother you, it doesn’t bother me.’ 
 
    ‘I think we’re speaking the same language,’ Tedham said, grinning back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Rope splicing is the forming of a semi-permanent joint between two 
 
     ropes or two parts of the same rope by partly untwisting and then  
 
    interweaving their strands. Splices can be used to form an eye in a rope,  
 
    or for joining two together. 
 
     
 
    Monday morning came at last. Sonny Russell had been counting the hours until he was back at work. He was not good at leisure. The idea of long walks in wide open spaces with Aggie, attractive as they appeared, could not compete with the familiarity of his office, small as it was. The work might often be grindingly boring; the successes hard won and infrequent; his colleagues difficult and intransigent, but it was toil he knew and loved. He quite enjoyed his time off, listening to music and reading, but only as an antidote to routine police work. He realised that after only a few days he was definitely stir crazy. Then there was a knock on the door. The terrier, who had been snoozing, ran towards it and started leaping in the air, almost level with the glass panel. Russell opened the door to reveal his faithful constable, Weeks. 
 
    ‘’Come in lad. Looking forward to getting back to work?’ 
 
    ‘Probably as much as you are, sir.’ 
 
    Russell grinned. ‘Right, let’s get going. Come on Aggie.’ The little terrier’s tail wagged madly. She was happy to go to work too. 
 
      
 
    They arrived at the police station but before Russell could escape to his office, Wickstead, the desk sergeant, called out to him. ‘Welcome back Sonny.’ He smiled beneath his bristling walrus moustache. ‘Afraid the Super wants to see you – straight away.’ 
 
    ‘Really? He’s in early.’  
 
    ‘Perhaps he couldn’t sleep. Certainly seems like he got out the wrong side of bed.’ 
 
      
 
    Without looking up from the papers on his desk, Stout waved a hand, holding a lit cheroot. ‘Sit down, Inspector.’ Russell did as he was bid, fearing that the desk sergeant was right. The room was already wreathed in acrid smoke. Russell didn’t normally mind the smell of cigars, but he was having trouble not choking. It was some minutes before the Superintendent looked up. ‘I suppose you’re expecting me to say welcome back?’ Russell shrugged noncommittally. ‘Hmm. I suppose I’d better say it – welcome back.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir.’ 
 
    ‘But don’t think you’ve been missed. We’ve managed very well without you.’ The Super was definitely out of sorts. Russell couldn’t imagine why, but was shortly to find out. Stout took a hard drag on his cigar then breathed out a plume of smoke. ‘I admit that I’ve been confounded in the past when you’ve pulled a surprise out of the bag. I’ve often given you the benefit of the doubt when everything looked wrong. I’ve even turned a blind eye when really I should have reined you in. But this time you’ve overstepped the mark.’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    I refer to the current situation.’ Russell cocked his head to one side and frowned. Stout narrowed his eyes. ‘You can look puzzled but you know what I’m referring to.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir…’ 
 
    ‘You bloody well will be!’ The Super was struggling to keep a lid on his temper. ‘I told you on the telephone to concentrate on your leave and to not meddle in office affairs while you were off. Then I find that you’ve been communicating with Lewis.’ 
 
    ‘But, sir…’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet! I haven’t finished!’ he thundered. ‘It was on Lewis’s suggestion that I sent that young WPC…’ 
 
    ‘Nettie Sharp…’  
 
    Stout’s murderous look stopped Russell from saying anything further. ‘On his suggestion I sent her to interview those fishermen…’ 
 
    ‘Tedham and Drake.’ 
 
    ‘I told you to shut up!’ Stout hissed. ‘…And what did she find out? Bugger all! I don’t mind that she wasted her time, she’s only a slip of a girl, but Lewis, running around on a wild goose chase - when he’s supposed to be working on the high-profile robberies - I can’t forgive that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise…’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m getting at. He needs to prioritise and that’s his priority – and ours, not some vague instinct of yours about the possibility that someone might, or might not, be involved in some sort of smuggling of some sort of contraband.’  
 
    Russell was finding it hard to keep his counsel but managed to hold his tongue.  
 
    Stout stubbed out his cheroot so hard ashes spilled from the ashtray on to the polished wood of his desk. He took a deep breath. ‘Have I made myself clear?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ Russell answered, quietly. 
 
    ‘Right, I’m glad we’ve got that straight. Now, we need to discuss what you’re going to do now.’ 
 
    ‘Russell looked up eagerly. ‘Do you want me to work on the robberies?’ 
 
    Stout snorted. ‘No, I’ve got that well under control, thank you. Parker and Barrow are coping very well.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, Bonnie and Clyde,’ Russell muttered 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘I said, “I’m not surprised”. They’re the men for the job.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad you agree.’ 
 
    ‘What have you got for me?’ 
 
    ‘I want you to go back and interview those fishermen.’ 
 
    ‘But WPC Sharpe has already done that.’ 
 
    Stout waved his hand in dismissal. ‘I admit that was a mistake. I should have realised that you can’t send a girl to do a man’s job. I want you to go back and discover what she should have found out. Oh, and take her with you – perhaps you can show her how it’s done.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Sailor Tedham and Frankie Drake were sitting outside their net shop. Drake, perched on a barrel, was splicing a rope while Tedham was perched on an upturned dinghy, smoking his pipe and looking vaguely into the distance. Drake worked deftly, using a fid to push the unwoven strands into the rope, quickly fashioning an eye in the end. When he had finished he put the fid to one side, took a length of waxed twine and quickly parcelled the splice, finishing by cutting the loose ends with his knife. As he picked up another rope to start a new splice, a black Wolseley drew up beyond the further net shop, about a hundred yards away. 
 
    Tedham turned his head. He focussed on the car and exclaimed: ‘Bloody hell! It’s the rozzers!’ 
 
    Drake dropped the rope and put his hand to his forehead. ‘What are we going to do? What happens if they start searching the sheds?’ 
 
    ‘You better scoot over to Nipper’s shop – quick! Get the van, load up the sacks and drive off.’ 
 
    ‘Where to?’ 
 
    ‘Anywhere,’ Tedham hissed. ‘Just get them away from here. I’ll meet you in the Shipwrights later.’ Drake slipped away, hoping he hadn’t been spotted. 
 
      
 
    But, as Russell was getting out of the car he had seen him go, the distinctive red neckerchief easily identifying the man. ‘Nettie,’ he said quietly, ‘I suspect that’s Drake doing a disappearing act. Slide off and see if you can find out where he’s gone and what he’s up to.’ The WPC disappeared between two of the net shops picking her way carefully, avoiding the litter of broken fish boxes, lengths of timber, old rope, chain and general junk. Russell, with Aggie at his heel, continued walking towards Tedham, who folded his arms and affected an air nonchalance. But he was sucking furiously on his pipe, giving the lie to any feigned appearance of calm. 
 
    ‘Sailor Tedham, I presume?’ Russell said, as he came within hailing distance. Aggie ran ahead, briefly looked up at the fisherman, who ignored her, then went off scouting round the huts. 
 
    Tedham took his time to reply. He slowly unfolded his arms and took the pipe out of his mouth. ‘Who wants to know?’ 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Russell does,’ Russell said, holding out his warrant card. 
 
    ‘How can I help you, Detective Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘Just a few questions, Mr Tedham.’ 
 
    Tedham settled himself more comfortably on the upturned boat. ‘Fire away.’ 
 
    ‘I want to ask you about a certain crate.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. The one that was in your net shop.’ Russell pointed towards the towering black buildings. 
 
     ‘Dunno what yer talkin’ about.’ His face was deadpan, his eyes half closed. 
 
    ‘I believe you do.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Sorry, can’t ’elp you.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm – okay. What about this?’ Russell opened the flap of the envelope he was holding and withdrew a piece of newspaper that had once been crumpled then smoothed out. 
 
    Tedham looked at it blankly and shrugged. ‘Don’t mean nothin’ to me.’ 
 
    Russell held it nearer to him. ‘Look more closely.’ 
 
    The fisherman appeared to study it for a while, and then shook his head. ‘Looks foreign…’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me what it was doing in your shed?’ 
 
    Tedham shrugged again. ‘Search me. No idea.’ 
 
    ‘But that was where it was found.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    ‘I do. And I think it came out of a crate that you stored in your shed.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still none the wiser.’ 
 
    Russell was getting nowhere. He tried a different tack. ‘Who was that with you just now…? Tedham looked puzzled. ‘The chap who sloped off.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, him?’ Russell nodded. Tedham chuckled. ‘A fisherman, of course. Who else would you expect around here?’ Then in a mumbled aside, ‘except nosey coppers’. 
 
    The policeman chose to ignore him. ‘Not Frankie Drake, by any chance?’ 
 
    Tedham frowned and appeared to consider. Then realisation slowly dawned. He smiled. ‘Oh yeah, that’s who it was.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he going?’ 
 
    ‘Where was he going?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I asked.’ 
 
    ‘How should I know?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you two were mates…’ 
 
    ‘We’re not joined at the hip, you know. We’re not the Biddenden maids!’ He laughed loudly at his own joke. 
 
    Russell’s face remained stonily unmoved. ‘Very funny, I don’t think. I just thought you might have some idea.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Inspector. Can’t ’elp you. Must be off on a mission of his own.’ 
 
     
 
    Sharpe had emerged at the other end of the ranks of net shops, almost unscathed. That was apart from a ladder in her black stocking she had got when it snagged on a barnacle-encrusted post. Looking to the left she spotted Drake carrying a full sack towards the road where a Bedford van was parked. Turning the other way she could see the door of a net shed swinging open. Sharpe took her chance; she dashed towards it and scuttled inside. As her eyes adjusted to the gloom she peered around. Her gaze fell at once on a bulging sack leaning against the corner of the hut. She crouched down and nimbly untied the cord round the neck. The sack fell open to reveal oilcloth-wrapped packages. As she pulled at the sacking the material round one of the packages gaped open, exposing a glint of golden metal. She gasped and put her hand to her mouth. She was just standing up, intending to run to summon the DI, when something hard hit her across the back of her head. Her hat flew off. A second gasp, much louder than the first, escaped her lips as she crumpled to the floor. 
 
     
 
    Drake looked at the young policewoman’s body in horror. What had he done? He dropped the length of timber, bent down and shook Sharpe’s shoulder. She groaned but didn’t come round, just lay slumped on the floor. Drake felt panic rising. What should he do? He couldn’t ask Sailor – that copper would still be there. He looked at the last sack, then down at the unconscious form of the WPC. Sailor had told him to get the stuff away. He had better do that. He grabbed the sack – it tipped over and some of the contents spilled out. Cursing, he gathered the packages and stuffed them back in as best he could, then hefted it over his shoulder. He glanced again at the girl, shrugged helplessly, and set off for the van. Sailor would know what to do – when he got back. He dropped the sack into the back of the Bedford, slammed the door shut and climbed into the cab. He turned the key and pressed the starter. The engine coughed into life, he banged the gear lever forward, let out the clutch and the van lurched along the road. If he had looked into his mirror he would have seen a sleek blue and cream car turn the corner and park in the space he had just vacated. 
 
     
 
    -0- 
 
     
 
    As soon as the suspension on the Citroën had finished settling M. Albert Salle got out of the car and looked around. The last time he had been here it was to load the single crate into the back of a van belonging to his henchman, Big Paul. Since then he had been attempting to track down the contents of his other missing crate. He was also determined to find the two fishermen, Ted Stump and Nipper Crabbe. He was certain that they had stolen it. But he’d had no luck. He’d been to their local haunt, The Seahorse Inn, but no one had seen them. He had visited Tedham and Drake a few days before at their net shed, and decided it was worth looking at the other sheds – just in case...  
 
    He could see that the door of one stood ajar so made his way towards it, his feet crunching across the shingle. The day was overcast, but just as he approached the shed the sun came out from behind a cloud, brightening the sky. He pulled the door open. All looked black inside. Carefully stepping over the threshold he waited until his eyes began adjusting to the darkness. As he slowly looked around, he heard a noise that startled him. Looking down he could just make out a form that resolved itself into the shape of a figure lying on the floor. Kneeling, he realised it was a young woman, then he realised she was wearing a police uniform. He touched her shoulder. She groaned and, very slowly, lifted her head.  
 
    ‘What? Where am I?’ she muttered. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    As she started to struggle into a sitting position she groaned even louder. ‘My head.’ She put her hand up to brush the hair from her face. As she took it away, she looked at her palm. It was dark with blood. She gave a small shriek and looking up, saw the man kneeling by her. ‘You! What have you done?’ 
 
    Salle go to his feet. He held his hands out in front of him, palms outwards and stumbled back. ‘Mais non! It was not me! 
 
     
 
    Sensing something was not right. Russell had left Tedham and squeezed between the sheds, moving as quickly as he could. Aggie had no such trouble, leaping and bounding over the obstacles. After a while they came out into a clearing. Seeing the door to Crabbe’s shed door standing open, Russell entered. He took one look at the situation and jumped to the obvious conclusion. ‘What the…! Right my lad!’ He twisted Salle’s arm up behind his back. 
 
    ‘But…’ Salle protested. 
 
    ‘No buts! I’m arresting you for assaulting a police officer!’ He found a length of cord, wrapped it round the man’s wrists and tied his hands in front of him. ‘Stay there!’ he commanded. Russell knelt on the earthen floor and put his hand gently on Sharpe’s arm. ‘Nettie. Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘I think so, sir. Someone must have hit me across the head.’ 
 
    ‘That someone is standing right here.’ There was unconcealed anger in Russell’s voice. 
 
    Salle spoke. ‘It was not me. I came in and she was already lying on the floor.’ 
 
    ‘A likely story. You’re coming to the station.’ Then, to the WPC: ‘Can you stand?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ Russell put his hand under her arm and helped her to her feet. 
 
    ‘I feel dizzy,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I expect you do. Would you like to sit for a moment?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’ll be okay.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re sure…’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll take it steady then.’ Turning to Salle, ‘You walk in front – and no funny business.’ 
 
    They made their way slowly to the road, Russell with his arm around Sharpe’s shoulders, the terrier trotting obediently at her master’s side. They passed close to Salle’s Citroën, but Russell was too concerned about the WPC to notice it. When they reached the Wolseley he held the passenger door open and gingerly she sat down. Once she was seated, he opened the back door. ‘Right, you. Get in!’ He gave the Frenchman a none-too-gentle shove. 
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    Drake drove furiously, not sure where he was going or what he was going to do. He drove on auto pilot, just getting away from Rock-a-Nore as quickly as he could. Without meaning to he found himself on the quayside at Compass Point. He parked the van at the end of the quay – as far from Mitchell’s boatyard and Jack Spratt’s ferry shed as possible. Switching off the van’s ignition he just sat for several minutes, the engine pinking as it cooled. The only other sounds were the piping of a wading bird and the gentle soughing of the wind. What should he do? He couldn’t leave the sacks in the van – the police were bound to search it at some point. He stared through the grimy windscreen. If he could get them aboard Our Jake he could take them out to sea – drop them overboard with a line and a float. Then it would just look like a crab pot marker. He sighed. No, he couldn’t go back to the boat. The beach at Rock-a-Nore would most likely be crawling with cops. He would have to hide them somewhere else – but where? He slid the door open, got out of the van and stood on the quayside, hands thrust in pockets. He was staring into the distance, his eyes unfocussed. He remained like this for some time, his mind a jumble of thoughts.  
 
    The tide was about a quarter full, the water just beginning to cover the build-up of mud at the foot of the wooden quay wall. Letting his gaze drop, he was aware of the swirling eddies as the seawater crept in. ‘Look at that mud,’ he said to himself. He remembered, as a small boy, being told by his mother: “Go and gather me some samphire – it goes lovely with a bit of fried plaice”. He had found it too bitter and salty, but he adored his mum so went searching for it willingly. The trouble was, it grew right along the edge of the tidal margin – where the mud began – and when he got home, with a pail of samphire, he was also caked with mud up to his knees. He smiled as he remembered the scolding he’d received. It wasn’t very severe; his mother was too pleased with his haul of her favourite delicacy. 
 
    A wan smile spread across his wind-burnt face as he remembered, but too quickly he was brought back to his current predicament. He needed to hide the sacks. He was still staring downwards when he had a sudden idea. Mud. That’s where he could hide them. He looked around, made sure there was no one about, then returned to the van. Opening the door he got the first sack out, then rummaged in the back and found a suitable length of rope which he tied tightly round the neck. Making his way back to the edge of the quay he could see there was an iron ladder down the side of it. He slung the sack over his shoulder, turned and climbed down, taking care on the slippery lower rungs. When he reached the tread just above the water he swung the sack outwards, holding tightly on to the end of the rope. There was a splash and the sack started sinking in the soft mud, about 10 feet out. He tied the rope off, low down, and went back for the other two sacks. When they had joined their companion he climbed back up to the quay and surveyed his handiwork. The gathering tide had already covered the tied-off rope ends and, apart from a few bubbles rising to the surface, there was no sign of the hidden contraband. He relaxed his shoulders and smiled. Tedham would be pleased with him, he was sure. 
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    Russell had just started the engine in the Wolseley when Sharpe cried out: ‘Stop!’ 
 
    He turned towards her, concern on his face. ‘What’s the matter? Are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine! I’ve just remembered. There was a sack in the net shop. It was full of wrapped packages. I’m sure there was something metal in one of them – gold possibly.’ 
 
    ‘Really? I didn’t see anything when I found you – and him.’ He nodded backwards towards Salle. Thinking quickly he said: ‘Will you be all right if I go back and take a quick look?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    Russell turned off the ignition and got out of the car, followed by Aggie. Before closing the door he leaned back in, looking pointedly at Salle. ‘As I said, no funny business from you. Just sound the horn if he does anything, Nettie, and I’ll come running.’ 
 
    He made his way to Crabbe’s net shop and stepped inside. As he anticipated, there was no sign of the sack. He was just turning to leave when he decided to have one more look around. He took a slim torch out of his pocket, switched it on and played the beam around the hut. Nothing. In the far corner, where Sharpe had lain, there was a bundle of canvas, red ochre in colour. An old sail. He pulled it aside. Russell had a feeling that something had been hidden beneath it. Reaching down his fingers closed round an oilcloth wrapped package, tied with waxed cord. It was rectangular in shape, roughly six inches by nine. He took it out into the daylight and placed it on a barrel, which stood by the doorway. The knots were too tight to untie so he cut the cord with his penknife. He unwrapped the oilcloth to reveal … newspaper! With mounting excitement he saw that the print was in German.  
 
      
 
    Carefully peeling back the paper, so as not to tear it, he revealed what was wrapped within. It was an ornate picture frame, and from the weight of it, solid silver. In the frame, behind glass, was a faded photograph of a severe looking couple. The woman, with her hair neatly coiffed, wore a high-necked, pleated dress; the man was wearing some sort of ornate uniform with a lot of gold braid and a cocked hat, sporting a feather, was tucked under his arm. Russell didn’t think they were English – they definitely had a continental look about them. He carefully rewrapped the frame. Aggie, who had been rooting around in the shadows, barked excitedly. Russell shone the torch and could see a length of stout timber, just inside the door of the shed.  
 
    ‘I wonder…?’ he thought. He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and, wrapping it round his fingers, he carefully picked up the piece of wood. He would get Lewis to dust it for prints when he got back. That would put chummy firmly in the frame. ‘Good dog, Aggie. Well spotted!’ 
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    ‘You did what with them?’ Tedham’s eyes were wide; his mouth formed a big O. He was incredulous. 
 
    ‘It was all I could think of, Sailor. I knew I ’ad to get rid of ’em pronto, before the rozzers caught up with me.’ 
 
    Tedham put his head in his hands. ‘So you buried them in mud.’ 
 
    ‘But we know where they are…’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so. I just wish you’d spoken to me before you did it.’ Tedham shook his head with incomprehension. ‘Now we’ve got to wait until the next low tide before we can recover them.’  
 
    They were seated at the tin-topped table in the corner of the Shipwrights Arms. Alf was out back, doing something with a barrel; the only other customer, Jack Spratt, the ferryman, was sitting on one of the two stools at the bar. Lost in his own thoughts and staring into space, he was nursing a pint. Tedham leant across and tapped out his pipe on the fender of the unlit fire. Drake looked at him. He looked so miserable that Tedham took pity on his friend. 
 
    ‘Come on. Cheer up. At least we know them sacks is safe. All the stuff’s well wrapped so it ain’t gonna come to no ’arm, is it? Don’t look so ’angdog.’ He took out his battered tin and filled his pipe with tobacco. He was just putting a match to it when Drake cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘There’s somethin’ I ain’t told you…’ 
 
    Tedham paused, the flame hovering above the bowl of his pipe. ‘What…?’ he said, suspiciously. 
 
    ‘I hit someone.’ 
 
    ‘You what?’ 
 
    ‘She was in Nipper’s shop – looking in a sack. I panicked. Hit ’er on the ’ead with a piece of wood.’ 
 
    The forgotten match had burned down to Tedham’s fingers. He flung it aside with a curse and shot to his feet. His knees connected with the underside of the table, lifting it off the ground; the two tankards tipped over, spilling their contents; the tin ashtray clattered to the floor. Spratt turned to see what all the rumpus was about, just as Alf came back into the bar. Seeing the mess he disappeared again, returning a few seconds later with a mop and a bucket. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Alf. Match burned me fingers. Gave me a shock.’ Alf was surprised that a fisherman with calloused hands would feel anything so slight, but said nothing. Smiling, he just mopped up the slops. When he’d finished, he returned behind the bar. Spratt had turned back to his pint, apparently unconcerned, but now he was listening intently to the conversation between the fishermen. 
 
    ‘Who did you hit?’ Tedham asked in a coarse whisper.  
 
    ‘I dunno. It was a girl, I think. She was wearing some sort of dark clothes – had a hat on.’ 
 
    ‘A peaked cap?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno. Might have been…’ 
 
    ‘And dark clothes – blue maybe?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Christ!’ He put his hands on his head. ‘It was only a policewoman – you stupid sod!’ His voice had risen. Spratt was all ears now but he heard no more. Tedham had grabbed his companion by the sleeve and was pulling him towards the door. ‘C’mon. Outside!' Just as they reached the door it opened and Captain Salt marched in. Tedham just pushed past him, dragging Drake behind.  
 
    ‘They were in a hurry!’ Salt said, quietly closing the door. 
 
    Spratt turned, a wicked grin lighting his battered face. ‘Come and sit down, Skip. Wait ‘til you ’ear what I ’eard.’ 
 
     
 
    Salt perched on the other stool. Without being asked the landlord poured a generous measure of Lamb’s Navy Rum for him. ‘Thank you Alf.’ He lifted the glass in salute. ‘Now then, Jack. What have you got to tell me?’ 
 
    The ferryman had not been as self-absorbed as he had appeared. His hearing was pin sharp. He had paid little attention when the fisherman had first started talking as their conversation was conducted in hushed tones. However, he was able to tell the Captain most of what had passed between the two later on. Spratt took a long drink and put his tankard down. 
 
    ‘I couldn’t ’ear what they was sayin’ at first – they was speakin’ too softly. But I did catch most of what they said after.’ He paused and grinned conspiratorially. 
 
    Salt waited a few moments but was impatient to hear what the other man had to say. ‘Come on Jack, it could be important.’ 
 
    Spratt drained his tankard. ‘I reckon it could. But a man can get mighty thirsty…’ Salt signalled to Alf who refilled the man’s drink from the barrel racked behind the bar. ‘Thank you, Skip… As I was saying, I only ’eard part of their conversation.’ 
 
    ‘For goodness sake! Spit it out man!’ 
 
    ‘All right, all right, keep yer ’air on.’ 
 
    ‘Well get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘First of all they was talking about sacks…’ 
 
    Salt sighed with exasperation. ‘Is that all? Sacks?’ 
 
    ‘Now ’ang on. That’s not all.’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ 
 
    Spratt took another drink, hitched up the knees of his worn trousers and wriggled on his stool, making himself comfortable. ‘It sounded like Drake was saying he’d thumped someone.’ 
 
    Salt rolled his eyes. ‘Jack, they’re fishermen. I’m sure they often drink too much, get into scrapes and thump each other on a regular basis.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but you didn’t ’ear who ’e thumped.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it?’ 
 
    ‘It was a copper.’ Spratt grinned triumphantly. 
 
    ‘What? Why the hell didn’t you tell me that straight away?’ 
 
    Spratt’s smiled vanished. 
 
    ‘For God’s sake! A policeman…’ 
 
    Spratt help up his hand. ‘No, not a policeman – a police woman.’ 
 
    ‘That’s even worse. You’d better tell me everything you heard – and quickly.’  
 
    Spratt screwed up his face, his eyes disappearing beneath bushy eyebrows; his lips, a thin line of concentration. ‘Now let me think…’  
 
    Salt just managed to contain his impatience. 
 
    ‘After I ‘eard Sailor mention summat about sacks, I started listenin’. 
 
    ‘And…?’ 
 
    ‘Frankie said ’e ’it some woman on the ’ead – wiv a piece of wood. Sailor asked ’im what she was wearin’. Frankie said she was wearin’ some sorta uniform. That’s when Sailor jumped up and sent beer flyin’ all over the place.’ 
 
    ‘Are you’re sure that’s what they said?’ 
 
    ‘I might be old but I ain’t daft. And there’s nothin’ wrong wiv me ’earing,’ Spratt said, aggrieved. 
 
    ‘No, I know that, Jack.’ He frowned. ‘I think I’d better let Sonny know about this.’ He looked at the landlord. ‘Can I use your phone Alf?’ 
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    Back at the Collinghurst police headquarters M. Albert Salle was sitting on one side of a scarred wooden table in a dingy interview room. Russell and Weeks were sitting opposite. The Frenchman looked relaxed, his arms folded loosely across the front of his pale linen jacket. A hint of smile played about his thin lips; the skin round the corners of his brown eyes was crinkled 
 
    ‘So you still insist that you didn’t hit WPC Sharpe on the head?’ Russell asked. 
 
    ‘I have told you – she was already lying on the ground when I went into the building.’ 
 
    Russell leaned forward. ‘You do realise, we have the piece of wood she was hit with. And… if we find your fingerprints on it…’ 
 
    ‘You will not.’ Nonchalantly he ran his hand through his dark wavy hair. 
 
    ‘We’ll see.’ Russell turned to Weeks and nodded. The DC opened a large envelope and took out the wrapped package that had been found in the net shed.  
 
    While Weeks was doing this Russell watched Salle carefully. The Frenchman appeared unmoved, but Russell saw him moisten his thin lips with his tongue; his Adam’s apple bobbed. 
 
    ‘Do you know what this is?’ Weeks unwrapped the package, revealing the silver frame. Salle shook his head. Russell noted there wasn’t even a flicker of recognition. Either the man really didn’t know or… he was a very good actor. Russell suspected the latter.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’  
 
    Before he could reply there was a knock at the door. It opened and Lewis put his head round. ‘Sonny, can I have a word?’ 
 
    With a grunt, Russell levered himself out of the chair and followed the fingerprint man into the corridor. Once they were out of earshot he said: ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I think you’ve got a problem, Sonny.’ 
 
    Russell cocked his head to one side. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Afraid so. We ran comparisons on the length of wood that Nettie was thumped with.’ 
 
    ‘And…? 
 
    Salle’s fingerprints weren’t on it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Russell said, disappointment clouding his features. 
 
    ‘It appears he’s not our man. Sounds like he’s telling the truth.’ 
 
    ‘So it seems. Blast. I was so sure he’d done it. I’m going to have to let him go, I suppose. I’d better give him the good news.’ He turned to go back into the interview room. 
 
    Lewis touched him lightly on the arm. ‘Hold on, Sonny. – it’s not all bad news.’ 
 
    Russell paused on the threshold. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘We do know whose fingerprints are on it…’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    Lewis grinned. ‘You’re not going to believe it…’ 
 
    ‘Try me.’ 
 
    ‘Frankie Drake.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘The very same.’  
 
    Russell frowned. After a moment he spoke. ‘So he thumped Nettie, and disappeared – just before Salle turned up.’ The frown returned. ‘I saw him sneak away when we turned up earlier. Nettie went off about the same time – to check up on him.’ His forehead wrinkled in concentration. Then: ‘So what happened?’ 
 
    ‘What did she tell you?’ 
 
    ‘She just said that she was bending down and something whacked her over the head.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t see anything else?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m afraid not.’ Russell looked thoughtful. Then his face lit up. ‘No, hang on. How could I have forgotten. She said she saw a sack.  She undid the chord round the neck. It was full of packages. Wait there a minute.’ Russell went into the interview room. He returned in a few moments with the picture frame. ‘This must have fallen out of the sack.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky I’ve already checked it for prints.’ Lewis gave a lopsided smile. 
 
    Russell grinned back. ‘But you found no matches?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly not,’ Lewis answered. ‘Anyway, what were you doing with it in there?’ 
 
    ‘Ah. I wanted to see if our Frenchman, Monsieur Salle, reacted when I showed it to him.’ 
 
    ‘And did he?’ 
 
    He tried not to but I’m sure he recognised it.’ 
 
    ‘How does he fit into the puzzle, do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know at the moment,’ Russell answered slowly, stroking his chin. ‘But I’m pretty sure he’s tied up in it somehow. In fact I’d go as far as to say I believe he’s up to his neck in it.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
    Russell shrugged. ‘Long term – I don’t know, but for now, I’m going to have to give his freedom...’  
 
    He turned once more and was just opening the door when he was stopped again – this time by Wickstead, the desk sergeant. ‘Sonny, there’s a phone call for you.’ 
 
    ‘Can it wait? I’ve to get back in there.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’ll want to take this call – it’s Captain Salt.’ 
 
    ‘In that case… Hang on.’ He put his head round the door. ‘Weeks, hold the fort, I’ll be back in minute.’ 
 
     
 
    Russell picked up the handset that Wickstead had laid on the counter. ‘Captain. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s what I can do for you, Sonny,’ Salt replied. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s something that Jack Spratt has just witnessed. Something he overheard in the Shipwrights Arms.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me more.’ 
 
    ‘Sailor Tedham and Frankie Drake were deep in conversation…’ Russell pricked up his ears. ‘…And it got rather heated – beer was spilled; a table was almost turned over.’ 
 
    ‘What was said?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently Drake admitted that he’d hit someone – a policewoman…’ 
 
    ‘With a piece of wood?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got the weapon with his prints on here. Are they still there? I do hope so.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not, Sonny. They were on their way out – in a hurry – as I came in. I got Jack to have a look outside but they’d skedaddled.’ 
 
    ‘Many thanks, Captain. I just have to do something here then I’ll be right over.’ 
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    ‘You want to do what?’ 
 
    ‘I want to hold Salle for a further 24 hours, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell! His lawyer will have a field day!’ Superintendent Stout’s blood pressure was rising, his face reddening.  
 
    ‘He hasn’t asked for a lawyer.’ 
 
    ‘He will – mark my words.’ 
 
    ‘So can I detain him – sir?’ 
 
    ‘Remind me – on what grounds…?’ 
 
    ‘Suspicion of handling stolen goods.’ 
 
    ‘Suspicion? Is that all?’ 
 
    Russell shrugged. 
 
    Stout shook his head, a look of disbelief on his face. ‘You have to be joking. Not only have you not got a scintilla of evidence but, as a foreign national, we have to give him a certain degree of protection. So the answer is no.’ 
 
    ‘But, sir…’ 
 
    The Superintendent reached for his tin of cheroots. He took one out. Just before lighting it he spoke. ‘Go on. Get out. If all you can offer me is suspicions, don’t come back until you’ve got certainties. And for goodness sake, get someone to take Monsieur Salle back to wherever he’s left his car. We don’t want an international incident on our hands.’ 
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    Russell and Weeks were driving along the road to Compass Point. As they rounded a left-hand bend a vehicle came towards them – speeding on the wrong side of the road. Luckily Weeks’s lightning reflexes saved them from a nasty collision as he flung the wheel over, the car mounted the verge and bounced on its springs. He brought it to a halt in a cloud of dust. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell!  They were in a hurry!’ Weeks was white-faced. 
 
    ‘They certainly were. If we didn’t have more important business I’d say chase them. Sadly we’ll have to leave it.’ 
 
      
 
    On arrival at Compass Point, they found Salt was waiting in the entrance of the Shipwrights Arms. As soon as the door of the Wolseley opened the terrier leapt out and ran up to the Captain. 
 
    ‘Aggie!’ Russell shouted. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, Sonny. I don’t mind, she’s my favourite little dog.’ The terrier danced around him, her tail wagging madly. He bent down and ruffled the thick hair on her neck. ‘I’m afraid the birds have flown,’ he said. ‘They drove off in that Bedford van like the devil himself was after them. The van went over the level crossing so fast it all but took off.’ 
 
    The two detectives looked at each other. Russell turned to Salt and sighed. ‘We’ve just passed them. They ran us off the road. Too late to give chase but we can let the station know.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get them on the radio, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Good lad.’ Then to Salt: ‘Is Jack still here?’ 
 
    Salt chuckled. ‘The tide’s out so Spratt is in.’ He nodded towards the bar. 
 
    Crossing the sawdust-covered floor, Russell took a seat next to the ferryman. 
 
    ‘Drink, Sonny?’ Alf asked. 
 
    ‘Better not. Wouldn’t mind a cuppa though.’ The landlord smiled and went out into his private quarters. Russell looked at Spratt. ‘Tell me what you heard, Jack.’ 
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    ‘We’re going to ‘ave to dump the van.’ Tedham shouted, over the noise of the engine. 
 
    Drake wrestled with the wheel, his face tense with concentration, as the Bedford bounced across the uneven road surface. ‘Why?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Because that was Russell’s bloody motor we drove off the road. Knowing ’im ’e’ll be straight on to the station – putting out an all car alert.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t dump it - we’ve got to go back and recover those sacks,’ Drake replied. 
 
    Tedham let out a bark of laughter. ‘You’re joking! We’re not going back to Compass Point – the loot will ’ave to stay in the mud.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    The laugh turned into a howl. ‘You’ll just ’ave to hope that it stays hidden. If Nipper finds out what you did… Well, you’ll just have to pray ’e don’t.’ The van swerved round a pothole. ‘Christ, Frankie! You trying to kill us?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Sailor.’ He straightened the steering. ‘What are we gonna do with the van?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The van. You said we’d ’ave to dump it.’ 
 
    ‘I know!’ Tedham snapped. ‘I’m just trying to think of the best place.’ Drake stared ahead – concentrating on the road. 
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    The uniformed constable drove Salle back to Rock-a-Nore. ‘This will be fine,’ the Frenchman said, before they reached the place where he had parked the Citroën. He was prepared to walk the last couple of hundred yards so the policeman didn’t see his distinctive car. He stood in the road, watching the police vehicle until it was out of sight. When he reached his own car he sat in the driver’s seat but didn’t start the engine. He was experiencing a whole catalogue of emotions: relief that he had been allowed to leave the police station; frustration that he was no further in recovering the stolen goods; anger that he had been duped by two dumb fishermen. He banged his fists on the steering wheel and growled through gritted teeth: ‘When I get my hands on them…’  
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    He had haunted the Seahorse Inn, probably driving the staff to distraction, spending hours sitting at the bar with a single drink. Every time the door opened he had swivelled on his stool, then glowered and turned back when he saw that is was a stranger who entered. In between he visited other hostelries in Nottery Quay, enquiring after Stump and Crabbe, but with no more success. Deciding to widen the net, he set off for Compass Point… but not alone. 
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    Afternoon daylight was softly merging into dusk as Ted Stump and Nipper Crabbe slunk into the Shipwrights Arms. Jack Spratt must have been sleeping off the after-effects of a lunchtime session as the bar was empty apart from the landlord.  
 
    ‘Two pints, Alf.’  
 
    Alf turned and filled two tankards from the barrel in the rack behind the bar. Crabbe dropped some coppers on the worn countertop and carried the drinks over to the corner table where he took a seat opposite Stump, his back to the window. 
 
      
 
    The Citroën glided over the crossing of the three-foot gauge railway line at Compass Point; the hydro-pneumatic, self-levelling suspension smoothing the car’s passage. Quietly, it drew up some yards short of the Shipwrights Arms, the engine was switched off and the car slowly lowered. Two men climbed out, carefully pushing the doors closed, not making a sound. They walked stealthily towards the pub, Big Paul towering over Salle, who was not a small man. As they stopped at the corner of the building, the Frenchman held his hand up by way of caution. He leaned slowly towards the window, taking care to remain unseen. He could see the two men inside, sitting, talking quietly, taking the occasional swig from their tankards. At one point Stump looked up and appeared to stare out into the darkness. Salle remained frozen, sure he’d be seen. Then the fisherman looked away, his blank expression unchanged. Salle relaxed. He continued watching as the men drained their drinks, stood up and made their way to the door, Crabbe leading the way.  
 
    Salle whispered to Big Paul: ‘I will take the first one, you grab the second.’ As Crabbe emerged Salle was on him, grasping the lapels of his threadbare jacket. 
 
    ‘What have you done with it?’ he hissed, his face inches from the other man’s. 
 
    ‘W-what? I dunno what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘My gold and silver! The crate you said was lost overboard!’ Crabbe remained speechless. ‘Come on! Where is it?’ Salle spat, flecks of spittle peppering the man’s face. 
 
    Seeing what was happening to his companion Stump started sliding away into the darkness. He didn’t get far. Salle’s hulking companion appeared, gripped his throat and twisted his arm up behind his back – hard. Stump gasped but was powerless to resist as the man all but lifted his feet off the ground and propelled him towards the car. As Salle turned to look, Crabbe knocked his hands away and punched him hard on the side of the face. The Frenchman yelped in pain and staggered to one side. Crabbe rushed off into the darkness before he could be stopped. Stump was bundled into the back of the Citroën followed by Big Paul. Salle picked himself up and stumbled to the car, muttering darkly and rubbing his jaw. He slumped into the driver’s seat, started the engine and set off swiftly, even before the suspension had fully risen.   
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    ‘Are you sure this will be all right?’ 
 
    ‘I told you, stop fussin’. Nobody’s gonna look for it ’ere.’ 
 
    Tedham had told Drake to turn off the road back to Collinghurst and they’d bumped and bounced along the rutted track towards Shell Bay. He’d directed him round to the side of the Martello tower which was overgrown with weeds and scrubby elder trees. By leaving the van between the tower and the undergrowth, it would be rendered virtually invisible. It was so tightly wedged that the men had to make their way through the van and out of the back doors.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ Tedham said. ‘Pull some branches across and then we can skedaddle.’ 
 
    ‘But where to?’  
 
    ‘My mate Lou has got an old boat on the bank, farther up the river. More of a hulk, really – don’t go nowhere, he uses it as a sort of caravan. ’E’s said I can stay there any time.’ 
 
    ‘How are we going to find our way? It’s nearly dark.’ 
 
    Tedham chuckled and reached into his pocket. ‘Got a light?’ 
 
    Drake struck a match on the side of a box of Swan Vestas. The flame lit up the brass compass that the other man had produced. ‘I don’t go nowhere without it. Never know when it’ll come in handy. Right, the spot where the boat is on the river is almost due north from here. Shouldn’t take more’n ’alf an ’our if we cut across the dunes.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The Monuments, Fine Arts, and Archives section of the Allies was a small corps of mostly middle-aged men and a few women who interrupted careers as historians, architects, museum curators and professors to mitigate combat damage. They found and recovered countless artworks stolen by the Nazis.
  
 
    The following morning Russell was sitting in his office, leaning back in his chair, hands clasped behind his head. His eyes were half closed as he softly whistled Jo Stafford’s Shrimp Boats is a’comin’. A tidy, compact man, tending to round, his hair was neatly Brylcreem-ed, the shine matching the gloss on his shoes. Beneath the desk Aggie was resting her chin on one polished toe-cap.  
 
    Russell was struggling to make sense of what had happened so far. He was finding the case more than a little baffling. It seemed certain that a large consignment of stolen valuables was at the centre of it, but not only were the goods missing, a WPC had also been hurt. He felt very guilty about that. Although he didn’t have any concrete evidence against Salle, he was sure the suave Frenchman was heavily involved. And what about the fishermen? Frankie Drake had certainly thumped Nettie, and his mate, Sailor Tedham, was far too cocky. It was a shame he and Weeks hadn’t realised it was the pair’s Bedford that had forced them off the road the day before. If they’d given chase, they may well have caught them but, as it happened, they, and their van, had disappeared into thin air. 
 
    If only that first, full crate hadn’t vanished, they might know a lot more. And the scraps of newspaper. Although there was no definite evidence, he, and Lewis, thought it pointed to the stolen goods coming from Germany at the end of the war. They had discussed it at length.  
 
      
 
    Throughout the hostilities Hermann Goering, Heinrich Himmler and Alfred Rosenberg had teams scouring occupied Europe for works of art to add to their collections. As the war rumbled on, very little could be done about this looting and it wasn’t until the autumn of 1943 when the US War department set up the Monuments, Fine Arts and Archives branch that notice was taken of this large-scale robbery. Its brief was to locate, catalogue and preserve looted cultural treasure and prepare for its restitution. Later, when the war was drawing to a close, a handful of ‘Monuments Men’ moved across France and into Germany. They found themselves custodians of millions of cultural items at a time when the military were unduly concerned; they had more pressing matters in which they were involved. Inevitably though, much of this contraband slipped through the net, and this was what Russell was convinced they were dealing with. If only his boss, Superintendent Stout, shared the same conviction… 
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    The warehouses at Nottery Quay had been heavily bombed during the war. There was talk of regenerating the area around the wharf but so far, it was only talk. The South-East had suffered badly from the onslaught; there were still many signs of the damage that had been inflicted across the area. Funds were limited and the council deemed it more important to provide housing for those who had lost their homes. So, the industrial area around the quay remained undeveloped. Some of the warehouses were totally derelict, others just had a bit of damage. This suited Monsieur Albert Salle admirably.  
 
    The previous evening, after driving away from Compass Point, he had found one warehouse that had a large pair of double doors – battered but intact. It was a surprise that the local kids hadn’t been in and made camps – probably the heavy padlock on the doors had deterred them. But not Salle. Big Paul was adept with a pick and in a very few moments the lock had fallen open, the doors were eased apart and the Citroën was driven in. At the top of a rickety wooden staircase there was one room which had probably served as the foreman’s office. The large windows all round, now broken, had probably allowed him to watch what went on down below. Inside was a single wooden chair and not much else.  
 
    Ted Stump was sitting on the chair. He’d been sitting there all night. He wasn’t going anywhere. His wrists were tied behind him and ropes bound his chest to the back of the seat. He was dog tired and his face was sore; he tasted blood and his tongue could feel a cavity, where a tooth had been. And he was scared. Salle’s companion was built like a brick outhouse. Despite his size he had not really inflicted any serious damage so far but Stump feared that he’d only just started and there was worse to come. He wasn’t a brave man and he’d told them, early on, that he didn’t have the goods any more – and he didn’t know where they were. But, to his horror, they didn’t believe him, however much he tried to convince them. The big man had stopped knocking him about some hours earlier, and he and Salle gone off to sleep in the car. He’d held back from mentioning Tedham and Drake but decided he’d tell them when they started on him again. He had dozed but was too frightened to sleep for long. As daylight crept through the cracks in the building Stump started quaking. 
 
    He was unable to see if there was any movement below but all was quiet. Panic rose in his throat. He had to get away. He tried flexing his wrists but the bonds were too tight. Likewise the ropes round his chest had no give in them. He tried standing. His legs were shaky from sitting so long, but with an effort he managed to lift the chair off the floor. It was heavy but he was able to shuffle a few feet towards the door. He paused, panting. Still no sound from below. He peered down and could just see the Citroën in the shadows. If he could make it down the staircase he could get out into the street and then what…? He didn’t know, but he knew he needed to escape. Tentatively he shuffled on to the small landing outside the door. It looked a bloody long way down. If he descended forwards the chair could catch on the stairs and topple him over. So, he turned and gingerly stepped backwards. His foot hovered in mid-air and he thought he was going. The panic rose higher. Then his foot touched the step and he regained control. He paused, while he caught his breath. He put the full weight of his foot on the tread. So far, so good. Feeling more confident he tried repeating the move with the other leg. As his foot connected with the tread and he transferred the weight of his body and the chair, the rotten wood gave way and he found himself falling through space. 
 
    ‘Mon Dieu! Quel était ce son? The crash had woken Salle from a deep sleep. He tumbled out of the back of the Citroën, followed by Big Paul from the front. They were faced with the sight of Stump lying at the foot of the stairs in a tangle of rope and broken wood. The position of his body didn’t look natural. He wasn’t moving.  
 
    Big Paul spoke. ‘Is he dead?’ 
 
    Salle knelt and held his fingertips to Stump’s neck. ‘There is no pulse,’ he said, shaking his head.  
 
    ‘Now we can’t find out where the goods are.’ 
 
    Salle looked at him. ‘Merde! Are you mad?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You are worrying about that when we have a dead body on our hands?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that what you wanted me to do anyway?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Salle snapped. ‘I only wanted you to frighten him!’ 
 
    ‘But I thought…’ 
 
    ‘Why do you think I stopped you from going too far last night?’ The big man stared but remained silent. ‘Anyway, what are we going to do now? We cannot leave him here.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because, when the authorities find him they will know he died in suspicious circumstances. That other man, Crabbe, was there when we took him and he may well tell them.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you suggest we do?’ 
 
    The Frenchman paused before speaking. ‘I think we must put him somewhere where it looks like he has had an accident.’ 
 
    ‘But he has.’ 
 
    Salle snorted. ‘What? Fell down a staircase in a derelict warehouse, tied to a chair? That is no accident!’ 
 
    ‘What then?’ 
 
    ‘He is – or he was – a fisherman. Perhaps he fell overboard from a boat.’ 
 
    Big Paul nodded his head slowly. ‘Yes, that is possible.’ 
 
    ‘So we put him in the water.’ 
 
    ‘What, here?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Salle snapped. ‘Too close to home. We’ll dump him in the river, over towards Compass Point.’ 
 
    ‘Now?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not now! We’ll have to wait until dark. I suggest we put him in the boot of the car – just in case anyone comes looking around.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘So let’s get it done, and then we can have some more sleep. There’s nothing we can do until tonight.’ 
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Captain Salt stood on the quayside at Compass Point. It was a sparkling spring day, the rainy weather a distant memory. Small, pristine white clouds drifted lazily across the sky; the drawn-out rising ‘peewit’ call of lapwings sounded from across the river at Shell Bay. He could see them soaring and falling on broad wings, twisting and turning in the warm air. His attention was then drawn to a rusty, clanking monster slowly working its way up the channel. Looking and sounding like a throwback to the industrial revolution, it was a steam-powered bucket dredger – a cross between a barge and an excavator, with a tall, slender chimney belching thick grey smoke. It was only a small model but still looked huge in the narrow strip of water. A ‘ladder’, angled at 30 degrees, extended above and below the hull, supporting a continuous chain of large metal buckets, lifting silt and mud from the river bottom.  Its hire was costing Salt handsomely so he wanted to get the channel cleared as quickly as possible, hopefully in just one day. Suddenly a shout went up – the clanking ceased and the buckets stopped revolving. All was quiet except for the panting of the steam engine.  
 
     ‘What’s up?’ Salt called out. ‘Why have you stopped?’  
 
    ‘Something in the bucket,’ a figure on deck replied. 
 
    Salt strained to see what the man was pointing at. ‘What is it?’ he asked, tetchily. ‘Is it important?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a sack,’ the man said. Salt could see him tugging at something in the hold. ‘Bloody hell…! I think you’d better see this. Can you get across here?’ Salt saw Jack Spratt’s blue dinghy tied up at the ferry steps. There was no sign of the ferryman so he made his way down the stone staircase and climbed nimbly into the boat. He slotted the oars into the rowlocks, untied the painter and pulled strongly across the river. In a few strokes the bow was gently nudging the heavy rope fender encircling the dredger. The line Salt threw was secured by the seaman and he followed it up over the gunwale of the larger vessel. When he saw what the bucket had brought up from the river bed he gasped. There was the remains of a hessian sack, ripped and torn, spilling its contents into the mud in the hold. He could see packages, most tightly wrapped in oilcloth. But half a dozen or so had ripped open, revealing flashes of gold and silver. 
 
    ‘I think I ought to get Sonny over here – right away,’ he said, quietly. ‘You’ll have to stop work until he arrives, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    The seaman shrugged. ‘That’s fine. You’re paying.’ 
 
    Salt offered a shrug of his own, took a deep breath and sighed. ‘You’re right there.’ He furrowed his brow. ‘Look. I think I had better stay here. Can you go and find Mitch in the boatyard?’ 
 
    ‘Sure...’ 
 
    ‘Tell him to ring the police station and ask for DI Russell.’ 
 
    ‘I could do that. But wouldn’t it be better if we get this tub tied up alongside first?’ 
 
    For the first time since he’d come on board Salt looked up from the hold and saw that the vessel had drifted a dozen or more yards on the tide. ‘Good idea.’ 
 
    The man shouted to his companion in the wheelhouse. ‘Take her alongside, Tel.’ Slowly the boat turned towards the quay. Just then Mitchell appeared from his office in time to catch the mooring rope and tie it off on a bollard. 
 
    ‘Mitch,’ Salt called. ‘Ring Sonny Russell and tell him to get here, pronto. He’ll want to see what we’ve found.’ 
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    The sack, and its contents, had been decanted on to the quayside. ‘This puts a whole new complexion on the case,’ Russell said. He and Weeks were carefully picking over the heap, the little terrier sniffing and wagging her tail excitedly. ‘I must say, this is quite unbelievable. How on earth did it get there?’ He looked up at Salt. 
 
    The Captain shrugged. ‘Didn’t you say you found an empty crate?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but that was several miles along the coast.’ Russell rubbed his chin, ‘You’re not suggesting that it fell out of the crate and got washed along the beach, are you?’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not. Even though the longshore drift would have carried it east, it’s hardly likely to have come this far up the channel.’ 
 
    Russell tutted. ‘Then it doesn’t get us any further.’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ Weeks interrupted. ‘Didn’t WPC Sharpe say she saw sacks in that net hut?’ 
 
    ‘So she did! Well done lad.’ Russell frowned. ‘But how an earth did one end up here?’ 
 
    ‘The van, sir. The one that ran us off the road.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Russell exclaimed. ‘Sailor Tedham and Frankie Drake. I just wish we’d given chase at the time.’ 
 
    ‘But they’d have dumped the stuff by then so we wouldn’t be any the wiser. It only came to light because of the dredger,’ Weeks reasoned. 
 
    ‘Yes, true. That was a lucky break. We’d better get this little lot collected and taken back to the station.’ 
 
    ‘Can they get on with clearing the channel now?’ Salt was aware that time was ticking by and the tide would soon turn. 
 
    Russell looked at him. ‘I’m afraid not, Captain. I want to wait until low water so we can see if there’s anything else down there.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t we send a diver down?’ Weeks asked. 
 
    Russell turned to Salt and arched an eyebrow. ‘Afraid not, lad,’ the Captain said sadly. ‘The dredger’s churned up the mud. He wouldn’t be able to see his hand in front of his face.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing for it then, I’m afraid. We’ll just have to sit it out until we can see the bottom. When’s low tide?’ 
 
    Salt took out his large fob watch and consulted the dial. ‘After dark. We’ll have to wait for the next low water, early tomorrow.’ 
 
    The man from the dredger who had been standing quietly to one side, listening, spoke. ‘If that’s the case, I think we’re done for the day. Sorry, Captain. We’ll have to pack up now so the boat can settle on the mud.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. Are you still okay to carry on tomorrow?’ Salt was resigned to paying for an extra day. 
 
    ‘Yes, we should be all right,’ the man said. ‘We’re not due to do the next job until the end of the week. We’ll start again in the morning, once there’s enough water.’ With that, he turned and climbed aboard his vessel. 
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    After they had dealt with the body, Salle turned to his companion. ‘I am concerned that this car is, how you say, a little too recognisable. I think it would be good if it disappeared for the time being. So, perhaps you could put it in your garage?’ The big man grunted his assent. ‘And then we can use your van. It is not so conspicuous.’ As he got out of the car Big Paul nodded and slid across the seat. Before closing the door Salle leaned back in. ‘I will see you back here in half an hour. Okay?’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    A bucket-ladder dredger scoops material from a river or sea-bed, and then carries it in the upright buckets to the top of the ladder. At the top the buckets rotate into an upside down position and their contents fall into a chute. 
 
      
 
    The next day – bright and early – Russell and Weeks were back at the quayside at Compass Point. Aggie was at her master’s side, interested, as always, in what was going on. They stood looking down as a couple of uniformed constables, dressed in chest waders, slopped around in the mud, poking the glutinous goo with long sticks. ‘Are you sure we’re in the right place, sir?’ PC Beaumont called, looking up. 
 
    ‘Yes, according to the skipper of the dredger, that’s where they picked up the sacks.’ 
 
    The men carried on for some while, stabbing with their sticks, slowly moving forward, laboriously lifting each foot, the thick mud clinging stickily to their waders. It seemed a thankless task. All that was visible was the brownish surface, pockmarked with a darker grey as they stirred up the bottom, releasing a smell reminiscent of rotting vegetation. The other constable, PC Lee, stopped and prodded the same place several times. ‘Sir!’ he said, excitement lighting his face. ‘I’ve found something!’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Russell and Weeks peered down. 
 
    Lee leant forward and plunged his arm into the mud, up to the elbow. The others looked on, expectantly. With an effort he pulled out … a bucket. 
 
    ‘Oh great,’ Russell groaned. ‘Carry on. You may find something else.’ The two constables continued squelching through the slime, moving slowly along the channel for another half an hour. In that time all they turned up was a bicycle frame, a pram wheel and a small anchor. ‘Sir,’ Beaumont called out miserably. ‘Can we pack up now?’ 
 
    Russell looked and saw the incoming tide swirling round the knees of the PCs. ‘Okay lads. Let’s call it a day.’ They made their slow way to the rusty ladder and climbed up on to the quayside. As they peeled off their waders great blobs of smelly mud landed on the ground with a ‘splat’.  
 
      
 
    … If they had stayed just another five minutes, and moved forward just a few more feet, they would have stumbled over the other two sacks. But, as it was, the treasures remained hidden in their muddy grave… 
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    The dredger had been moored overnight alongside the wooden wharf on the other side of the river. Earlier that morning the men on board had piled coal on to the embers in the firebox and got steam up. A curl of black smoke drifted lazily from the chimney and there was a gentle panting as pressure built up in the boiler. Soon they were ready to get started again. Once there was enough water to lift the craft off the bottom, gears were engaged and the buckets started clanking round, bringing up more silt. They had gone no more than a couple of dozen yards when a shout went up, the vessel stopped moving forward and the bucket chain ground to a halt. The two constables had been changing out of their waders while the detectives chatted with Salt. As soon as they heard the raised voice they looked towards the dredger. 
 
     Salt was irritated that work had stopped – again. ‘What is it this time?’ he shouted. ‘Another sack?’ 
 
    ‘No, Captain.’ The voice was quiet, with a waver in it. ‘I think you’d better come over. And bring those coppers with you.’ 
 
    Spratt’s dinghy had risen on the tide, but was at the bottom of weed covered steps. Salt carefully made his way down, followed by Russell and Weeks. The two detectives sat in the stern, the terrier between them, while the Captain settled himself on the thwart, amidships. ‘Right, cast off,’ he said and slotted the oars into the rowlocks. The tide was beginning to flow swiftly and he had to row the boat diagonally across the channel to prevent it being swept upstream. The men on the dredger were ready to receive them and soon all three were clambering over the gunwale. What greeted them made Weeks gasp and Salt whistle. 
 
    ‘What the…!’ Russell exclaimed. In one of the buckets, several feet above the deck, was the body of a man. A broken man. His clothes were torn and stained brown – with blood or slime – and his limbs lay at unnatural angles to his torso. Like a rag doll. 
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    With difficulty, they had eased the broken body out of the bucket and placed it gently, almost reverently, in the dinghy. Salt had rowed it across to the other side and willing hands had carried it up to the quayside where it lay, oozing mud, blood and seawater, on an old canvas sheet. The pathologist, John Crooks, had been summoned from the mortuary in Collinghurst. Soon he, Russell and Weeks were standing round puzzling how this had come about. The two constables were holding back the handful of trippers who had just arrived on the mid-day train. They were now more interested in what was going on at the quayside than being rowed across to Shell Bay and the beach. 
 
    ‘Do you think he drowned, John?’ the DI asked. 
 
    ‘It looks that way, Sonny, although I won’t know for sure until I get him back and do the post-mortem. He’s certainly had a bashing though. Do you know him?’  
 
    ‘I thought so at first. Thought it was one of the fishermen who’re mixed up with the stolen treasure hoard we found earlier, but no, he’s not one of them.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose we’ll have to wait and see if anyone reports him missing.’ 
 
    ‘Sir…’ PC Beaumont had walked over, leaving Lee to deal with the rubberneckers. 
 
    ‘Yes, constable?’ 
 
    ‘I think I might know him.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘I think he is a fisherman.’ 
 
    ‘I’d agree with that, judging by what’s left of his clothes. Don’t suppose you’d happen to know his name?’ 
 
    Beaumont furrowed his brow. ‘Ted somebody, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Surname?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t think of it at the moment, but I’m pretty sure he works on one of the boats at Rock-a-Nore. Usually with a chap called, er, Crabbe. That’s it, Nipper Crabbe.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he doing here then, sir?’ Weeks asked. ‘He’s a long way from Hastings.’ 
 
    Russell rubbed his chin. ‘I suppose he could have been washed in on the tide.’ 
 
      
 
    The DI recalled a case, a couple of years previously, when another body, bundled up in carpet underlay, had washed up at Compass Point. When they had undone the carefully tied knots and unwrapped it, they discovered that the man’s body was covered in lacerations. Although not deep enough to have killed him, Crooks thought they had contributed to his death. It was just the first in a series of bizarre deaths that took Russell on a journey to Germany, where he learnt about Nazi punishment squads, and ultimately to northern France. There, a further death was prevented, more by luck than judgment, and DC Weeks came close to losing his own life. Caught up in the memory, he was oblivious to his current surroundings but he was shaken out of his reverie when he realised Crooks was speaking to him. 
 
    ‘Can we take him back to the mortuary, Sonny?’ 
 
    Russell looked up. ‘What? Oh yes, of course. No reason to leave the poor blighter here any longer.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I’ll let you know as soon as we’ve found out what caused his demise.’ 
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    The body was laid carefully in the back of the van that Crooks and his assistant had arrived in earlier. The two constables had loaded their waders into the boot of their squad car, said their farewells and headed back to the police station. Weeks was just about to open the door of the Wolseley when Russell stopped him. 
 
    ‘No, lad. There’s no rush. Let’s go and have a drink in the Shipwrights with the Captain.’ Weeks raised an eyebrow. ‘One won’t hurt and we could both do with it. We’ve had quite a morning already. We can grab a bite to eat, too.’ He looked towards Salt. 
 
    ‘That sounds like a splendid idea.’ Taking his fob watch out of his pocket he nodded and said, ‘The sun’s just about over the yardarm.’ 
 
      
 
    Seated round the tin-topped table by the fireplace, the three men lifted their glasses. ‘Cheers,’ Russell said. ‘Here’s to unravelling this rather convoluted case.’ They drank a toast and settled on their seats. 
 
    ‘So, Sonny, have you any idea who the poor unfortunate is?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not, Captain. PC Beaumont seemed to think his first name was Ted but that’s about all we know. I’ve sent him and Lee off to start asking around the fishing community at Rock-a-Nore, so I expect we’ll find out in due course.’ A polite cough made him turn round. The landlord, looking dapper as usual, in smart grey suit and dark tie, had come up behind him. He was rubbing his finger around the collar of his shirt, as if it was too tight. ‘What is it Alf?’ 
 
    Alf put his hand in his pocket. He cleared his throat. ‘I don’t know whether it’s important,’ he said, his voice soft and respectful, ‘but I think I’ve seen the man you’re talking about.’  
 
    ‘When was that?’ 
 
    ‘A couple of nights ago. He was in here with Nipper Crabbe.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. I know him of old.’ 
 
    ‘Did you speak to them?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. They took their drinks over to this table and I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they seemed nervous. They only stopped for one drink then left.’ Russell waited while Alf shuffled his feet and looked thoughtful. Then he continued. ‘It was odd though.’ 
 
    ‘What was, Alf?’ 
 
    ‘It was dark outside but I’m sure I saw a face at the window – just a glimpse.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see who it was?’ 
 
    ‘No. But just that after the fishermen got up and left. And that was odd, too.’ Russell cocked his head to one side. ‘There seemed to be some sort of scuffle outside. I went to the door but couldn’t see anybody. Then an engine started and a car drove off, going hell for leather.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you know what sort of car?’ 
 
    Alf shook his head. ‘Afraid not. I only caught a glimpse, but somehow I don’t think it was an ordinary English car – something about it made me think it was foreign, perhaps French?’ 
 
    ‘That’s most interesting. But you didn’t see anyone?’ 
 
    ‘No. Just the car, and then only for a second or two.’ 
 
    ‘Well thanks, anyway. That could be very useful.’ 
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    After their early lunch the two detectives had returned to the station. They were sitting in Russell’s compact office. Weeks was leaning forward, curly hair flopping over his forehead, as he concentrated on his notebook.  His fingers were stained blue from a leaky pen. Russell sat back in his chair, hands behind his head, and softly whistling Mystery Train. Aggie lay on the floor under the table, her head on her paws, one eye open, alert to what was going on. There was a knock on the door. Russell stopped whistling. ‘Come in.’ 
 
    The door opened and WPC Sharpe appeared. Her auburn hair was pulled back neatly into a bun and her grey eyes were shining. ‘Sir…’ The terrier sat up, her tail wagging. 
 
    Russell smiled. ‘Hello Nettie, what is it?’ 
 
    She wrinkled her brow, the skin at the corners of her eyes crinkling. ‘It may be of no importance. It’s something I’ve been thinking about. I’m not sure if it’s relevant, sir, but I thought I ought to tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘I was out on the beat a couple of evenings ago, with Constable Lee, round the back of Nottery Quay – where the old warehouses are.’ 
 
    ‘I know. The ones that were bombed during the war. The council keep talking about renovating them, but nothing’s happened yet.’ 
 
    ‘They’re the ones. Well, as I said, we were patrolling the area when we saw someone open the doors to one of the warehouses and a car came out. The man closed the doors and then got in the car and it drove off.’ 
 
    ‘Did you take a look at the warehouse while you were there?’ 
 
    ‘We did. Lee shone his torch and we could see there was a padlock on the door, so we assumed it was all above board.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it does sound pretty innocent. They might have just parked the car in there.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, sir. But the more I thought about it the more I realised it wasn’t an ordinary car.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, Nettie?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not an expert but I didn’t think it looked English – you know, an Austin or a Morris. Lee didn’t think so, either.’ 
 
    ‘What was it then?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I asked my younger brother – he’s motor mad – and he showed me his scrapbook, where he keeps pictures of cars. He’s only 14 but he’d like to be a racing driver one day.’ She chuckled at the thought.  ‘Anyway as we flicked through, I stopped him. I recognised the shape of one. I asked him what make it was and he told me it was one of the latest Citroëns. It looked very futuristic.’ 
 
    ‘Funny. Alf mentioned a foreign car, too.’ 
 
    Weeks looked up from his notes and pushed his hair off his forehead. ‘Didn’t Bruissement say something about a Citroën in Boulogne – when they were loading those crates?’ 
 
    Russell sat up. ‘Don’t suppose you saw what colour it was, Nettie?’ 
 
    ‘It was pretty dark, but just as it went round the corner it passed under a streetlamp. It looked like it had a two-tone colour scheme. Maybe green and white?’ 
 
    Weeks flicked through his notes. ‘Could it have been blue and cream?’ 
 
    Sharpe thought for a moment. ‘It could have been,’ she said slowly. ‘Difficult to be sure at that distance in that light…’ 
 
    ‘What did Lee think? Russell asked. 
 
    ‘Same as you, sir. Just someone parking off the road.’ She stood there, a thoughtful expression on her face. 
 
    Russell looked at her intently. ‘There’s something else, Nettie, isn’t there?’ 
 
    ‘Well, sir. I was thinking back to when I got that knock on the head. It didn’t register at the time. But when I saw that picture in the book, it jogged my memory.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘When you were helping me back from the net shed I caught a glimpse of a parked car. I was feeling a bit woozy so didn’t take much notice. But then when I saw the picture my brother showed me it jogged my memory. I’m sure it was the same car I saw the other evening.’ 
 
    ‘Salle!’ Russell and Weeks exclaimed in unison.  
 
    Russell rose from his chair and reached for his trilby from the stand. ‘Thank you Nettie, you’ve been a great help.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir,’ she beamed. 
 
    He settled his hat on his head, straightening it so it was it was aligned, fore and aft. ‘Are you busy at the moment, WPC?’ 
 
    She looked a little surprised. ‘Nothing that can’t wait, sir. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Good, you can come and show us where this warehouse is. And Johnny?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Go and find Lewis and ask him to come as well please. Hopefully there will be some evidence for him to examine.’ 
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    ‘Can I ask where these trinkets came from?’ Septimus Pike was sitting across the table from Salle, a collection of objects between them glinting in the lamplight. It was broad daylight outside, but little light penetrated into the warehouse.  
 
    ‘I am afraid not.’ 
 
    Pike rubbed his chin. ‘Hmm.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if you are not interested…’ Salle stood and started collecting the pieces. He was about to put the first candlestick back in the box he’d brought them in when Pike reached out with a claw-like hand and gripped his wrist. He could see an handsome profit disappearing. 
 
    ‘Sit down. I didn’t say I wasn’t interested.’ Salle put the candlestick back and took his seat again. Pike picked up a porcelain figurine and turned it slowly in his hands. ‘You know, it’s funny. I was looking at some pieces that were very similar to these, just a few days ago.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ Salle said, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    ‘Yes, very similar.’ Pike reached into a pocket, and after rummaging for a few moments took out a magnifying glass. Putting down the figurine he picked up a silver statuette. Inverting it, he examined the marks on the base. ‘In fact, I would say they were from the same source.’ He looked up and waited. 
 
    Salle swallowed and when he spoke his voice was husky. ‘Who showed them to you?’ 
 
    Pike smiled, showing crooked stained teeth. ‘Ah, that would be telling.’ He looked down again at the statuette. ‘I’m not in the habit of giving away my sources.’ A noise made him look up again. The smile quickly faded when he saw the gun that Salle was pointing at him. 
 
    ‘I said… Who showed you them?’ His hand was steady, his voice steely. 
 
    Pike carefully laid down the glass and the statuette and held his hands up in submission. ‘There, there. There’s no need for that.’ 
 
    The voice became a growl. ‘I want to know… now.’ 
 
    ‘Well if that’s the case, I’ll tell you.’ Beads of sweat had appeared on his forehead. He swallowed, his prominent Adams apple bobbing in his scrawny throat.  ‘But first, would you mind not pointing that gun at me?’ Salle lowered the weapon but only by a fraction. ‘All I know is that the fellow’s name is Duncan.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you meet him?’ 
 
    ‘He came here.’ 
 
    ‘I presume he has his own place?’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a warehouse in Collinghurst. Round the back of the hospital, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Where did he get the pieces from?’ 
 
    ‘That I don’t know.’ 
 
    Salle leaned forward and before Pike could react, he had gripped the lapel of the man’s coat and pressed the barrel of the gun against his head. ‘Don’t play games with me,’ he hissed. ‘I do not have time for your nonsense.’ 
 
    The sweat started trickling down Pike’s face, leaving pale streaks on his grimy cheeks. ‘I think it was from a couple of fishermen.’ 
 
    The gun was pressed harder against his skin. ‘Names?’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t know.’ Pike was shaking now. 
 
    Salle let go of the coat collar and slapped him hard. ‘I said NAMES!’ 
 
    ‘Truly! I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Try Crabbe and Stump!’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it was, maybe it wasn’t. He never told me. He didn’t even say it was fishermen, I just guessed…’ 
 
    Salle slipped the gun back into his pocket. ‘You had better be telling the truth. If I find you have been lying…’ The words hung in the air between them.  
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    ‘That’s the one, sir,’ WPC Sharpe said, pointing towards the ruined building. Weeks stopped the Wolseley outside the warehouse and Lewis, in the Morris J type van, pulled up behind them. They got out of the car. The wooden doors of the warehouse were battered and scarred; traces of flaking paint clung to the worn woodwork. They were firmly closed with a heavy padlock securing them. Russell shook it hard and it fell open. He looked at Sharpe. She blushed. ‘Sorry, sir, we should have checked.’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry. We’re here now.’ Weeks was about to drag one of the doors open when Lewis grabbed his arm. ‘Hang on, there may be fingerprints.’ He looked at Russell. ‘Better hang on to Aggie, too.’ 
 
    ‘Oh – right.’ 
 
    Lewis put on a pair of gloves and carefully pulled the door open far enough so he could slide in. ‘You stay here while I look around. We want as little disturbance as possible, if we’re going to find anything.’  
 
    Keeping to the walls of the interior the forensics expert made a careful, visual examination. Tyre tracks were clearly visible in the dust and dirt on the brick floor, along with scuffed footprints. But what caught his attention was a pile of broken sticks, a tangle of rope and a dark stain on the floor near the bottom of a wooden staircase. Moving cautiously forward he crouched and looked more closely. ‘Well I’ll be…’ he muttered. 
 
    Russell stuck his head round the door opening. ‘Found anything?’  
 
    ‘I certainly have,’ Lewis said, standing up. ‘If I’m not mistaken, something nasty has happened here. Just a minute and I’ll join you.’ He made his cautious way out of the warehouse. 
 
    ‘Tell us what you found.’ 
 
    Lewis explained about the sticks and rope. ‘I reckon that’s the remains of a chair and someone was tied to it. And… he may have come to a sticky end, judging by the bloodstains.’ 
 
    ‘Well, well, well. I’ll leave you to get on with your examination. You don’t need us tramping round, ruining any evidence. Nettie, you stay here. I don’t want any idle passer by nosing around. Johnny, you and I are going to pay the pathologist a visit. I want to see what Crooks has turned up.’ 
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    Crooks had the naked body of the fisherman laid out on the examination table when the two detectives walked in. ‘We’ve got a rum do here, Sonny,’ he said as he straightened up from bending over the table. He arched his back pushing out his ample belly and exhaled noisily. Russell was not a slim man but he looked positively skinny next to the pathologist.  
 
    ‘Why do you say that, John?’ Russell took off his trilby and brushed his hand over his hair. 
 
    ‘At first I thought it was just a case of some poor soul falling overboard – drunk probably – and drowning – then having the misfortune to get scooped up by that dredger.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s not…?’ 
 
    ‘Far from it. For a start, he didn’t drown.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘No. If he had I would have expected his lungs to be full of water, but they were dry. Well, they didn’t contain any seawater, at least.’ 
 
    ‘So how did he die?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the puzzle – I’m not entirely sure.’ He beckoned to the policemen. ‘Come and look at this.’ Russell and Weeks moved closer to the table. ‘See these marks?’ The man’s chest was striped with red weals. Although some were deep the surface of the skin hadn’t been broken – but the wounds looked swollen and angry. 
 
    Weeks gasped. ‘Is that what the buckets on the dredger did to him?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought – at first. But look here.’ Crooks lifted the man’s arm and turned it to show them the inside of his wrist. It too had deep red weals. ‘If it had been the dredger these marks would have been all up his arms, more randomly placed, not just on the wrists.’ 
 
    ‘So what did it? 
 
    ‘I think he was tied up, pre-mortem.’ The two policemen looked at each other. ‘But there’s something else.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that, John?’ Russell asked. 
 
    ‘Splinters.’ 
 
    ‘Splinters?’ 
 
    ‘Wood splinters. Let me show you.’ Crooks beckoned to his assistant. ‘Give me a hand to turn him over.’ Together they rolled the man on to his front. His back had bruising in vertical stripes. ‘See here.’ Russell leaned forward, over the prone figure. Crooks pointed to a deep bruise. Russell leaned in even closer. The pathologist reached forward with a pair of surgical tweezers. Pushing the point into the bruise, he closed the delicate jaws and withdrew a splinter of wood, no more than half an inch long and a fraction of an inch at its widest. He held it up, triumphantly. ‘There. What do you make of that?’ 
 
    ‘I think he was tied to a chair.’ 
 
    Crooks raised his eyebrows. ‘Really?’ He appeared to deliberate for a moment. ‘That would certainly explain the bruising. I thought the marks on his chest and wrists were caused by ropes but I hadn’t considered a chair.’ He paused, thinking, his chin sunk on his chest, as far as his multiple chins would allow. He looked up. ‘But there’s more...’ 
 
    ‘Russell tipped his head to one side. ‘There is?’ 
 
    ‘I won’t know until I’ve finished examining him but the body is very badly bruised – much more than I would expect from being tied up. Plus there are cuts and abrasions on the face and, a missing tooth.’ 
 
    ‘But surely that was caused when the dredger scooped him up?’ 
 
    ‘Not so. All this damage was caused, as I said, pre – not post – mortem. It looks like he was perhaps beaten, then thrown violently to the ground, still tied up.’ 
 
    ‘Poor bugger.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you’ll have to inform next of kin – we’ll need a positive identification.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. There’s a slight problem there,’ Weeks said. ‘We know his name was Ted Stump. Apparently he had been married – twice. The first wife died, the other one left him – no one knows where she is. No children or near relatives either. It seems his closest friend, Nipper Crabbe, would be the one to identify him, but he hasn’t been seen for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Well when you do find him. Send him here.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    A Judas Gate is a small door set in a larger one which can be stepped through without the inconvenience of opening the bigger door. In a Victorian painting, Judas is seen stepping through one on his way to betray Christ, hence the name.  
 
      
 
    Nipper Crabbe was worried. Not only that, he was in a bad way. When he’d left the Shipwrights Arms and made his escape from Salle’s grasp, he had run blindly until his lungs were bursting and he felt could go no further. He stopped, and leaning forward, rested his hands on his thighs, breathing heavily. He was about to sit down so he could regain his composure when a noise startled him. Fear gripped his throat. The sound may have been made by an animal but his nerves were so frazzled that he feared it was Salle and his henchman. He pushed blindly on. It was dark and the track he was following was uneven and stony. Several times he stumbled and just saved himself from falling. He kept running, not knowing where he would end up, just knowing that he needed to get away – as far as possible. For several minutes he was lucky, just keeping his balance and just keeping going. Then a particularly deep rut caused him to lose his footing. He tumbled forward, his limbs flailing, but as he fell, his body twisted and he landed heavily on his outstretched arm. There was a crack and a searing pain shot up to his shoulder. He cried out. But fate wasn’t done with him. As he tumbled forward his head connected with the sharp corner of a rock. He saw stars. Then nothing. 
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    Drake was awake well before dawn. He sat up in his bunk. ‘I’ve ’ad enough with staying ’ere now. I don’t know ’ow many times I’ve bashed me ’ead. I’m fed up of stoopin’ bent double.’ Tall and thin, he had found the low cabin ceiling more than challenging and had suffered enough.  
 
    They had been holed up on the boat belonging to Tedham’s mate for two days. They’d found some cans of stew, some hard biscuits in a tin and there was a water butt on the bank, next to a rickety shed so they hadn’t gone hungry or thirsty. But they were starting to get anxious about the sacks that Drake had thrown in the mud. 
 
    ‘I suppose the heat might ’ave died down by now,’ Tedham muttered. ‘But the rozzers are still gonna be after you for thumping that lass.’ 
 
    ‘If we go now we can get there before it’s properly light, collect the sacks and be away before anyone notices us.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Tedham said slowly. His furrowed brow showed his reluctance. 
 
    Drake was wide awake now and raring to go. He swung his legs off the bunk and stood up, forgetting the low ceiling. There was a crack as his head connected with a solid wooden beam. He bent over, held his head between his hands and jumped up and down. ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’ Tedham couldn’t supress a chuckle at the sight. ‘And you can bugger off, too!’ Drake said, tears in his eyes.  
 
    ‘Sorry! But you looked so funny. Like one o’ them kangyroos.’ 
 
    ‘Well I’m glad it gave you a laugh.’ Drake tugged at his red neckerchief and scowled. 
 
    ‘Cheer up mate. We’ll go and get them sacks, if it’ll make you ’appy.’  
 
      
 
    They set off across the dunes, Tedham consulting his compass from time to time to check they were on the right track. When they approached Compass Point, all appeared quiet. Cautiously they crossed over the railway line and skirted Mitchell’s boatyard. It was too early for any of Mitch’s men to be in but they weren’t taking any chances. There was no sign of Jack Spratt’s motorcycle combination so they assumed the ferryman wasn’t in his shed, sleeping off a heavy night in the Shipwrights Arms. When they got to the quayside they could just make out the dredger, further up the river on the other bank, sitting low on the mud. Looking down, they could see the incoming tide just beginning to swirl around the mud on their side. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Tedham said. ‘Where’s them sacks?’ 
 
    Drake walked a little further along the quayside, his boots crunching on the shingle. ‘’Ere,’ he whispered, ‘this is where I left them.’ He started climbing down the rusty iron ladder. When he reached the lowest dry rung he stopped and reached into the shallow water, feeling for the ropes he’d tied there. His hand found the first one and he pulled, hard. Tedham, standing above him on the quay, saw the mud, a dozen feet out, heave and a slimy sack rise up. Drake pulled it towards him. Tedham leaned down, dragged it up the ladder then cut the rope with his knife. Drake reached down again, found the next rope, pulled, and they repeated the exercise with the second sack. He plunged his hand into the water for the third time and pulled. The rope came up far too fast and he almost lost his balance, twisting away from the ladder but just managing to hold on. He held up the frayed end of the rope. 
 
    ‘What the…!’ Tedham began. 
 
    ‘It’s gone!’ Drake stared at the rope end and shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    ‘But how? Has somebody cut it?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not been cut – torn more like. How did that happen?’ 
 
    Tedham stared up the river to where the dredger was moored, a thin ribbon of grey smoke rising from the funnel. ‘Bet it was that bloody boat.’ 
 
    Drake started climbing back up the steps. ‘How come it didn’t get the others?’ 
 
    ‘Luck I suppose.’ Tedham reached out and gave his friend a hand over the quay wall. ‘That means someone’s got it.’ 
 
    ‘But who? The crew on the dredger?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ He stood still, rubbing his hand across the stubble on his chin. ‘Depends how honest they are. Could be with the police.’ 
 
    ‘Christ,’ Drake whimpered. ‘Nipper’ll kill us when ’e finds out.’ 
 
    ‘Nothin’ we can do about that now.’ Tedham hefted one sack on to his shoulder, the mud oozing down his jersey. ‘Come on. Let’s get out of ’ere. 
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    After some time Crabbe regained consciousness. A painful, groggy consciousness. His head throbbed, a jackhammer beating against his skull. When he tried to move his arm it hurt so badly he nearly passed out again. He moved it more slowly. He gritted his teeth against the pain and looked around. A grey dawn was breaking and he was able to see his surroundings. All about him were sand dunes and scrubby undergrowth. He could hear the sound of the sea to his right and ahead he could make out the distinctive shape of a Martello tower. Gingerly, cradling his arm with the other hand, he got to his feet. Stumbling forward he made slow progress toward the building. When he reached it he saw that there was a crude ramp leading up to the doorway, several feet above the ground. Kids had probably put it there, so they could get inside. Slowly, he made his determined way up the wooden structure, hoping he would be safe, out of sight. The effort took its toll on him and once he’d stepped over the stone threshold he crumpled to the floor and passed out again. 
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Tedham and Drake shouldered the sacks and swiftly made their exit from the quay, dripping a trail of muddy water behind them as they trotted along the track. ‘Now we’ve got away, what are we going to do with them?’ Drake said. His voice was soft, like the distant calling of a bird. 
 
    ‘We could take them back to the boat but Lou might turn up at any time.’ 
 
    ‘What about the van?’ 
 
    Tedham was incredulous. ‘You’re joking, ain’t yer? If the cops find it they’ll know it’s us.’ 
 
    ‘Where else then?’ His voice became even lighter, his breathing laboured as the weight of the sack bore down on him. 
 
    ‘You ever been in that Martello tower? Where we ’id the van?’ Tedham was less affected by the weight as he strode on. 
 
    ‘Some time ago. Not much in there. Kids go in occasionally.’ 
 
    ‘Notice any hidey-holes?’ 
 
    Drake stopped and put the sack down, panting. ‘If I remember right, there’s lots of nooks and crannies.’ 
 
    Tedham was agitated. ‘Right, that’s all I wanted to know. Now let’s get going. It’s growing lighter by the minute.’ Since they’d set out from Compass Point, the sun had begun to creep over the horizon, brightening the grey sky. 
 
    When they reached the tower they were both breathing heavily with the effort of carrying the sacks over the rough terrain. They stopped at the foot of the wooden ramp, getting their breath back. Drake suddenly looked up to the doorway. ‘Shh!’ he hissed. ‘Did you hear that?’ 
 
    Tedham looked up too. ‘What? I didn’t hear nothin’.’ 
 
    ‘Listen!’ They stood quietly for a few moments. 
 
    A bestial groan came from the entrance. ‘You’re right.’ 
 
    ‘Told you I ’eard something. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t bloody know – sounds like an animal that’s been injured.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it doin’ in there?’ 
 
    ‘How the ’ell should I know? Perhaps we’d better go an’ look.’ 
 
    ‘But it could be dangerous!’ Drake’s voice had drifted into an even higher register, his face creased with anxiety. 
 
    ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid! If you’re scared, I’ll go first.’ Tedham moved gingerly up the ramp, Drake following a little way behind. The groans became louder but Tedham carried steadily on. Reaching the doorway, he stepped over the threshold. The interior was dark and at first he saw nothing. But, as his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he could pick out a shadowy form, huddled against the wall. He half turned. ‘Quick! Let’s ’ave a light.’ Drake took a box of matches out of his pocket and held it out at arm’s length, his hand shaking so much that the box rattled. Tedham snatched it away from him and soon had a match alight. Holding it above his head he looked towards the strange shape. 
 
    ‘Oh my Gawd!’ he gasped. ‘It’s Nipper Crabbe!’ 
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    After Lewis and his team had finished their search of the warehouse Russell went back there with Weeks. ‘I still don’t understand how the rope marks on Stump were so deep, or how that chair was so badly smashed.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t he thrown to the floor, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, lad. But it still doesn’t feel right.’ He peered around, his forehead creased in concentration. Then he looked upwards and his eyes lighted on the office at the top of the stairs. ‘I wonder…?  Let’s go and take a look, lad.’ He started climbing the stairs, taking care on the fragile timberwork. Aggie slipped past him and bounded swiftly up. She stood on the landing, tongue out, wagging her tail. When Russell reached the top the terrier trotted into the office and started sniffing the wooden floor, her tail wagging even more vigorously. 
 
    ‘Come here!’ Russell commanded. Aggie came obediently to his side and sat, looking up. Russell held the flat of his hand out. ‘Stay.’ He moved towards the middle of the floor and crouched down. He looked closely at the dusty boards. Weeks had come up after him. ‘What do you make of this, lad?’ 
 
    Weeks bent down next to the DI. ‘Scuff marks… And some sort of stain, sir?’ He pushed his thick fringe away from his face and bent closer. ‘Blood?’ 
 
    Russell gave a little grunt as he rose. ‘Yes, blood. I reckon our fisherman started off up here.’ He linked his hands behind his back, and walked slowly round the small room. ‘I’m surprised Lewis didn’t spot this.’ 
 
    ‘I think he was concentrating on the floor below, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. No reason for him to come up here.’ 
 
    Weeks tipped his head to one side. ‘What do you think happened?’ 
 
    ‘I reckon poor Ted Stump was tied to the chair and tortured here. Then they threw him down the stairs.’ 
 
    ‘But why would they do that, sir?’ 
 
    ‘To make him talk.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but isn’t that a bit extreme? They’d be more likely to kill him, if they did that, wouldn’t they? Then whatever information they were trying to get would die with him.’ 
 
    Russell rubbed his chin. ‘That’s very true, lad. Good thinking.’ He looked up. ‘But what if he threw himself down the stairs?’ 
 
    ‘To end it all, do you mean? Escape any more torture?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit too drastic, I would have thought.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’  
 
    The two men were quiet for a few moments then Weeks spoke, his voice a low murmur. ‘How about this for an idea?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, lad?’ 
 
    ‘He was left up here, on his own, tied to the chair. Somehow he managed to make it to the top of the stairs, then toppled and fell.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Good point. That would explain how he ended up in the state we found him.’ The DI took off his hat and scratched his head. ‘Let’s have a closer look at the stairs. See if we can find anything. We’ll start at the bottom.’ 
 
    The two men made their way down to the floor of the warehouse then began working their way back up, the more agile Weeks going first. Aggie thought it was a splendid game and tried pushing past them until Russell told her to sit at the bottom. Reluctantly she stayed still and watched them. After a few minutes they were halfway up the staircase when Weeks stopped. 
 
    ‘Sir! Look!’ He pressed himself against the flimsy banister rail so Russell could see what he was pointing at.  
 
    The DI leaned forward and could see a splinter wedged between the tread and the stringer. Carefully he pulled it out. ‘It’s different wood. Let’s check.’ Carefully they made their way back to what was left of the chair. Russell held the splinter against one of the legs. 
 
    ‘It’s the same!’ Weeks exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Looks like you may well be right, lad. Shame it doesn’t get us any further forward. Ah well. It is another piece of evidence.  Let’s get back to the station and see if anything else has turned up.’ 
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    ‘So, Inspector. What have you got so far?’ 
 
    Russell cleared his throat. ‘Well, sir…’ 
 
    Before he could continue, Superintendent Vic Stout interrupted. ‘I’ll tell you what you’ve got,’ he thundered. ‘A right bloody mess!’ 
 
    ‘But sir…’ 
 
    ‘No buts! If you hadn’t let that bloody Frenchman go, that unfortunate fisherman, Stamp…’ 
 
    ‘Stump, sir.’ 
 
    Stout glowered, his colour rising. ‘All right, smart arse, Stump. He’d still be alive.’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to keep him in custody, sir,’ Russell said, his voice low and even. He didn’t want to antagonise Stout further. 
 
    ‘What?’ But Stout had heard. ‘Well why didn’t you insist?’ 
 
    ‘I did, sir…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be clever with me! It was your responsibility and you let him go.’ Russell sighed but said nothing. There was no arguing with the Super when he was in this mood. ‘Anyway, where was I?’ 
 
    ‘You were asking what we had.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. So I was. Well, what have you got?’ Russell was about to speak when Stout ploughed on, his face red. ‘You’ve got bugger all. The mangled body of a fisherman, a WPC with concussion…’ 
 
    ‘Hardly, sir…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t interrupt! A bag of swag and, if you’re right about those crates, a whole lot more where it came from. And the only lead we had – that Froggy – is out on the loose again. What do you propose to do now?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got men out looking for Stump’s friend, Nipper Crabbe. As well as two other fishermen, Sailor Tedham and Frankie Drake.’ 
 
    Stout let out a huge sigh and reached for his cheroots. ‘Why them, for heaven’s sake?’ He rammed the cigar in the corner of his mouth and picked up his Zippo. 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure they’re heavily involved too.’ 
 
    Stout flicked the wheel of the lighter, producing a yellowy flame. He lit the cheroot and sucked hard, making the end glow cherry red. ‘You’re pretty sure! That’s a bit vague, even for you, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we know that it was Drake who hit Nettie over the head.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s Nettie?’ 
 
    ‘WPC Sharpe, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ Stout waved the hand holding the cigar, scattering ash across his desk. He lowered his head and stared at Russell under his eyebrows; his piggy eyes, glowing like the cigar. ‘How do you know it was this fellow Drake?’ 
 
    ‘Fingerprints, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Why haven’t I heard about this?’ Stout growled, his eyes all but disappearing between the folds of flesh. 
 
    ‘Er, it’s only just come to light, sir.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ His sour mood was turning rancid. 
 
    ‘Nettie – WPC Sharpe – cleverly managed to get his dabs on a photograph. But at the time we were trying to identify those that Lewis found on Moonshine.’ 
 
    ‘That blasted boat again! Can’t understand why you’re so obsessed with it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a strong feeling it’s been involved in this case.’ 
 
    ‘You and your feelings! I’ve told you, I want hard facts and evidence – not bloody feelings!’ He viciously ground the cigar out in his glass ashtray. ‘What are you doing about tracing where these valuable objects have come from and … where the missing ones have gone?’ 
 
    ‘Constable Weeks, WPC Sharpe and I are about to start visiting the antique dealers in Nottery Quay and here in Collinghurst, to see if anyone has been offering them for sale.’ 
 
    ‘At last! You’re going to do something constructive, instead of troubling yourself with some daft boat, which is about as constructive as chasing down the crew of the Mary Celeste.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Well why are you still sitting here then? Get on with it!’ 
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    In Nottery Quay, at the bottom of the High Street, a lane called Rope Walk ran off at an angle. It was a broad, unmade track, between two rows of black, tarred warehouses, ending right on the quay. These buildings housed workshops and stores for a variety of craftsmen. Traditionally they had been connected with boats and the sea – shipwrights and rope-workers, painters and carpenters – but increasingly those dealing in antiques and repairing and restoring them had moved in. The heavily timbered and quirky interiors were ideally suited to the selling of old oak furniture, horse brasses, warming pans and assorted trinkets. Most of the dealers were honest businessmen – if those in the antique trade were ever completely honest. But Russell knew that one or two were quite happy to deal with goods that had been come by in less than legitimate ways - no questions asked – with a suitably low price being offered which, generally, though sometimes reluctantly, was accepted. 
 
    The shop belonging to Septimus Pike was at the far end of Rope Walk, in one of the warehouses in need of more than a little maintenance. Several of the weatherboard planks were rotten and the hinges on the main door needed replacing. Not that the door was ever likely to be opened. Instead, cut into it was a much smaller Judas gate. Russell had to duck low as he entered so he didn’t crown himself on the lintel. Once inside, he stood looking round, his eyes becoming accustomed to the gloom inside. Aggie trotted in, tail wagging as she found new things to sniff. At first Russell didn’t see the proprietor. 
 
    ‘That dog better not piss on anything.’ The voice came from the shadows. 
 
    ‘Pike, my old friend. Nice to see you too.’ 
 
    The dealer loomed out of the darkness. ‘I’d like to say it’s nice to see you too, Detective Inspector Russell, but it depends on what you’re after.’ 
 
    ‘Who said I’m after anything?’ Russell asked, a warm smile lighting his face.  
 
    Pike laughed – a sound halfway between a bark and a cough. ‘Well why else would you be here? And who’s this whippersnapper you’ve brought with you?’ 
 
    ‘This is Detective Constable Weeks. Come and say hello to Septimus.’ 
 
    Weeks stepped forward and held out a hand. It was grasped by Pike’s grubby claw. ‘Very pleased to meet you I’m sure.’ Weeks withdrew his hand as quickly as he could, held it behind his back and rubbed it on his trousers. ‘Now that the pleasantries are over, what can I do for you, Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘I’m trying to track down some goods, which may not be totally legitimate.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve come to me?’ Pike said, a tinge of mock horror in his voice. 
 
    ‘Not that I’m suggesting you’d have anything to do with such items, but you usually seem to know what’s going on in the local antique marketplace.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t try to flatter me – I know you too well.’ 
 
    Russell grinned. ‘It was worth a try. Anyway, take a look at this and tell me what you think.’ Hel reached into his pocket and produced the picture frame. As he did so he watched Pike very carefully. It was too dark to see him clearly but he was certain that the man gave a little jerk and his Adams apple bobbed.  
 
    However, the dealer remained cool as he took it from the detective. ‘Very nice, I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me anything about it?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I can and maybe I can’t.’ He took the frame over to a small desk, against the wall. He switched on the Anglepoise lamp, which cast a pool of light on the cluttered surface. Pushing aside a dismantled clock, a porcelain figurine, missing its head and one arm, a vase broken in two and a brass candlestick leaning at an unnatural angle, he created a space and carefully put the frame down. As he lowered himself on to a chair he took out a magnifying glass from his coat pocket. He turned the frame to and fro under the light then, using the glass, peered at the back. 
 
    ‘Very interesting...’ 
 
    ‘It is?’ Russell said, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Yes. Not English, that’s for sure.’ 
 
    ‘How can you tell?’ 
 
    ‘The marks are foreign – possibly German.’ Russell exchanged a glance with Weeks. Pike peered even closer. ‘Yes. I’d say definitely German. Can I ask where you got it?’ 
 
    Russell paused. ‘Before I tell you that, I’d like to ask you a question.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ The dealer stroked his wispy beard. 
 
    ‘Yes. Have you seen anything else like this – recently?’ 
 
    There was a slight, but noticeable hesitation prior to his answering. ‘And why would you be asking that, pray?’ 
 
    ‘I think this is a part of a much bigger haul.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right, Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. It’s my belief that a large consignment of valuable items was landed along the coast in the past week or so and whoever organised it may be looking for a way to fence the goods. I thought you might be able to help.’ 
 
     Pike glanced at him, his eyes giving nothing away and passed the frame back. ‘I’m afraid I can’t help you. If that’s all, I’ve got work to get on with,’ he said dismissively and turned back to his desk. ‘Goodbye, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘Not so fast, Septimus.’ Russell reached out and gripped the man’s arm. 
 
    ‘I told you, I can’t help you. Now let go of my arm.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Pike…’ Russell’s voice was formal. ‘I don’t think you quite understand.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I rather hoped that you would help me willingly, but it looks like you might need a little persuasion.’ 
 
    ‘I told you. There’s nothing I can tell you.’ 
 
    Russell gave a sad smile. ‘You might say that, Mr Pike, but I’m afraid I don’t believe you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s up to you. Now, I would like it if you went. And take your lackey and your mutt as well. 
 
    ‘There’s no need to be unpleasant.’ 
 
    ‘You’re on my property and I can be as unpleasant as I like.’ 
 
    When Russell replied his voice was quiet but controlled. It had a touch of ice. ‘I think it’s time to stop playing games, Septimus. Either you tell me what you know or I leave…’ 
 
    ‘That is what I’ve asked you to do.’ Pike looked straight at the Inspector, his eyes narrowed. 
 
    ‘You didn’t let me finish. I was going on to say – or I leave and come back with half a dozen constables and we take this place apart.’  
 
    The dealer’s eyes widened. ‘You wouldn’t…’ 
 
    ‘Try me.’ 
 
    Pike grunted. ‘What do you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘That’s better. It’s pretty obvious that you have seen trinkets like this.’ He waved the picture frame. ‘I want to know who showed them to you.’ 
 
    Pike’s demeanour changed noticeably. His shoulders slumped; a resigned look occupying his chiselled features. He seemed to crumple in on himself.  ‘Fair enough. I didn’t want to handle them anyway.’ 
 
    ‘So who’s been trying to pass on these items?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not happy about this,’ Pike whined. ‘It feels like some sort of betrayal.’ 
 
    Russell exhaled noisily. ‘I can always call up the troops…’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay. No need for that.’ 
 
    ‘Names then, Septimus.’ 
 
    ‘All right. The first ones were brought in by a fellow called Duncan.’ 
 
    ‘Surname?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. What did he show you?’ 
 
    ‘You know – porcelain figurines, gold and silver candlesticks, picture frames, like that.’ He pointed to the one that Russell was holding. 
 
    ‘Where can we find him?’ 
 
    ‘That I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on…’ 
 
    ‘Truly, I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘No idea?’ 
 
    ‘We-ell…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘He may have a place in Collinghurst, somewhere near the hospital. That’s as much as I can tell you.’ 
 
    Russell grunted. ‘You said, “The first ones”. There were others?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Pike replied quietly.  
 
    ‘Who brought them?’ 
 
    ‘He was a Frenchman.’ 
 
    Weeks had been writing in his notebook. He looked up quickly. ‘A Frenchman?’ 
 
    That’s right – a nasty piece of work.’ Pike made a guttural sound, deep in his throat, as if he was trying to clear a stubborn piece of phlegm. 
 
    ‘Can you describe him?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, a nasty piece of work.’ 
 
    ‘The constable means what did he look like? As well you know,’ Russell snapped. 
 
    Again the phlegmy sound. ‘I suppose you could say he was suave and good looking, in a froggy sort of way – dark wavy hair and brown eyes. Wore a pale linen suit – not cheap. But he had nasty thin lips – especially when he sneered.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t sound like you took to him.’ 
 
    ‘No I did not. I don’t take kindly to having a gun pointed at me.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘He threatened me. Wanted to know, like you, who else had shown me pieces like that.’ 
 
    ‘And you told him?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t have a choice, did I?’ 
 
    ‘When did all this happen?’ 
 
    Pike furrowed his brow, and stroked his straggly beard. ‘It was about three days ago, when Duncan came here. Then the day after when the Frenchman dropped by.’ 
 
    ‘Why did he threaten you?’ 
 
    ‘I told him I’d seen pieces like the ones he was showing me and, like you…’ his lip curled ‘…he wanted to know who had shown them to me.’ 
 
    ‘What did he do when you told him about Duncan?’ 
 
    ‘He asked if I knew who he had got them from. I told him I didn’t. Then he asked about a couple of fishermen.’ 
 
    ‘Why fishermen?’ 
 
    ‘I said I thought that’s where the goods had come from.’ 
 
    ‘What made you think that?’ 
 
    ‘Just an inkling. They’re the sorts who have the means to easily move goods from abroad. Plus quite a few of them aren’t very honest.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like you’ve had experience of them.’ 
 
    ‘You could say that.’ 
 
    ‘Did he mention their names?’ 
 
    ‘Let me think.’ Pike was quiet for a while, rubbing the bridge of his nose with his finger and thumb. ‘Something to do with the sea. Shellfish or something,’ he paused again.  ‘I’ve got it – Crabbe!’ 
 
    ‘What about the other one?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t remember.’ 
 
    Weeks opened his note book and flicked over a few pages. He looked up. ‘Stump?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it! Crabbe and Stump.’ 
 
    ‘They’re both missing,’ Russell said. 
 
    ‘So?’ Pike stated belligerently.  
 
    ‘And we have a body.’ 
 
    Pike shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t see how that affects me.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t – directly – but if you see this Duncan, or the Frenchman again, please let me know.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Between 1804 and 1812 the British authorities built a chain of Martello  
 
    towers based on the original Corsican Mortella tower, to defend the south  
 
    and east coast of England, Ireland, Jersey and Guernsey against  
 
    possible Napoleonic invasion. A total of 103 were built in England,  
 
    along the coast from Seaford to Aldeburgh.  
 
      
 
    ‘What are we going to do?’ Drake asked, the quiver in his voice reflecting  how distressed he felt. 
 
    ‘Pull yourself together, for God’s sake,’ Tedham commanded. 
 
    The two were standing in the Martello tower, looking down on Crabbe’s huddled form. Tedham thought he had shaken him gently but the moan had become a scream and he had jumped back. Crouching he’d asked what was wrong. Crabbe was obviously delirious and the sounds that came out of his mouth had made no sense. They could see blood on his forehead and a nasty gash and there seemed to be something wrong with his arm. 
 
    ‘’E’s bad, ain’t ’e?’ Drake whimpered. 
 
    ‘I reckon so.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think we can move ’im?’ 
 
    ‘Doubt it, judgin’ by the noise ’e made when I touched ’im.’ 
 
    ‘What are we goin’ to do then?’ 
 
    ‘’Ow the bloody ’ell should I know?’ Tedham’s voice was a snarl. 
 
    ‘We can’t leave ’im ’ere, like this – can we?’ 
 
    ‘I s’pose not. So what are we goin’ to do?’ 
 
    Both men were silent. The only sound was the occasional groan coming from Crabbe. ‘’E needs a doctor,’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘Too bloody right. But I ain’t inclined to get one.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Cos we’re on the run, unless you’d forgotten. If we show our faces the bloody rozzers will ’ear about it and then what? You forgotten you thumped that lassie?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but we can’t just leave ’im.’ 
 
    ‘I know that! No need to remind me!’ 
 
    Silence descended again. Then, ‘Shh!’ Drake hissed. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘There’s someone outside.’ Suddenly the sound of footsteps scrabbling up the ramp could be heard. The two men pressed themselves into a deep recess in the stone wall of the tower and waited. 
 
      
 
    ‘I thought I heard talking,’ a young voice said. 
 
    ‘Are you sure, Sandy?’ came the equally youthful reply. 
 
    ‘Sounded like it. Let’s take a look.’ 
 
     The two boy scouts reached the top of the ramp and entered the tower. Christopher was holding a torch, playing it over the solid walls. Then he stopped when it lit the body of the man on the floor. ‘Wow! What’s he doing here?’ 
 
    They moved cautiously forward. Sandy reached out and touched the man’s arm. The shout that the man let out made them jump back. Christopher dropped the torch and they were plunged into darkness. ‘Damn!’ The two boys groped about the floor for a few moments. 
 
    ‘Here it is!’ Sandy said. He flicked the switch with his thumb. ‘Blast, it’s not working.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s have a look.’ Christopher took the torch and banged it against his hand. The beam of light reappeared. He shone it on the prone figure. ‘Better not touch him again.’ 
 
    ‘D’you think he’s badly hurt?’ Sandy asked. 
 
    ‘I reckon so.’ Christopher played the torch slowly over the man’s body. ‘Looks like he’s had a nasty bump on the head. And I don’t like the look of that. He pointed at the man’s arm that seemed to be strangely twisted. 
 
    ‘Can we do anything? We’ve got a first aid kit back at the camp.’ 
 
    ‘I think this is more serious than we can deal with. He needs a doctor and maybe an ambulance to get him to hospital. We’ll have to get help.’ 
 
    ‘But we’re miles from anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Well maybe from proper roads. But if we cut across the dunes we could be at the river in 10 minutes, if we run. Then get Jack Spratt to row us across to Compass Point.’ 
 
    ‘Good plan. Mitch has got a telephone in the boatyard. We can ring from there.’ Sandy thought for a moment. ‘But shouldn’t one of us stay with him?’ 
 
    Christopher scratched the top of his head. ‘I suppose so. I’ll stay,’ he said, bravely. ‘You’re a faster runner than me.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Quite sure.’ He was feeling more confident now that he had made a decision. ‘You get off and bring help as quickly as you can. Hang on, before you go. Have you got your water bottle?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, here.’ He handed it to his friend. 
 
    ‘I’ll see if I can give him a drink. Looks like he could do with one. You go – as quickly as you can.’ 
 
    Sandy set off, leaving his companion with the unconscious man. Carefully placing the torch on the floor, Christopher unscrewed the top of the water bottle. He held the neck to the man’s lips and gently tipped it up. At first, the water just dribbled down his chin but after a moment the man’s tongue came out and licked at the droplets. The beam from the torch gave a faint glow as the light was directed mainly along the floor and so intent was the boy on getting the man to drink that he didn’t hear or sense someone come up from behind. Suddenly, a hand was clamped round his throat, his arm was wrenched up behind his back and the water bottle clattered to the floor.  
 
    ‘Let go! You’re hurting my arm!’ 
 
    ‘I’ll hurt more than your arm if you don’t shut up!’ The voice was low and rasping. ‘Now listen. We’re gonna leave you to look after this man. ‘Don’t turn round or it’ll be the worse for you. Understand?’ 
 
    ‘Y-yes.’ 
 
    The grip on his throat was relaxed and his arm was released. ‘Remember – don’t look round.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ The boy continued looking towards the injured man. He could hear grunting and rattling. It sounded to him as if heavy objects were being lifted off the ground. 
 
    Then the voice said: ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’ Christopher stayed staring forward for a few seconds until he judged the men had gone. He turned just in time to see someone filling the open doorway and then disappearing down the ramp. He ran across the room and stared out through the opening. Accustomed to the dark of the tower interior, his eyes took a few moments to adjust to the bright daylight. So all he saw were two vague figures, each carrying a large sack as they disappeared along the track and out of sight around the scrubby gorse bushes. He almost set off in pursuit but thought of the injured man and decided against it. He turned back into the gloom of the tower. 
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    Sandy ran as if his life depended on it. Leaping over tussocky grass, and skidding down dunes it took him just over 10 minutes to cover the mile or so of rough, sandy ground. He arrived, panting, at the landing stage and rang the bell vigorously, hoping there was enough water in the river for the ferry to cross. Sure enough, within a couple of minutes, he could see the blue boat approaching with Jack Spratt rowing strongly, the vessel moving crabwise across the current. It bumped against the jetty. Before Spratt could secure the painter Sandy had jumped aboard. 
 
    ‘Quick, Jack! Take me across.’ 
 
    The ferryman turned to see his fare – a red-faced youngster, gasping for air. ‘What the…?’ 
 
    ‘Jack,’ the boy panted. ‘Can we get across to Compass Point? Please!’ 
 
    The urgency in the boy’s voice communicated itself to Spratt. Skilfully he turned the boat and within a couple of dozen deft strokes the rope fender round the bow was nudging the ferry steps on the other side. In that minute or so, Sandy had explained about the man and as soon as he could he had leapt off the boat and was clambering up the steps and running across to the boatyard.  
 
      
 
    The yard owner, Mitch Mitchell, was sitting behind his cluttered desk when Sandy rushed into the office. ‘Hello lad. Why the hurry?’ He smiled, his drooping walrus moustache lifting at the corners. 
 
    ‘Mitch,’ he panted, ‘Police, ambulance – probably fire brigade!’ 
 
    ‘Now steady boy. Sit down and take your time.’ 
 
    ‘But Mitch. It’s urgent!’ 
 
    ‘That’s as maybe. But I think we should take a few moments to get the facts.’ 
 
    Sandy sat. ‘Okay. I suppose you’re right.’  
 
    When he’d explained the situation, Mitchell took control. ‘Right lad. First of all I’ll ring for an ambulance.’  
 
    While Mitchell made the call Captain Salt barged into the room. He’d seen the lad tearing across from the ferry. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sir. We found an injured man in the Martello tower over at Shell Bay. Christopher’s stayed with him and I’ve come for help.’ 
 
     ‘Isn’t your friend Christopher something to do with DI Russell? Salt asked Sandy. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s his uncle.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll ask Mitch to get hold of him, too. I’m sure he’ll be interested in this man you’ve found.’ 
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    A convoy comprising an Austin Welfarer ambulance and a Wolseley police car bumped along the rutted track towards Shell Bay. Russell was in the passenger seat, next to the driver, PC Beaumont. DC Weeks, who would normally accompany him, was back at the police station with WPC Sharpe, compiling a list of the contraband the dredger had brought up. On the way they’d picked up Captain Salt and Sandy. The two were now sitting in the back of the police car with Aggie happily wedged between them. Christopher, watching anxiously from the doorway of the tower, waited impatiently for them to arrive. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Close by, Tedham and Drake were lying in the dunes, concealed by clumps of Marram grass. ‘Bloody ’ell! That was close,’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘I should say so,’ Tedham agreed. 
 
    ‘What are we gonna to do now? We’ve gotta find another place for these sacks.’ 
 
    ‘Christ, I dunno. I was ’oping we could dump ’em in that there tower. But that idea’s gone by the board now. What the ’ell was Nipper doin’ in there? ’Ow did ’e get ’urt so bad?’ 
 
    The convoy had now passed. Just a swirl of sandy dust and the rumble of the engines was all that was left. Drake pushed back his cap and scratched his head. ‘Search me,’ he said miserably. ‘And why weren’t ’e with Ted Stump? They’re usually as thick as thieves.’ 
 
    ‘P’raps somethin’s ’appened to ’im.’ 
 
    Drake’s sunburned face was creased with anxiety. ‘Don’t sound good if the state Nipper was in is anything to go by.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re right.’  
 
    ‘Anyway. We’ve got enough on our plates without worryin’ about them. Where the ’ell are we gonna ’ide this stuff? You sure we can’t take it back to the boat?’ 
 
    Tedham rubbed a hand across the stubble on his chin. ‘I suppose we’ll ’ave to,’ he said, slowly. ‘Gawd knows what’ll ’appen if Lou turns up though. We’ll just ’ave to risk it. 
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    As soon the as the vehicles had stopped, Christopher ran towards them. Sandy tumbled out of the back of the car, almost tripping over Aggie. He was keen to see what was going on. The boys led the way up the ramp, the ambulance crew following with Russell, Beaumont and Salt close behind. The beams from several torches lit up the inside of the tower.  
 
    The circular first floor room they were standing in measured almost 30 feet across. Some of the wooden floorboards had rotted away leaving gaps that revealed glimpses of the damp basement; a central stone column rose and flared, supporting the ceiling. It bore an uncanny resemblance to the underside of a mushroom. All eyes turned to the man huddled against the wall. One of the ambulance men knelt down and shone a torch in the man’s face. He lifted an eyelid and the man flinched. He touched his arm and the man screamed out, making them all start. 
 
    ‘Let’s leave them to do their job,’ Russell said. ‘You stay here to see if you can help,’ he told Beaumont. ‘I want to have a chat with these lads.’ Leaving the medics with the injured man the others made their way back into the daylight. 
 
    Christopher spoke. ‘There’s something else, Uncle Sonny.’ 
 
    Russell looked down at his nephew. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘After Sandy went off for help I was giving that man a drink and someone came up behind me.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see who it was?’ 
 
    ‘No. He told me not to look round. It was jolly frightening. He grabbed my arm and put a hand round my throat.’ 
 
    ‘My goodness! That must have been scary, you poor lad. What happened next?’ 
 
    ‘I did what I was told, and didn’t look round. But, I could hear them all right…’ 
 
    ‘Them?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m pretty sure there were two men.’ 
 
    ‘What did you hear?’ Russell asked, intrigued. 
 
    ‘It sounded like they were lifting up something heavy – they were puffing and panting and I could hear a sort of clanking sound.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see what it was they were picking up?’ 
 
    ‘Not then. I was too frightened to turn round. Then I heard them move towards the door and I risked a quick peek.’ 
 
    ‘What did you see?’ 
 
    ‘Not much I’m afraid, just the shape of a man as he went out through the opening.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a shame. It would’ve been good if you could have seen who it was.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Uncle. It was so dark inside that my eyes were dazzled when I looked out. But I did see them running off.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but not clearly. As I said, it was very bright outside and my eyes were a bit fuzzy.’ 
 
    ‘Can you remember anything about them?’ 
 
    Christopher frowned. In the scouts they had played Kim’s Game and he was very good at it. He thought hard, trying to recall any details of the men. ‘They were both carrying sacks – they looked heavy.’ 
 
    ‘Well done, lad. That’s a help. Anything else?’ 
 
    The boy tried picturing the men as they ran off along the track. He concentrated on the image, then sighed. ‘I’m afraid not. It was just too bright.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind. You’ve done well. Especially after that experience.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on!’ Christopher looked up suddenly, his blue eyes sparkling. ‘One of them, the thin one, was wearing a red scarf round his neck!’ 
 
    Beaumont came skittering down the ramp waving his arms to maintain his balance. ‘Sir! Sir!’ 
 
    ‘Calm down, lad. You’ll come a cropper!’ 
 
    The PC made it down on to the ground without mishap – just. ‘I know who that is!’ 
 
    ‘Go on…’ 
 
    ‘It’s Nipper Crabbe!’ 
 
    ‘You mentioned him before, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he’s a close mate of Ted Stump.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t that who you thought the dredger brought up at Compass Point?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    Russell frowned. ‘There’s something very nasty going on here I think.’ 
 
      
 
    They turned to see the two ambulance men carefully bringing Crabbe down the ramp on a stretcher. He’d been given a shot of morphine and, apart from the occasional groan, was relatively quiet. 
 
    ‘When do you think we’ll be able to talk to him?’ Russell asked.  
 
    ‘Not for a while, I’m afraid,’ one of the men replied. He’s quite heavily sedated. We’ll get in touch when he comes round.’ They loaded the stretcher into the ambulance. 
 
    ‘You had better go with them, Beaumont. He may be injured but we don’t want him absconding before we’ve had a chance to interview him. So stay close.’ 
 
    As the ambulance drove off Salt spoke. ‘Do you think he was beaten up at the same time as Stump, Sonny?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly. Although that begs the question, how did he get here? Anyway, time to go back to the station and give the Superintendent the latest news.’ Russell was just about to get in the Wolseley when he stopped. ‘Hang on. Has anyone seen Aggie?’ While they had been engrossed in getting the injured man into the ambulance and talking to the boys she had disappeared round the side of the tower.  
 
    ‘Aggie!’ Russell called. He waited but there was no sign of the terrier. ‘AGGIE!’ he shouted. There was excited barking from the bushes. The boys ran towards the sound. 
 
    ‘Uncle Sonny! Quick. Look what we’ve found!’ 
 
    When Russell reached them they were energetically pulling branches aside to reveal Drake’s hidden Bedford van. ‘Well I never,’ the DI smiled. ‘What have we here?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Gypsum plaster, or plaster of Paris, is produced by heating gypsum to about 300 °F. When the dry plaster powder is mixed with water, it re-forms into gypsum. The setting of unmodified plaster starts about 10 minutes after mixing and is complete in about 45 minutes. 
 
      
 
    ‘I just thought I’d warn you.’ After making a few discreet enquiries among his friends in the antiques world Septimus Pike had tracked down Duncan Fountain to his emporium on the far side of Collinghurst. This was a much fancier set-up than Pike’s but he was not bothered or impressed. The dealer sat on a mock-Chippendale chair. His long overcoat was gathered around him; his arms folded with fingers tucked into his ragged sleeves. ‘I’m afraid your name – just your Christian name – was mentioned, so I expect you will be getting a visit from the boys in blue, sooner, rather than later.’ He exhaled noisily through his nose. A hand came out from his sleeve and he fondled his wispy beard, the grimy nails dark against the pepper-and-salt hairs.  
 
    Fountain threw his hands in the air, his eyes wide behind his glasses. ‘Why the bloody hell did you mention my name?’  
 
    ‘I’m afraid I didn’t have a choice in the matter.’ 
 
    ‘What, did they put the thumbscrews on?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ Pike guffawed. ‘But they did pile on the pressure. That Detective Russell is a wily one.’ 
 
     Fountain snorted. ’I thought you, of all people, could out-wile anyone, Septimus.’ 
 
    ‘So did I,’ he chuckled. ‘But, I’m afraid that’s how it is. At least I’ve taken the trouble to warn you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s something, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘So if you’ve still got any of those pretty trinkets you showed me, I suggest you get shot of them as quickly as you can.’ 
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    Russell had called DC Weeks and WPC Sharpe into his office. ‘Please, sit down.’ Once they were settled he went on: ‘I think this case is at last starting to go somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘That should please the Super,’ Weeks said. 
 
    ‘Quite. But I think we’ve still got a long way to go in unravelling this one. The Bedford van we found behind the Martello tower definitely belongs to our missing fishermen – Drake and Tedham. But that’s the problem – they’re missing.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think Tedham’s the same one you interviewed at Rock-a-Nore?’ Sharpe asked. 
 
    ‘Almost certainly – and Drake’s the one who thumped you. How are you now?’ Russell’s expression was soft with concern. 
 
    The WPC rubbed the back of her head. ‘The lump’s gone down now, sir. It wasn’t so bad.’ 
 
    ‘Good, I’m glad to hear it.’ 
 
    Weeks looked up from under his fringe. ‘You mentioned that your nephew, Christopher, had caught a glimpse of two men running away from the tower. Do you think that was them?’ 
 
    ‘Well, we can’t be certain, but it does sound like it. Hopefully we’ll know more when we can talk to the chap who went off to hospital.’ 
 
    ‘When will that be?’ 
 
    ‘I spoke to a doctor earlier and he seems to think he’ll be able to answer questions in the morning – I don’t think he’s on the danger list but he’s a bit woozy from the morphine. PC Beaumont’s there at the moment. I’ll send someone to relieve him later so it should be okay until then.’ Russell paused and shuffled the papers on his desk. ‘Meanwhile, we need to find out more about the pieces on this inventory you’re compiling.  And we want a list of antique dealers in the area. There are a number in Nottery Quay, along Rope Walk, plus others here in Collinghurst. We each need to take a piece from the haul to see if anyone recognises it.  Let me know when you’ve finished the list and we’ll decide who’s going where.’  
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    If Duncan Fountain’s set-up was fancy then Isobel Bailey’s was positively sophisticated. Her jewellery shop was in the smarter part of Collinghurst, wedged between a genteel establishment called Miss Smollett’s Teashop and a high-class milliner. Its frontage was small but elegant. Inside, glass cases were subtly lit, the light sparkling on rings and bracelets, necklaces and bangles – some in silver, set with semi-precious stones, others in plain gold. Jet and jade, onyx and amber glowed in the soft light. Placed towards the back of the small room was a desk that spoke of Sheraton, its elegance unmarred by clutter; just a clean blotting pad and a Bakelite telephone on its surface. Behind the desk, facing the wall, was a workbench. A hammock-like strip of leather hung beneath an arced cutaway in the wooden top, ready to catch any stray traces of valuable metal that might fall when Isobel was working on pieces of jewellery. A rack at the back held an array of files and other tools while a chrome Anglepoise lamp and a large magnifying glass on a stand were her aids in repairing trinkets that customers brought in. A radio, with a wooden, fretted Art Deco front, was tuned to the Third Programme and played softly in the background. 
 
    The door opened, the bell above tinkling musically, and DI Sonny Russell stepped in. He stopped at the threshold, his head tilted to one side, listening to the radio. ‘Beethoven’s Appassionata sonata, if I’m not mistaken.’ He took off his hat, swept his hand across his Brylcreem-ed hair and smiled.  
 
    Isobel smiled back warmly. The man before her, though not tall, and perhaps carrying a little too much weight for his height, was good looking. His dark blue chalk-stripe suit was well cut and his navy tie complemented it well. Isobel prided herself on being a good judge of character. In those first brief moments she detected a warm personality with a well-developed sense of humour, underplayed with a certain seriousness. And judging by his musical knowledge, he was cultured. What she didn’t expect was for him to reach into an inside pocket and produce a warrant card. Her smile faded. ‘Oh,’ was all she could utter. 
 
    ‘No need to looks so worried, Miss…?’ 
 
    Briefly, she regained her composure. ‘It’s Bailey, Isobel Bailey.’ She shook his proffered hand. His grip was light, though warm and dry. 
 
    ‘Ah, Miss Bailey. It’s just a routine enquiry. ‘I’m asking around all the shops in the area. I wondered if you’d been offered anything like this.’ From another pocket Russell took out a small velvet box. He opened it to reveal a gold and diamond brooch. He noticed the sharp intake of breath, but said nothing. 
 
    Mentally pulling herself together – for the second time in less than a minute – she asked: ‘Can I see it please?’ He passed the box to her and she examined it closely. ‘It’s very pretty – where did you get it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t divulge that information. It’s part of an ongoing investigation.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ She took the brooch out of the box and turned it carefully in her hands. ‘It doesn’t look English... European, I would guess.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought, too,’ Russell said casually. ‘But I really want to know if you’ve seen anything similar lately.’ 
 
    The jeweller put the brooch back in the box, closed the lid, and handed it to him. ‘I’m afraid not. But if you’re interested in selling it…’ the smile returned, accompanied by a light chuckle. 
 
    Russell slipped the box in his pocket. ‘I’ll let you know. Meanwhile, if anything does come in like this, would you be kind enough to get in touch? I’ll give you my number.’  
 
    She opened a drawer in the desk and took out a pad of headed paper and a fountain pen. ‘Here,’ she said.  
 
    He wrote down his number at the police station, hesitated, then added his home number. Handing back the pad he said: ‘Ring me at any time, if you have any news.’ He gave a little bow, put his hat back on and left the shop. 
 
    As soon as the door closed Isobel slumped into her chair and breathed heavily. She could feel sweat prickling her skin and her heart thumping against her chest. The brooch she had just seen was almost identical to the one that Duncan had first shown her in the tearoom in Seahorse Passage. She was feeling more than a little confused. The man she had just met was very attractive, for sure. She felt guilty that she had lied to him, but… he was still a policeman. She would have to warn Duncan. 
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    Nipper Crabbe was worried. He wasn’t in as much pain as before but he was still worried. He sat up in the iron-framed bed, his arm in plaster; a large white bandage round his head. An X-ray revealed that he’d only sustained a hairline fracture of his right forearm but had dislocated his shoulder. The ambulance man had popped it back in while the morphine was still doing its work and the hospital had provided a plaster cast. But despite his good thick skull it seemed the head injury may have been more serious. The doctor was concerned that there was a possibility that it could be more than just a mild concussion so wanted to keep him in for a couple of days, just to make sure he was okay. But Crabbe was worried about his friend, Ted Stump. He hadn’t seen him since they were jumped by Salle and his henchman outside the Shipwrights Arms. He had no idea what had happened to him but was starting to fear the worst. He needed to discover his whereabouts. 
 
    He was wearing a regulation hospital gown but he knew his own clothes were in the locker next to him. He also knew that the copper who had come in the ambulance would be sitting outside the door to his room. He wondered how he would be able to get away unnoticed. He didn’t want to talk to the police – he suspected they would be asking some difficult questions. And if it was that Russell bloke doing the questioning, well, he’d heard that he was a tricky bugger. But how to get away?  
 
    The fisherman eased his legs out from under the bedclothes and swung his feet on to the floor. Holding on to the bedhead with his uninjured arm, he stood. He was still shaky from the after effects of the anaesthetic and his head swam. He sat back on the bed, his breath coming in gasps. This was not good. He closed his eyes and tried to calm himself. After a couple of minutes he felt a little easier. This time he leant carefully forwards and opened the door to the locker. Movement was awkward with his plastered arm but he managed to drag his clothes out and place them on the bed. First the trousers. It took effort to slide them up his legs and soon he was sitting still, breathing heavily again, sweat soaking the bandage round his head. Standing, Crabbe managed to tuck the gown into the trousers, then fumble the fastening of one fly button; he couldn’t manage any more. Sitting again he looked at the shirt and ragged jumper and decided it would be more than he could manage to get them over his head, let alone over the injured arm. So he just screwed them up in a bundle. With a struggle he wriggled the patched jacket over his shoulders and jammed the cap on his head over the bandage. He didn’t bother with his thick woollen socks, just pushed his feet into his sea-boots. This time, when he stood, he felt a little more confident. 
 
     There was, though, still the matter of the policeman. He shuffled across the room, eased the door open a crack, put his eye to it and peered out. Just at the edge of his vision he could see Beaumont, sitting on a chair, a magazine in his lap. He backed away and sat down on the bed again. He felt frustrated. If only he could cause a diversion. Feeling weary after his exertions, he swung his legs on to the bed and lay back down on the pillows. He closed his eyes for a moment… and soon slipped into a dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    When Crabbe woke, his mouth was dry and his head fuzzy. For a few moments he couldn’t work out where he was. Slowly, understanding returned and he realised why he was partially dressed and lying on a hospital bed. A cloud descended and he felt quite sick. He remembered there was no way out, unless he could get rid of the policeman sitting outside the room. Idly, he slipped his left hand into his jacket pocket and his fingers closed round the bowl of his pipe. An idea started forming in his woolly mind. Reaching across he felt in the opposite pocket. His tobacco pouch and a box of matches were still there. He smiled. It was awkward, with his plastered arm, but he managed to pack the pipe with tobacco, place it in his mouth and apply a lighted match. Sucking greedily he soon had the contents glowing cherry red. Sliding off the bed he took the pipe out of his mouth and tapped the red hot ash on to the sheets. Within a few moments the bedlinen was smouldering. It was not long before the room was beginning to fill with smoke. Crabbe crossed to the door and shouted: ‘Fire! Help! Fire!’ 
 
    Beaumont jumped up from his chair. ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘In here! Quick, get something to put it out!’ 
 
    Concern coloured Beaumont’s face as he dashed down the corridor looking for an extinguisher. As soon as his back was turned Crabbe slid out of the room and headed in the opposite direction. 
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    Isobel Bailey sat at the workbench. She was deep in thought, unable to concentrate – her current project forgotten. She kept turning over in her mind what the detective had said to her. He seemed so pleasant – his manner disarming. But, to be honest, he’d said very little. But what he had said – and the brooch he’d shown her – had left her rattled.  
 
    At first she didn’t turn when the delicate tinkle of the bell announced that someone had come into the shop. ‘Isobel!’ At the sound of her name, she rose and turned, forcing a smile as Duncan Fountain walked towards the desk. Her smile faded when she saw the troubled look on his face. 
 
    She walked past the desk, reached forward and kissed him on the cheek. ‘I’m glad you’ve come round. I’ve got something to tell you.’ 
 
    Fountain looked perplexed, his domed forehead creased. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ve had a visit from a policeman.’  
 
    ‘You have? Why was he here?’ 
 
    ‘Sit down and I’ll tell you.’ He took a chair opposite her, across the desk, and she told him about the earlier visit. She decided not to tell him that it was Russell, although she didn’t know why. 
 
    Fountain took a large white handkerchief out of his trouser pocket and dabbed his brow. ‘That’s bloody awkward.’ 
 
    She reached across and lightly touched his hand. ‘Don’t worry, Duncan. I didn’t give anything away.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘It’s not that. I came to ask you a favour. Now I’m not sure if I can.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you can. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s about the things I showed you. I’ve been warned to expect a visit from the police myself so I’ve got to move them out of my shop in case they want to search the place. I was going to ask you to look after them for a while but perhaps it’s not such a good idea now.’ He leaned back in the chair, took off his spectacles and polished the lenses with the handkerchief.  
 
    Isobel leant back too and steepled her fingers. ‘I’d love to help – you know I would but…’ 
 
    ‘I understand. It’s not fair of me to ask. I just couldn’t think where else to go.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t there anyone else you can try?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘No. I’ve thought hard about it and you were my only hope.’ As he rose from his chair he said: ‘Don’t worry. I’ll think of something.’ 
 
    He had just reached the door when Isobel stood up. ‘Dammit, Duncan. I can’t let you down.’ 
 
    He turned. ‘What about the police?’ 
 
    ‘Well they’ve been here already – I don’t see why they would come back.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure? It seems an awful cheek.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s fine. Come round tonight – around eight. I’ll meet you here. 
 
    ‘You’re an angel, Isobel. I don’t know how to thank you.’ 
 
    She gave a cheeky grin. Don’t worry, I’ll think of something.’ 
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    That early morning when Sailor Tedham and Frankie Drake had visited the quay at Compass Point they thought they hadn’t been seen. They assumed that the absence of Jack Spratt’s motorcycle combination meant that he was at home. But he wasn’t.  
 
    The previous day his bike had refused to start. However hard he tried, the engine just would not fire. His leg ached from stamping on the kick-start and his foot was sore. Cursing, he had made his way to the station and caught the train to Compass Point. The frustration continued as he sat around idle for most of the day. There had been very little custom for his ferry – mainly due to the comings and goings on the bucket dredger – so in the end he walked across to the Shipwrights Arms, intending to have a quick pint before catching the last train home. But, as so often happened, one drink led to another and he was the sole customer when Alf called time. He knew that his wife, Joan, wouldn’t be bothered when he failed to return home – she’d probably be relieved. So he’d stumbled his way to the hut, tottered unsteadily up the steps and, wrapping an old blanket round himself, settled down to sleep on the bench inside.  
 
    Just before daylight crept over the horizon, the pressure on his bladder became too much and Spratt staggered out to relieve himself. As he stood at the side of his shed, gradually becoming more comfortable, he was aware of sounds coming from the far end of the quay. They were not the sounds he expected to hear at that early hour – birdsong or the lapping of water – but human voices. He furrowed his brow and strained to hear what was being said but, whoever the people were, they were speaking very quietly and were too far away for him to catch what was being said. Buttoning up his trousers Spratt walked to the edge of his shed but stayed back, not showing himself. The voices stopped but he could hear footsteps. Leaning cautiously round the timberwork he caught a shadowy glimpse of two figures disappearing, each carrying a muddy sack. He couldn’t be certain but he thought it might be the fishermen he’d seen a few days before, arguing in the Shipwrights Arms. But he was still feeling groggy after the previous night’s session so, shaking his head, he made his way back into his shed and was soon snoring soundly. A couple of hours later, when he woke fully, the memory of what he had seen earlier was so hazy he dismissed it as a bad dream. 
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    Monsieur Albert Salle was growing increasingly frustrated. His beefy accomplice had been driving him round the streets in his Ford Thames van for most of the afternoon. He was hoping, on the off chance, that they might spot the fisherman who had given him the slip. But, as the day wore on, it looked more and more unlikely that they would find him. There was one moment of excitement that broke the monotony: motoring along the wharf at Nottery Quay he thought he’d spotted Crabbe. They had come up behind a figure – in cap, faded blue smock and wearing seaboots – walking nonchalantly along the quay, rolling with a sailor’s gait. 
 
    ‘Stop the van!’ Salle commanded. Big Paul stood on the brakes, almost propelling his passenger through the windscreen. ‘Mon Dieu!’ he gasped, slumping back into his seat. He wrenched the door open, tumbled out and grabbed the man he had spotted by the sleeve. But, when he turned, Salle could see he was nothing like Crabbe. He sported a full beard and wore an eyepatch. Before the man could protest the Frenchman muttered a grudging apology and climbed back into the van. As dusk fell he started wondering whether it was time to call it a day. 
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    Nipper Crabbe had made it out onto the pavement in Stone Street, round the corner from the hospital. When PC Beaumont ran off in search of a fire extinguisher, the fisherman, half-dressed and barely respectable, had headed down the opposite corridor. More by luck than judgment he had found his way along the maze of corridors and down a little-used back staircase, then out into the fresh air. It must have been a quiet time as he had only passed a couple of members of staff and they had shown no interest in the dishevelled figure. Night had fallen; there was little street lighting and he stood shakily in the gloom, wondering what to do next. 
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    Salle decided to make one more circuit round Collinghurst, the van’s headlights casting two yellow pools on the Tarmac roads as he and Paul scanned the dimly lit pavements. Very few of the locals were abroad. They were either safely tucked up in the comfort of their homes or perhaps enjoying a drink in one of the many pubs in the town. Driving past the entrance to Collinghurst hospital and turning into Stone Street, Salle spotted a lone figure. ‘Slow down,’ he hissed. This time the big man allowed the van to come to a controlled halt.  
 
    In a flash Salle was out of the door and had the man’s arm up behind his back. ‘What the…?’ Crabbe gasped. Before he could struggle free, Big Paul had wrenched open the back door of the van and they bundled the fisherman inside. The door was slammed and, in a few moments, the vehicle was roaring down the road. 
 
    Big Paul drove furiously, braking sharply and swinging round corners. As hard as Crabbe tried to hold on one-handed he couldn’t help being thrown about, pain shooting up his arm as he crashed into the sides of the van. The torture continued for some time then, on the last corner, he completely lost balance, his head connected with the metal wheel arch and he knew no more. 
 
    Once the van was parked next to the Citroën in Big Paul’s lock-up, the two men got out and quickly made their way to the back. Opening the doors they were greeted with the sight of the fisherman lying in a crumpled heap, spark out. 
 
    ‘Merde! I told you not to drive so fast!’ 
 
    Big Paul hung his head. ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘But nothing! Now we have another corpse on our hands!’ Salle leaned forward and put his fingers to the man’s neck. He felt a slight flutter. Standing upright he let out a big sigh. ‘You are very lucky. He is still alive – just. He certainly isn’t a fit state to talk. Now what do we do with him? I don’t want another corpse on my hands.’ 
 
    Big Paul shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Dump him in the street?’ 
 
    ‘What, and hope someone finds him before he expires? No, we can’t risk that. We will have to take him back to the hospital – leave him outside. And for the sake of Christ, drive carefully this time.’  
 
    The return journey was much smoother. Big Paul slowed to a halt near the entrance to the hospital. They were in luck – all was quiet. Carefully they lifted the unconscious man out of the van and propped him against the wall, next to the double doors. It took less than a minute and they were able to drive off before anyone appeared. Big Paul looked worried. ‘Do not concern yourself,’ Salle said. ‘Someone is bound to turn up soon. He will be okay. Now, let us go and find the warehouse that belongs to this Duncan fellow. I believe he has some things that belong to me.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Worzel Gummidge is a walking, talking scarecrow created by novelist Barbara Euphan Todd. He was in the very first book published by Puffin Books in 1936. 
 
      
 
    The next morning Weeks and Sharpe met the DI in his office.  Russell had  been shuffling papers on his desk while the other two settled. ‘I hear our wandering fisherman has returned,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Weeks answered. ‘He was found, dumped outside the hospital.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his condition?’ 
 
    ‘Not good. They said it looked like he’d been knocked about. So with the head injury he’d already sustained he’s in a bad way.’ 
 
    ‘Is he up to being interviewed, do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it. He hasn’t regained consciousness apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear. That’s not good.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like we won’t find out what happened to him and Stump any time soon then.’ 
 
    ‘Afraid not, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Still, at least he’s back in hospital. That should stall the Super for now. Meanwhile, what have we found out about the missing goods – Nettie?’  
 
     ‘Not a lot, I’m afraid, sir. I drew a blank in all the shops I visited.’ 
 
    Weeks flicked through his notebook. ‘I had much the same result. But there was one that was closed. I went back a couple of times, with no luck.’ 
 
    ‘Whose shop was that, Johnny?’ 
 
    ‘I asked around and found out that it’s run by someone called Duncan Fountain.’ 
 
    ‘Hang on. Didn’t Pike mention that someone called Duncan had shown him some valuable items? 
 
    Weeks flicked through his notes. ‘Yes, that right.’ 
 
    ‘Could it be the same one?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Do we know anything about him?’ 
 
    ‘Very little, sir. It seems that he comes from a good background but dresses like a scarecrow, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better go back today – and take Nettie with you.’ 
 
    Sharpe looked up. ‘How about you, sir? Did you have any luck?’ 
 
    Russell paused and cleared his throat before he spoke. ‘Ahem. Yes, sort of. I visited a rather classy shop selling jewellery. I’m sure the proprietor reacted when I showed the brooch I’d taken round. I’ll go back today and see if I can find out anything more.’ 
 
    ‘Would you like me to come with you, sir?’ Weeks asked. 
 
    ‘Er, no, lad. I think I’ll be able to manage.’ He made a show of gathering together the papers on his desk. ‘That’ll do for now. Let’s meet back here in a couple of hours. See if we’ve made any progress.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Isobel Bailey paced her shop, drawing hard on one of her cigarettes. She was nervous – a state not usual for her. As arranged, Duncan had come round the previous evening with two large tea chests. She had insisted that he unpack the contents and take the chests away – they would look too conspicuous, standing in the corner of her small, neat premises. It was with some difficulty that they managed to stow all the oddly shaped packages in various cupboards around the shop. It took the best part of two hours and was quite tiring. So, she declined Duncan’s offer of a nightcap at the hotel round the corner when they had finished. Instead, after locking up, she made her way back to Nottery Quay and her little cottage in Church Square. There she spent a restless night, troubled by strange, indistinct dreams. 
 
    Now, with the morning sun slanting through the window, the bullseyes in the glass making patterns on the floor, she fretted, wondering if she’d made the right decision. Duncan was a sweetie, and she was happy to help him out, but she hadn’t realised what a large number of valuables he had wanted her to look after. She had assumed it would just be a handful of jewellery items but he’d unwrapped some of the packages to reveal much larger pieces. She was hoping that he wouldn’t want her to store them for long. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    The two young constables arrived at Duncan Fountain’s shop to see the CLOSED sign on the door. ‘Marvellous,’ Weeks said. ‘What do we do now?’ 
 
    Sharpe shrugged. She looked at her wristwatch. ‘It’s not quite 10. I doubt he opens until then. Let’s give it a few more minutes.’  
 
    Almost on the hour, Fountain appeared. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Have you come to buy something special?’ His tone was light but inside he was quaking at the sight of a police uniform. He was relieved that he’d taken the goods round to Isobel’s shop, but he still felt apprehensive.  
 
    Weeks held out his warrant card. ‘I’m Detective Constable Weeks and this is WPC Sharpe. Can we come into the shop and have a little chat please, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Fountain fitted a large key into the lock and soon they were inside. He turned towards them, smiling to cover his nervousness although his eyes blinked constantly behind large glasses. ‘What can I do for you?’ 
 
    Sharpe took a package out of her bag and unwrapped it to reveal a small porcelain figurine. ‘Have you seen anything like this recently, sir?’ While she waited for an answer she took in the jersey he was wearing that had been washed too many times. Almost bleached of colour it hung shapelessly off the man’s bony frame. 
 
    It was a cool morning but Fountain could feel sweat trickling down between his shoulder blades. He kept his face impassive. Taking the little object he struggled to control the quaking in his body. ‘It’s very nice,’ he stammered. ‘But no, I’ve not seen anything like this lately. Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right, sir,’ she said, taking it back. ‘Perhaps you’ll get in touch if you do.’ She handed him a card with the number of the police station on it.  
 
    ‘Yes, of course. Is there anything else…?’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s all for now, sir. We’ll leave you in peace. But do let us know, won’t you?’ Weeks said.  
 
    Fountain inwardly heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Yes, of course.’ 
 
    Sharpe and Weeks walked away from the shop and turned the corner at the end of the street. The WPC stopped and faced her colleague. ‘I don’t believe a word he said.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I, Nettie. Did you see the way he was shaking when you handed him the figure?’ 
 
    ‘I did. If that wasn’t the action of a guilty man I don’t know what is.’ 
 
      
 
    Russell had arrived outside Isobel Bailey’s business premises at roughly the same time as the other two were leaving Fountain’s.  Her little shop too had a CLOSED sign on the door. He pulled back his cuff to consult the time: 10am. There was a notice with opening times on the window. He leaned forward and peered at it. ‘Damn!’ he muttered. It was closed all day today. A wasted journey. He was just about to give up and return to the police station when Isobel herself came round the corner. At first she didn’t realise it was the detective from the previous day. Then, as recognition dawned, she smiled and a flush rose up her neck at the same time.  
 
    ‘Inspector Russell, isn’t it? What are you doing here?’ 
 
    He returned the smile. He was rather pleased that she had turned up. ‘I wondered if I might ask you a few questions.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    He paused before speaking again. A frown crossed his face. ‘But it says here, you’re not open today.’ He tapped on the window. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right.’ 
 
    ‘So…?’ 
 
    ‘…So what am I doing here?’ 
 
    Russell laughed. ‘I suppose so. Look, can we go into the shop, rather than standing out in the street?’ 
 
    ‘Er, I haven’t got the key,’ she said hurriedly, the words tumbling over one another. Then, more slowly, ‘Have you got time for a cuppa? We could go next door. My friend runs the teashop.’ 
 
    It was early so they were the only customers. They sat opposite each other, either side of a small table covered with a pristine white cloth. A waitress, in an equally white pinafore over a black dress, had placed a tray on the table. ‘Shall I be mother?’ Isobel asked. Russell smiled and nodded. When she had poured the tea and handed him a delicate china cup and saucer she finally asked: ‘What is it you wanted to ask me, Inspector?’ 
 
    Russell took a sip from his cup then placed it carefully back in the saucer. ‘First of all, what are you doing here – your shop is closed today, isn’t it?’ 
 
    She poured milk into her cup and slowly stirred the tea. At first Russell thought she was stalling, but quickly dismissed the notion. ‘I had some shopping to do so I thought I’d pop into town.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I usually come in, on my day off, go to the bank and so on.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d use the one at Nottery Quay. That’s where you live, isn’t it?’ 
 
    The blush returned. ‘You’ve been checking up on me, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘You know how it is, once a policeman, always a policeman.’ 
 
    She laughed, a musical tinkling sound. ‘I suppose so. Anyway, to answer your question, I use the branch of the bank here for business, the one near home for my private affairs. Will that do?’ She looked at him over the rim of her cup, her green eyes mischievous.  
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ he smiled. 
 
    ‘More tea?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ He put his cup down and she refilled it. Then, taking the lid off the teapot, she topped it up with hot water. Even if she was stalling, Russell was surprised to find he didn’t mind. There was something disarming about this woman that he found rather pleasant. 
 
      
 
    By his own admittance he was wedded to the job these days. Away from work he liked his own company. He could experiment in his small kitchen, cooking vegetarian dishes; listen to classical music and read into the early hours, if he found the book gripping. And of course, Aggie, was a great companion. But just occasionally he thought it would be nice to have some female company again. The year before he’d been attracted to a woman he’d met on a Buddhist retreat. Initially he had been taken in by her, even though she’d turned out to be a bad lot. Not only that, she was involved with someone else, someone who was far from honest. But still he’d felt a pang of regret. Maybe that was why he’d never got close – pretty, intelligent women clouded his normally good judgment. But this one stirred something inside and made him curious. He realised he’d been lost in thought for a few moments and she was staring at him with that mischievous look. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I was miles away.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I wondered if you’d had any more thoughts about our conversation yesterday – about the brooch?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not,’ she answered quickly. ‘But I’ve got your number if anything turns up.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well – if you do…’ The conversation turned to blander subjects – the weather, the local economy and soon the teapot was empty. He signalled to the waitress for the bill. ‘Anyway, this has been very pleasant. Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve enjoyed it too. Perhaps we can do it again, some time.’ 
 
    ‘That would be nice.’ Rising from his chair, he said: ‘I’d better get back to the station now. But do get in touch.’ 
 
      
 
    After Russell left the teashop, Isobel sat back watching him go, wondering what was happening to her. Since her dashing Frenchman had slunk off, she’d been out with one or two men but there had been no real spark and the liaisons had come to nothing. She’d become resigned to the life of a spinster – or divorcee – and assumed she would probably always live on her own. But this man, this policeman, had made her think again. She couldn’t understand it. He wasn’t conventionally handsome. He was probably barely as tall as she was, carried a little too much weight and had a large, though well-shaved chin. But… there was something about him – a twinkle in his eyes – a warm smile, never far from his lips – and an easy manner, at odds with his profession. She would have to be very careful. She shook her head. What was she thinking? He was a policeman and her shop was crammed with what she was certain were stolen goods. Opening her handbag she took out a compact and dabbed powder on her cheeks and nose. She nodded to the waitress, who was idly watching, rose from her chair and left the teashop. Walking up to the corner, Isobel peered round, making sure that Russell had indeed gone, then returned to her shop. Taking the key out of her bag – yes she did have it – she opened up then quickly closed the door behind her. All was calm inside but things were getting too uncomfortable. She decided she needed to talk to Duncan – tell him she couldn’t store his goods any longer.  
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Duncan Fountain arrived to open up his warehouse to find Isobel standing outside. She was drawing hard on one of her black cigarettes, looking agitated. ‘Duncan! Thank goodness you’re here. Look!’ She leaned forward and pushed the door. It swung open on its hinges.  
 
    Fountain could see where the wood round the lock was splintered. He put his hand on his head, his eyes wide with shock. ‘My God!’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s broken in. Let’s see what it’s like inside.’ 
 
    The interior was a shambles. Tables and chairs were upended; a dresser had been pulled away from the wall. It leant at a crazy angle and the china that had been on the shelves lay smashed on the floor. The drawers in Fountain’s desk had all been pulled out, the contents strewn everywhere. Paintings had been pulled off the walls – canvasses ripped. A tall glass cabinet was tipped over. The contents – jewellery and small objects mixed up with broken glass – lay on the wooden floor. Even a couple of antique teddy bears had been torn open, their stuffing spread around like snow. 
 
    ‘Who the hell did this?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea,’ Fountain said miserably. He wondered if Septimus Pike might have done it but dismissed the notion instantly. He couldn’t see the dealer causing such mayhem – it was not his style – he’d be much sneakier. And anyway, why would he have bothered to warn him? 
 
    ‘You said you’d been told to expect a visit from the police.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t be them. I had a visit yesterday. A nice young WPC and a detective constable who looked about 16. Anyway, they wouldn’t have done this.’ 
 
    ‘Well who did?’ 
 
    Fountain shook his head. ‘Don’t know. Can only think someone was looking for that stuff I took to your shop.’ 
 
    I’ve just come from there. Nothing’s been touched.’ Isobel’s hand went up to her mouth. ‘What if they know I’ve got it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s unlikely. No one knew I’d taken it round.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ When Fountain hesitated she said: ‘Look Duncan. The reason I’m here is that I’m not happy about keeping it for you.’ 
 
    ‘Why, has something happened?’ 
 
    ‘I had another visit from the police.’ 
 
    ‘What, to the shop?’ 
 
    ‘No, luckily it was closed and I pretended I’d forgotten the key.’ She took his hands in hers and looked earnestly into his eyes. ‘Duncan. I’m sorry, but after this…’ She let go of his hands and held out her arms to encompass the devastation, ‘I don’t want to run the risk of it happening to me.’ 
 
    Fountain hung his head, crestfallen. ‘I understand.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ she said, trying to put a positive spin on it, ‘first of all, let’s tidy this place up. See what we can salvage.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Russell needed to clear his head. It wasn’t just the meeting with Isobel Bailey – that was something he could put to one side for now, something to be savoured later. No, it was the convoluted nature of the case. He always found the best place to marshal his thoughts was on the beach – with his little dog. That morning he’d left Aggie at home for a change, but decided to leave work early and take her for a long walk. Taking his hat off the hook, he made his way out of his office. He paused next to Week’s desk. As usual, the DC was half-hidden behind a tottering pile of files. ‘I’m off home, lad. Give me a call later if anything turns up.’ 
 
      
 
    The terrier was delighted to see her master – pogoing on the spot when he opened the front door. He picked her up and gave her head a rub. ‘Yes, Aggie, we’re going out. Just let me get out of my work clothes.’ He exchanged his suit for a pair of worn cavalry twill trousers and a Fair Isle sweater. He kept the same shirt but took off his tie and loosened the top button. In place of his brogues he pushed his feet into a stout pair of walking boots and laced them tightly. A battered ghillie hat finished off the ensemble. Aggie was beside herself with excitement and dashed up the garden as soon as the front door was opened. Russell followed, picking his way along the stepping stone path, avoiding the clumps of Erigeron and Alchemilla mollis. Out of the gate he followed her across the scrubby grass in the meadow – rabbits scattering in all directions – then up on to the seawall. Stopping he scanned the horizon. The tide was on its way out and the sun glinted off the golden sand. Aggie liked this best as she could run madly round in circles, revelling in the freedom. Russell made his way down the shingle bank, half-running so he didn’t tumble down the shifting stones. Soon he’d joined the terrier on the beach and strode purposefully eastward, towards the distant harbour arm that marked the entrance to Compass Point.   
 
      
 
    The case was beyond perplexing. Now, on top of the mystery surrounding the sack of swag that the dredger had brought up, there was one dead fisherman, Stump, and another, Crabbe, in a bad way. He wasn’t going to be answering questions any time soon. But they had to be mixed up in it – it was too much of a coincidence for them not to be. But it was even more puzzling than that. He was pretty certain that the other two fishermen he’d seen on the beach at Rock-a-Nore – Tedham and Drake – were up to their necks in it too. So how did the dead man – Stump – fit in with it all? And Crabbe? He’d hoped that the injured man would help to untangle the puzzle. But since he’d been found outside the hospital his condition had worsened. That was one of the reasons he’d been keen to leave the police station early – so he wouldn’t have to see Stout and explain how the man had got away from the hospital in the first place. He knew the Superintendent would be on the warpath. Luckily he wouldn’t be able to reach Russell here. That confrontation could wait until tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    He walked on by the water’s edge, getting into his stride, while Aggie danced and gambolled in the shallows. His mind was clearing and he tried to get the case in some sort of order. If what had been recovered from the dredger was just part of the haul that had been in the empty crate, how much more was there? He tried to visualise a sack in the crate. How much room would it take up? How many more sacks would fit in? He calculated as he walked. Maybe four, five or even six more? Had Nettie disturbed Drake when he was moving them to a safer hiding place? And there were two crates. How much was it all worth? The contents of the sack they’d recovered had to be worth hundreds – at least. He’d have to wait for a valuation before he knew exactly how much. But that didn’t matter, really. If, as seemed likely, it was personal possessions, plundered by the Nazis, it was more important to track down the owners and return it to them – if they were still alive. That’s where Greg Judd in Ludwigsburg would come in. He made a mental note to contact his American friend. 
 
    Although Weeks and Sharpe had drawn a blank with Duncan Fountain it seemed he wasn’t as innocent as he at first appeared. The reaction they’d observed when he’d been shown the figurine had to be the action of a guilty man. It sounded like he could be a weak link. Russell would go himself and put a bit of pressure on him.  Septimus Pike, the old rogue, had intimated that Duncan had been supplied by two fishermen – Crabbe and Stump. He cursed out loud and the little dog looked up.  
 
    ‘It’s all right, Aggie. Take no notice.’  
 
    The terrier wagged her tail and carried on snuffling around the worn timber groynes they were passing. It was too late for Stump, but they needed to talk to Crabbe. It seemed he had a direct connection to Salle. And where were the contents of the other crate? From what Pike had told him, the mysterious, suave Frenchman had been offering the same sort of goods.  So they had to be part of the same haul – didn’t they? He had a thought: Bruissement had mentioned that there was a Citroën DS parked on the Rue Gambetta in Boulogne. What if it was the same one that had been seen by Nettie near the net shops? And noticed leaving the warehouse at Nottery Quay. And the one spotted by Alf, outside the Shipwrights Arms. It all seemed to be too much of a coincidence. Where was it now? He would get on to the ferry companies. They should have a record of the car, if it had come over from France.  
 
    He and Aggie had reached the breakwater at the entrance to the estuary. Although his mind had cleared enough to start putting his thoughts in order, he still didn’t have a clear idea of how all the disparate threads could be drawn together. Plus, the steady pace he’d kept up and distance they’d come had made him thirsty. He looked at his watch. Alf would be opening up for the evening session in less than half an hour. A pint wouldn’t hurt. Besides, Aggie probably needed a drink. 
 
      
 
    On arriving at Compass Point he realised, as well as looking forward to a drink, he was rather hoping that his friend, Captain Salt would be there. But when he entered the shady interior of the Shipwrights Arms he was disappointed. The landlord greeted him cordially. ‘Inspector Russell. What can I get you?’ 
 
    ‘A pint of Best, please, Alf.’ 
 
    The only other customer, inevitably, was the ferryman. He swivelled on his seat, held up his tankard and grinned. ‘Happy to join you, Inspector.’ 
 
    Russell might have been affronted at the man’s cheek but instead, smiled back. ‘And one for Jack, please Alf.’ 
 
    ‘Very kind of you, sir.’ Spratt doffed his threadbare cap in mock salute. 
 
    While the drinks were being poured Russell settled himself on a stool. Without being asked, the landlord put a stoneware bowl of water on the floor and Aggie lapped it up. ‘Thanks Alf.’ 
 
    The landlord smiled shyly. ‘Don’t mention it. She looked as thirsty as you.’ 
 
    Russell took a deep draught from his tankard. ‘Mmm, that’s better. Now how’re you, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Not so bad.’ Spratt rubbed the stubble on his chin with his calloused hand. ‘Could do with a few more paying customers though.’ 
 
    ‘Business slow then?’ 
 
    Spratt snorted. ‘’Avin’ that bloody dredger ’ere didn’t ’elp. Not to mention the fuss when they brought up that poor bloke.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know him, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, not really. I knew of ’im – know most of the fishermen ’ereabouts.’ He took a drink then wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘Fishermen from ’ere on The Point don’t tend to mix with them from ’astings.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’  
 
    Spratt nodded. ‘Yeah, don’t trust ’em.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I can understand that. Tell me, Jack, Have you come across two other men who work on the boats – Sailor Tedham and Frankie Drake?’ 
 
    Spratt looked up sharply. ‘Why d’you ask?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you might know them,’ Russell said nonchalantly. 
 
    ‘Like I said, we don’t tend to mix with them over there, but yes, I do know them a bit.’ He paused to slake his thirst. ‘’Ere,’ he said, ‘I told the Captain about the ruckus they caused when they was in ’ere a few days ago. Didn’t ’e tell you?’ 
 
    Russell nodded. ‘Yes, he did, Jack. Would you mind repeating what happened?’ 
 
    Spratt grunted. ‘I s’pose not. It’s thirsty work though.’ 
 
    Russell smiled and raised his eyebrows. ‘Another one for the ferryman please, Alf.’ 
 
    ‘Ta very much.’ Spratt drank deeply then smacked his lips.  
 
    ‘Go on then, what did you hear?’ 
 
    ‘Now. Let me think.’ Spratt’s memory was surprisingly sharp, considering the amount he drank. In a few minutes he was able to recall every detail of the event and related them with clarity. 
 
    When Russell was sure that the ferryman had finished he said: ‘We know that it was Drake who hit Nettie – WPC Sharpe - as we found his prints on the lump of wood he thumped her with. But what’s this about sacks?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno. Couldn’t ’ear what they said at first properly.’ 
 
    ‘Think carefully, Jack. Was it sack or sacks?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely sacks – more’n one of them.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’  
 
    Both men were lost in thought for a while, the only sounds the ticking of the old clock on the wall and the distant cry of herring gulls.  Spratt had been slumped on his stool, staring into his tankard. Suddenly he sat bolt upright. ‘’Ere!' The terrier, who had been dozing, sat up too and gave a little yelp, surprised by his sudden activity. 
 
    ‘What is it, Jack?’ 
 
    Spratt rubbed the sides of his face with his hands. ‘I just remembered. Thought I’d dreamed it but it must ’ave ’appened.’ 
 
    ‘For goodness sake, tell me.’ 
 
    ‘All right. Keep yer ’air on. It was like this: I was up early the other mornin’ – been sleepin’ in me shed.’ He held his hands up. ‘No, don’t ask. Anyway. I ’ad to get up for a pee. It was quite a relief, I can tell you.’ He chuckled. ‘It was only just getting’ light an’ I ’eard voices, up at the end of the quay. And before you ask, I couldn’t ’ear what they was sayin. But…’ he took a swig then went on. ‘I ’ad a look and I see two blokes carryin’ sacks. They looked like they was in a bleedin’ ’urry.’ 
 
    ‘That’s great, Jack. Can you remember anything else?’ 
 
    Spratt screwed up his weather-beaten face, his nut-brown brow furrowed in concentration. ‘’Ang on... Yeah, I remember. The sacks looked wet. There was mud or somethin’ drippin’ off them.’ 
 
    ‘Can you point out where you saw them?’ Russell’s eyed sparkled with excitement. 
 
    ‘Sure. Let me just finish this.’ Spratt drank the last of his beer, put the tankard down and belched noisily. Rising from his stool he said: ‘C’mon. I’ll show you.’ 
 
    Just as they were stepping out of the door to the Shipwrights Arms, a black Wolseley came rattling over the level-crossing and skittered to a halt outside the pub – a cloud of dust swirling round the bodywork. As it stopped Weeks tumbled out. ‘Sir! I thought I’d find you here!’ 
 
    ‘Johnny. What on earth are you doing at Compass Point?’ 
 
    The DC looked bashful – a shy grin lighting his face. ‘I tried you at home, sir, and guessed this was where you might end up.’ 
 
    Russell returned the smile. ‘Why the big rush to find me? Has something happened?’ 
 
    ‘Duncan Fountain’s warehouse has been broken into.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Nettie was on patrol round there and she saw the door wide open. She looked inside and it was a terrible mess apparently. Everything upside down or smashed on the floor.’ 
 
     ‘Was he there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he was about to start clearing it up.’ 
 
    ‘Why hadn’t he reported it?’ 
 
    ‘Nettie asked him that. She said he was rather evasive.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. I wonder why?’ Russell looked thoughtful. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. But she insisted that it should be reported and reluctantly he agreed. She rang the station and told Sergeant Wickstead. He passed it on to DI Parker. He’s there now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh great. Trust Bonnie and Clyde to get involved. That’s all we need.’ 
 
    ‘It’s only Parker, sir. Clyde – DC Barrow is off sick.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably Lewis will go too?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently not. The DI didn’t think it would be necessary.’ 
 
    ‘Oh wonderful. I thought at least there would be one keen pair of eyes on the job.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought, too.’ 
 
     ‘Hang on. Isn’t Parker supposed to be working on the break-ins at the expensive properties owned by influential people?’ He mimicked Stout’s gravelly tones and held his hand up, gripping an imaginary cheroot between his fingers. 
 
     ‘It seems one of the houses that was robbed belonged to a golfing buddy of the Super. That’s why he was so keen to find the villains.’ 
 
    ‘And did he find them?’ 
 
    Weeks grinned. ‘An announcement is due to be made at any time, apparently.’ 
 
    Russell smiled back. ‘Ah, I see. Anyway, maybe he hasn’t messed it up – this time.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ Weeks was eager to carry on. ‘But that’s not all, sir. Fountain wasn’t alone.’ 
 
    Russell raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘No, apparently there was a woman with him. Quite distinctive, Nettie said. Very pretty with flame red hair.’ 
 
    The Inspector kept his voice even. ‘I don’t suppose she got a name?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not, sir. Perhaps Parker will find out.’ 
 
    ‘I expect he will,’ Russell said with resignation. ‘Anyway, it’s good of you to let me know.’ 
 
    Weeks beamed. ‘That’s why I came to tell you as soon as I could.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks… Now, while you’re here, this gentleman’s got something to show us.’ He nodded towards the ferryman. 
 
    While the two policemen had been talking, Spratt had rested his weight on a wooden barrel, feigning indifference but actually taking in everything he heard. He looked up, a broad grin lighting his wind-burnt face. ‘Ready Inspector Russell? Then I’ll show you where I saw them.’  
 
    The three men walked along the length of the jetty, dust rising from the dry shingle. Just before they reached the end, and were about to step off on to dry mud, Spratt stopped. ‘I reckon it was about ’ere, where I seen ’em.’ They stopped and looked around. 
 
    ‘You said the sacks looked wet, or muddy?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Drippin’ they were.’ 
 
    ‘So they must have just got them out of the water.’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Tide was out. Must’ve been in the mud.’ 
 
    ‘So how did they get them up on the quayside?’ 
 
    ‘Look, sir,’ Weeks said. ‘There’s a ladder here.’ 
 
    They peered over the side of the quay. The top rungs were dry and rusty but, as the ladder descended, they became increasingly encrusted with dark weed and barnacles. 
 
    ‘Well spotted, lad. Hang on What’s that? Russell pointed to the lowest rung, just appearing as the tide fell.’ 
 
    ‘It’s rope! Tied round the ladder.’ 
 
    ‘Go and take a look, lad. You’re more agile than I am.’ 
 
    Weeks turned and made his way down the ladder, being careful not to slip on the slimy lower rungs. When he’d descended as far as he could without getting wet he reached down. ‘There’s more than one piece.’ Ignoring the mud and slime he felt the knots tied round the metal bar. ‘I think there are three.’ 
 
    Russell took a handkerchief out of his pocket, laid it on the timber beam along the edge of the quay, knelt on it and bent over. ‘See if you can find the other ends, lad.’ 
 
    Weeks hung on to the ladder with one hand and pulled at the loose pieces of rope. Climbing back up the ladder he brought the ends up to the quayside. He held them like a bouquet, the ends splaying out like a bunch of dried up flowers. ‘They’ve been cut, sir.’ 
 
    Russell took a fountain pen out from an inside pocket and poked at the ropes. ‘Aha! Two have been cut – by our friends, I dare say. The other has been torn - by the dredger, I suspect.’ He stood and in one fluid movement, picked up the handkerchief, shook it and put it back in his pocket. ‘That adds up to three sacks.’ One we have in custody, the other two, almost certainly carried away by Messrs Tedham and Drake. So, by my calculations, that’s half the haul from the crate that turned up empty.’ He started pacing along the quayside. ‘So where is the rest? Have the fishermen – Crabbe and the late Stump, and/or Tedham and Drake – spirited it away? And what about the other mysterious crate? It’s pretty certain it spent some time in one of the net shops at Rock-a-Nore before it too disappeared.’ Weeks was having trouble keeping up both physically and mentally with his boss’s outpouring. Aggie had no problem, dancing and skipping round Russell’s heels. Spratt just sat on a bollard, grinning.  
 
    ‘We need to find that suave, but dangerous Frenchman – Monsieur Albert Salle. I’m certain that he’s the key to the whole muddled affair.’ 
 
    There was a pause while Russell smiled to himself. Before he could continue Weeks spoke. ‘Sir…’ 
 
    ‘Yes lad?’ 
 
    ‘There’s something else.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    The Super, sir.’ 
 
    Russell let out a heartfelt sigh. ‘Don’t tell me. He’s on the warpath.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so. He’s furious about Crabbe.’ 
 
    ‘Ah well. I guess I’ll have to face the music tomorrow.’  
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    ‘So let me get this straight, sir.’ DI ‘Bonnie’ Parker took a drag on his Capstan Full Strength, a scattering of ash joining the smudged grey pattern on the lapels of his grubby jacket. ‘You didn’t want to trouble us by reporting a break-in.’ 
 
    Fountain looked directly at him, his eyes large behind his glasses. ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘But whoever did it, made a right mess.’ Parker swept his arm out to encompass the chaos in the room, more ash flying from the end of his cigarette. Fountain shrugged. Parker took one last drag, dropped the butt on the floor and ground it out with his toe. He scowled. ‘I think we need to have a chat, sir, man to man.’ He turned to WPC Sharpe and gestured towards Isobel Bailey. ‘Lassie, would you take this lady outside please, she looks like she could do with some fresh air.’ When Sharpe hesitated he said: ‘Please – now - if you don’t mind. There’s no need for you to stay in here.’ 
 
    Once outside, Isobel looked daggers back towards the warehouse, her green eyes flashing. ‘God! I don’t know how you manage to put up with that man.’ 
 
    Nettie smiled. ‘Luckily I don’t usually have much to do with him. He’s got his own pet side-kick – DC Barrow.’ 
 
    ‘Bet he’s as bad.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not my place to comment.’ 
 
    Isobel undid the clasp on her bag and, reaching inside, produced a pack of Black Sobranie and her Ronson lighter. ‘Do you smoke?’ she asked, offering them to Nettie. 
 
    ‘Occasionally.’ 
 
    ‘Go on then, join me. I bet you’ve never tried one of these.’ The WPC took a black, gold-tipped cigarette and placed it between her lips. Isobel lit it with the Ronson. Nettie inhaled deeply, her expression softening as the nicotine took effect. ‘Thought you’d like it,’ Isobel chuckled. 
 
    The policewoman held the cigarette in front of her and looked admiringly at it. ‘Not sure I could afford them on my wages, though.’ She paused before continuing. ‘How long have you known Mr Fountain?’ 
 
    ‘Duncan? I’m not really sure. I guess we’ve been aware of each other for some time – being in the same business. Why do you ask?’ She drew on her own cigarette. 
 
    ‘No reason,’ Nettie said, her voice casual. ‘It just seems like you’re good friends.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ The question was not aggressive, just interested. 
 
    ‘The fact that you’ve taken the trouble to help him sort that lot out.’ She nodded toward the building. ‘It’s a real mess in there.’ 
 
    ‘Yes it is.’ 
 
    ‘Have you any idea who might have done it?’  
 
    Isobel’s face darkened and she gave a slight shake of her head. She appeared to consider before speaking. Then she said, ‘Listen. I didn’t want to say anything in there – I don’t trust that Inspector, but I think I can rely on you to be discreet, can’t I?’ 
 
    ‘It all depends.’ 
 
    Isobel seemed to make up her mind. ‘Look. Between you and me, I’m worried about Duncan.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘I think he’s got involved in something dangerous. Something that may end badly – if this is anything to go by.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of thing?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t say, but somehow he’s got himself mixed up with some very unpleasant people.’ 
 
    ‘Can you be more specific?’ 
 
    Isobel threw down her cigarette end and trod on it. She stared down at the ground. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve said too much already.’  
 
    ‘Well if you’re sure…’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sorry.’ She looked up and smiled. ‘But I wouldn’t object if you mentioned it to that Detective Inspector Russell.’    
 
      
 
    Inside the warehouse, Parker had lowered his voice. ‘You say you’ve no idea who did this?’ The other man shook his head. ‘Look, sir. If it’s a question of the insurance…’ 
 
    Fountain’s eyes widened and his mouth formed an ‘O’. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘If business is bad and you need an injection of cash…’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting I did this?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t be the first one to do it.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m only speaking hypothetically, of course. But if someone was struggling financially and needed a little help…’ 
 
    ‘That’s preposterous! Next you’ll be telling me you’ll turn a blind eye – for a consideration of course.’ 
 
    ‘Heavens, no! I don’t know how you can even think such a thing,’ Parker said, with almost believable indignation. 
 
    ‘Well what are you suggesting?’ 
 
    Parker held his hands up in submission. ‘Nothing, sir. I think you’ve misread the situation.’ Before the misunderstanding could escalate further, there was a knock on the door and WPC Sharpe looked in. 
 
    ‘Ah, lassie,’ Parker said, glad of a diversion. ‘I think I’d better leave you to take down some details. I’ll get off. Don’t want to contaminate a crime scene.’ He nodded at Fountain and crunched across the broken glass on the floor. Turning, he said to Sharpe: ‘I’ll see you back at the station.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sit down, sit down.’ Superintendent Stout waved Parker to the visitor’s chair in his office. His customary stern expression was replaced by one of benevolence. He was in an expansive mood. 
 
    Parker took a seat and automatically reached for his cigarettes. The pack was half-way out of his pocket when he remembered where he was. He looked up guiltily. ‘Sorry, sir. D’you mind?’ 
 
    ‘Mind? Of course not. Here, have one of mine.’ He pushed the tin of cheroots towards the DI. ‘I’ve got a lot to thank you for.’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘Well you’ve solved the spate of burglaries, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Er. More or less, sir.’ 
 
    Stout reached across and lit Parker’s cigar with his Zippo. ‘You’re being modest, Inspector. I’m sure you’ll have the villains locked up in time.’ 
 
    Parker puffed on the cigar, savouring a rare treat. ‘Of course,’ he said, not wanting to spoil the moment but knowing the case was far from closed. 
 
     ‘I hear you’ve been looking into the break-in at that antique place,’ Stout went on. ‘Have you drawn any conclusions?’ 
 
    Parker felt he was on safer ground now. ‘I have, sir,’ he drawled. 
 
    ‘Really? Already?’ The Super raised an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t difficult to get to the bottom of this one.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so? Tell me what you think.’ Stout relaxed into his leather chair, a smile on his face that wouldn’t have disgraced the Cheshire Cat. 
 
    Parker took a deep drag on his cigar. ‘I’m pretty sure it’s an inside job.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘We-ell,’ he said slowly. ‘That Fountain fellow might have an accent that makes him sound like the Queen’s cousin, but his clothes…’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘It looks like he’s borrowed them from Worzel Gummidge – never seen such a scruff.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s what makes you say it’s an inside job.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ Parker said. ‘I reckon he’s down on his uppers so he turned the place over himself to make it look like a break-in.’ He chuckled. ‘Then he’ll claim the insurance and buy himself some new clothes.’ 
 
    ‘Do we know what was taken?’ 
 
    ‘That WPC is there now, taking down his details. I bet there’ll be a list as long as your arm of stuff he reckons has been nicked.’  
 
    ‘I’d be interested to see what’s on it. Perhaps there’ll be some items that belong to a friend of mine.’ Stout winked, one piggy eye disappearing while the other twinkled. 
 
    ‘Certainly, sir. I’ll let you have a look as soon as the lassie comes back.’ 
 
    There was a companionable silence for a while as they puffed on their cigars – looking for all the world like two old codgers in a private men’s club. Then Stout spoke. ‘While you’re here, what do you make of this business with the loot that was brought up by the dredger? Do you think it’s part of a larger haul?’ 
 
    ‘Nah. I reckon it’s a one-off.’ 
 
    ‘But what about the crate that DI Russell found washed up? He thinks it’s connected.’ 
 
    Parker managed to turn what started out as a sneer into a sickly grin. ‘I don’t see how it can be.’ 
 
    ‘Even with that scrap of German newspaper that they found inside?’ 
 
    ‘Pure coincidence. Could’ve come from anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. ‘You think Russell has got it wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Barking up the wrong tree, I’d say. He does like to jump to conclusions.’  
 
    Stout stared at him, his lips a thin line, his brow lowered. Parker thought he’d overstepped the mark. Then the thin lips softened, turned up at the corners and the Super beamed. ‘Hmm. I tend to agree with you. He does get a bit enthusiastic. Anyway, while we’re on the topic, what about this unfortunate fellow who was dragged up by the dredger?’ 
 
    ‘Ted Stump?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s him. Russell reckons his death is tied up with the jewels.’ 
 
    Parker guffawed, scattering ash across his lapels. ‘I don’t think there’s anything sinister about it.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t?’ 
 
    ‘Nah. I reckon it’s some sort of gang war between the fishermen. I know that the men at Compass Point don’t like them at Rock-a-Nore. Wouldn’t be surprised if it was a feud that had got out of hand.’ 
 
    Stout nodded. ‘Good point. Again, I wondered if Russell was reading too much into it.’ 
 
    ‘As usual,’ Parker added, nodding. 
 
    ‘While we’re taking about flights of fancy – this mysterious French car…’ 
 
    ‘The Citroën?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Russell seems to think there’s a connection with that Frenchman, Salle, who he brought in for questioning.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see why. Just because he’s a Froggy, doesn’t mean he drives a French car,’ Parker said, dismissively. 
 
    ‘But that WPC said she saw it coming out of that warehouse, round the back of Nottery Quay.’ 
 
    The DI snorted. ‘With the best will in the world, sir, she’s only a slip of a girl – still wet behind the ears, I’d say. I reckon she’s been influenced by Russell – putting two and two together and coming up with five.’ He laughed at his own joke. 
 
    Stout just smiled. The fun had gone far enough. He didn’t like the thought that members of his own force were prone to idle speculation. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ 
 
    ‘I am, sir.’ 
 
    Stout shuffled some papers on his desk. ‘Anyway, I’ve enjoyed our conversation, and your insights. Can you send Russell in to see me please?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not here, sir. Off on one of his wild goose chases, I dare say.’ 
 
    ‘Well if you do see him…’ 
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    When WPC Sharpe returned to the police station she tried to pass the front desk without being noticed. But Sergeant Wickstead called to her before she could scuttle off. ‘Nettie,’ he said, ‘DI Parker asked to see you as soon as you got in. Best not keep him waiting.’ He winked and gave her a smile. 
 
      
 
    ‘Now then, lassie. Let’s see the list of goods that Mr Fountain alleges were stolen.’ The DI held out his hand. 
 
    Nettie hadn’t been invited to sit so she stood looking down at Parker, slumped in his chair, looking a bit like the scarecrow he’d likened the antique dealer to. ‘There isn’t a list, sir.’ 
 
    ‘What? But there has to be.’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. He said nothing was taken, as far as he could tell.’ 
 
    Parker’s face stiffened with astonishment. ‘But there has to be. All that mess…’ he spluttered. 
 
    ‘Mr Fountain said it appeared worse than it turned out to be. He said most of the damage was repairable.’  
 
    Parker rubbed his chin, a worried look in his eyes. ‘You’d better keep this to yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather the Super didn’t hear about it.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Because I say so!’ he said brusquely. ‘Now, WPC Sharpe, haven’t you got work to get on with?’ Summarily dismissed she left the room, a smile sneaking on to her lips as she closed the door. 
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    Albert Salle was slumped in a threadbare armchair in Big Paul’s shabby flat, above the lock-up. Usually smart and well turned out he looked as frowzy as his surroundings. He’d sent Paul out to fetch some fish and chips so he had time to think. He sat, nursing a glass of the brandy from a decent bottle that he’d brought with him from France and he was brooding. Since he’d been in England things had gone from bad to worse. He had arrived, optimistic that he would be able to sell the valuables he’d acquired on the continent without too much trouble, and when he’d paid off the people he was selling them for he expected to make a handsome profit. Then things started to go wrong when the contents of one of his crates had mysteriously disappeared. He was pretty sure he knew who had been responsible but there lay the crux of the problem. He had hoped that he would be able to find the whereabouts of his goods from one of the fishermen he was sure had stolen them. 
 
    But… 
 
     One of them had died before he’d been able to get any information from him; the other had lost consciousness before they’d even had a chance to question him.  
 
    So…  
 
    They were no further forward.  
 
    He had hoped that after the tip-off from Septimus Pike they would have found something in Fountain’s warehouse. But there was nothing – just a load of trinkets that bore no resemblance to his stolen goods. He had been certain that was where he would find them. The only explanation was that Fountain had managed to spirit them away – but to where? He must have a friend who would be willing to store them for him. But who was that friend? This, he determined to find out. If he didn’t the profit he expected to make would be severely reduced – if not wiped out. And Salle wasn’t prepared to put up with that. 
 
    A slamming door and heavy footsteps on the uncarpeted stairs told him Big Paul had returned. He received the warm, newspaper-wrapped package with a feeling of distaste, but managed a forced ‘Thank you.’ How the English could ruin such a simple dish was beyond him. Overcooked flaccid grey fish in greasy undercooked batter; chips – some hard and raw - others fried to a crisp, all reeking of sour vinegar and over-salted. They seemed to have made an art form of spoiling good ingredients. He sighed. The sooner he could get back to proper French cuisine the better. He carefully unwrapped the oily paper and began picking at the contents with little enthusiasm. His companion, however, had his package open on his lap and was eating with relish. 
 
    ‘What do we do now?’ Big Paul asked, through a mouthful of chips. 
 
    ‘Listen,’ Salle replied, ‘I am sure that Fountain did have my goods on his premises. But somehow, he has managed to find another place to hide them. We need to find out where.’ 
 
    ‘How are we going to do that?’ 
 
    Salle pushed his supper away, the food barely touched, and tutted. ‘You know this town. Find out where Fountain lives and we’ll pay him a visit.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Half-timbering refers to a structure with a frame of load-bearing timber, creating spaces between the timbers called panels. These are then filled in with some kind of non-structural material known as infill. The frame is often left exposed on the exterior of the building. 
 
      
 
    Russell arrived at the police station, Aggie at his heel, knowing he would have to face the wrath of Stout. He decided to pre-empt a summons from the Superintendent by going straight to his office. He was just about to knock on the door when WPC Sharpe came up to him. ‘He’s not in yet, sir, but could I have a word?’ 
 
    The DI beamed, relieved that the evil moment had been postponed. ‘Of course, Nettie. Tell you what, get a couple of mugs of tea then join me in my room, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
    She smiled back and bent to give the little terrier a pat on the head. ‘Certainly, sir.’ 
 
      
 
    After they were seated he said, ‘What’s this about then, Nettie?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit awkward…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. You’re among friends.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Aggie won’t say anything.’ 
 
    She took a sip from her mug. ‘I was at Duncan Fountain’s, with DI Parker.’ 
 
    ‘So I heard.’ 
 
    ‘He’d only been there for a few minutes when he asked me to go outside.’ 
 
     ‘Why was that?’ 
 
    ‘He said it was because “the lady looked like she needed some fresh air”.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? What lady was that?’ 
 
    ‘Isobel Bailey. She was very nice, but I’ll come to that.’ Russell remained quiet and feigned disinterest. ‘He seemed to be suggesting that what was about to pass between him and Mr Fountain wasn’t for my ears.’ 
 
    A flicker of mirth crossed Russell’s lips. ‘Any idea what it was?’ 
 
    ‘Not at the time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a shame.’ 
 
    ‘But I’ve been thinking about it and when I got back, the question he asked confirmed it.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘He was very surprised that Mr Fountain wasn’t going to claim for any lost goods. 
 
    ‘Why ever not?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Fountain said he didn’t think anything was taken and the mess looked worse than it really was. I’m not sure about that myself – I think he was trying to put a brave face on it. But he was adamant he didn’t want to make a claim.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t sound very awkward to me so far.’ The eyes twinkled again. ‘Is that all you wanted to tell me?’ 
 
    ‘Partly. Mainly, it was DI Parker’s reaction when I told him.’ 
 
    ‘Why, what did he say?’ 
 
    ‘He was astonished – was sure that a claim would have been made. And he told me not to tell Superintendent Stout.’ 
 
    ‘Curious. Why do you think that was?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, it’s awkward, sir…’ 
 
    ‘Go on. What’s said in this room stays here.’ 
 
    Nettie paused and seemed to consider. She looked down at her hands clasped in her lap, then spoke quietly. ‘When I was outside the warehouse with Miss Bailey I couldn’t help hearing snatches of conversation from inside.’ Russell tipped his head to one side. Even Aggie, lying under the desk pricked up her ears. ‘I couldn’t clearly hear what was being said – just the odd snippet.’ 
 
    ‘From which you inferred…?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like to think badly of a colleague.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you don’t. But please go ahead.’ 
 
     ‘It sounded like DI Parker was suggesting that if Mr Fountain wanted to make a claim, he could help him out.’ 
 
    Before answering, Russell pondered this information, his brow furrowed, his fingers interlaced around his mug. ‘I can see how you find this difficult. If it’s true, it’s very serious. Are you certain that’s what you heard?’ 
 
    ‘As sure as I can be. As I said, I didn’t hear all that was said, so I could be mistaken, but I’m sure something was going on.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not doubting you, Nettie, it’s just a bit worrying.’ Russell took a deep breath then exhaled slowly. ‘Leave it with me. I need to think about this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn.’ 
 
    Russell held his hands up. ‘Not at all. I’m glad you brought this to my attention, but I don’t want to act – just yet.’ There was a knock. Russell looked up. ‘Come in.’ 
 
    Wickstead put his head round the door. ‘Sorry, Sonny. The Guvnor’s just come in and he’s baying for blood – yours, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, chum. I’ll be out in a mo.’ Wickstead nodded and Russell watched him depart. He then turned to the WPC. ‘You mentioned Miss Bailey – said she was very nice.’ He looked expectantly at her. 
 
    ‘Um – yes. I had a good chat with her. Seems she’s not a close friend of Mr Fountain but has known him for quite a while. As a fellow antique dealer she felt it only fair to help clear up the mess. But… she’s worried about him.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘She seems to think that he might be in danger – suggested that his warehouse being wrecked was some sort of warning.’ 
 
    ‘Did she say anything more specific?’ 
 
    ‘No. Just that really. Oh, and she said she didn’t mind if I told you.’ The WPC smiled sweetly. Russell returned the smile. Nettie couldn’t help noticing a blush rising up from his collar.  
 
    He sat still for a few moments then, rising from his chair he said grimacing: ‘Right. ‘I’ve got an appointment to keep – and I’m sure you’ve got work to get on with, Nettie. Thanks for telling me – you did the right thing.’ 
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    Russell had been sitting in the Superintendent’s office for some minutes. Apart from waving him to a chair when he had arrived, Stout had ignored him, concentrating on the papers on his desk. Finally he looked up, but still he didn’t speak. Instead he reached for his cheroots and took his time choosing one from the tin, rolling it between his fingers and thumb while sniffing appreciatively, all the time staring at the DI. Once the cigar was lit, he drew on it hard, held the smoke in his mouth, and then blew it out in a long plume. His head was wreathed in a blue vapour when finally he spoke. 
 
    ‘Well, Detective Inspector, what have you got to say for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ Russell asked, his face a picture of innocence. 
 
    ‘Come now. Don’t be shy. I’m sure you’ve got some vital information to impart.’ 
 
    ‘We-ll…’ Russell said slowly, but before he could continue Stout interrupted. 
 
    ‘Hold on. Let me tell you what I think you’re about to say. You’ve solved the case of the missing treasure, you’ve found out who killed the fisherman and you’ve arrested that smarmy Froggy. Am I right?’ Stout sat back, a clown’s grin on his lips, an assassin’s look in his eyes. 
 
    Russell wasn’t sure how to respond. ‘Not exactly, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Well what exactly have you found out? Do tell.’ Stout slumped back in his chair and puffed out his chest, the cheroot hanging between his lips. 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure those two fishermen, Tedham and Drake, are up to their necks in it. I also think that they hid three bags of valuables in the mud at Compass Point.’ 
 
    ‘Three bags?’ Stout’s eyebrows rose towards his thinning hairline, in two perfect arcs. ‘I thought the dredger only brought up one.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it did. But we found three ropes tied to the bottom of a ladder near where it was found.’ 
 
    ‘You found three ropes. I see.’ Stout nodded slowly. ‘Tell me. Does this happen to be near the boatyard at Compass Point?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Where the main occupation involves boats?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Russell could see where this was going so explained quickly: ‘One of the ropes was torn – presumably by the dredger – the other two were cut.’ 
 
    The eyebrows came down to be replaced by a puzzled frown. ‘What makes you think these ropes relate, in any way whatsoever, to the alleged sacks?’ 
 
    ‘Jack Spratt said he thinks he saw two men carrying them away.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Jack Spratt the ferryman?’ Russell nodded – Stout guffawed. ‘You cannot be serious. He’s a notorious old drunk – probably dreamt the whole thing up, just to please you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ Russell said mildly. 
 
    The Superintendent leaned forward and stubbed his cigar out violently in the ashtray. ‘You don’t think so?’ The words came out as a growl. ‘A few more facts and a bit less thinking wouldn’t go amiss.’ 
 
    ‘But it would make sense that there was more than one sack.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘The crate.’ 
 
    ‘The empty one that was washed up?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right.’ 
 
    Stout snorted. ‘Come now, Inspector. What proof do you have that it is in any way connected with the supposed stolen goods?’ 
 
    ‘The sheet of German newspaper that was wedged inside.’ 
 
    The snort developed into a belly laugh. ‘You are joking, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. I’m perfectly serious.’ Russell’s expression betrayed no emotion but inside he was seething. How dare Stout treat his suggestions so flippantly? 
 
    Stout shook his head, mock sadness clouding his face. ‘Sorry, but I just don’t see it – too much of a coincidence.’ Russell remained tight lipped. ‘And as for this French car…’ 
 
    ‘The Citroën?’ 
 
    ‘If you say so. Does it actually exist? And if it does, do you really think it’s got anything to do with the mysterious Frenchman?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it has, sir.’ Russell spoke through gritted teeth, knowing he wouldn’t be believed. ‘Nettie – WPC Sharpe – saw it come out of a warehouse at Nottery Quay, and Alf, the landlord of the Shipwrights Arms, is sure he saw it at Compass Point.’ 
 
    Stout sighed. ‘With the best will in the world, Inspector, I’m not sure I’d set much store by the word of a naïve girl and a publican who probably drinks as much as the ferryman.’ 
 
    ‘Sir…’ Russell was having trouble keeping his voice even. ‘Alf is teetotal and WPC Sharpe is a bright girl.’ 
 
    ‘That’s as maybe, but even if they had seen it, is it really relevant to the case?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I think it is, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Well I don’t,’ Stout said emphatically. ‘And as for that antique dealer…’ 
 
    ‘Fountain, sir?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the cove.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty certain he’s mixed up in it too. When Weeks and Sharpe went round…’ 
 
    ‘Let me stop you there. DI Parker has already sorted that one out.’ 
 
    ‘He has?’ Russell looked at the Super with amazement. 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m rather pleased with him.’ Stout drawled. ‘He worked out, very quickly, that it’s an inside job.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m just waiting to see the list of fictitious things he claims were stolen.’ 
 
    Russell spoke quietly. ‘It’ll be a long wait.’ 
 
    ‘I beg your pardon?’ 
 
    ‘There won’t be a list.’ 
 
    ‘How can you say that?’ 
 
    ‘I spoke to WPC Sharpe, who interviewed the antique dealer. She said he wasn’t going to make a claim.’ 
 
    Stout frowned, looking baffled. ‘That cannot be right. Parker assured me that Fountain did it to claim on the insurance.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid the DI is wrong.’ 
 
    ‘And I think you’re jealous.’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘DI Parker deals in facts. Perhaps if you followed his lead and relied less on guesswork and assumptions you might get some better results.’ 
 
    ‘But sir…’ 
 
    ‘No buts, Inspector. If you don’t start coming up with more than vague ideas, I’ll have to take you off the case. Understood?’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ Russell’s teeth were clamped tightly closed as he rose from his chair and exited the room.  
 
    ‘Door!’ the Superintendent called after him. But Russell carried on walking and ignored him. If he had shut the door he would have slammed it so hard it would have come off its hinges. 
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    Big Paul drove steadily around Compass Point, ending up along the road behind the hospital. He stopped a short way from Duncan Fountain’s premises, switched off the engine and settled down to wait. He had a road map which he unfolded and laid over the steering wheel. It wasn’t long before the door to the warehouse opened and a striking red-headed woman came out. She was followed by Fountain. They held hands and Paul could see concern on the man’s face as they exchanged a few words. The woman leaned forward and pecked her companion on the cheek. Letting go of his hand she turned, waved over her shoulder and walked down the road. Paul waited for a few moments and then started the engine and drove the van slowly in the same direction. At the end of the street, the woman turned right. Paul followed, gradually closing the gap between them. As he drew level, she stopped as he brought the van to a halt. He opened the door and got out on to the pavement, holding the map. The woman was not concerned; she just assumed that the man was going to ask for directions. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, an apologetic look on his face, ‘I wonder if you can help.’ 
 
    The woman leant towards him, looking at the map. Then, with a speed at odds with his bulk, Big Paul dropped the map and wrenched her arm up behind her back. Before she could react, he had opened the back door of the van and forced her inside. It all happened so fast she was speechless at first then, realising what was happening, she began to cry out. Big Paul calmly reached in and hit her round the face – hard. She went quiet. He slammed the door shut, walked round to the front of the vehicle, got into the driver’s seat, started the engine and drove off. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Up the river, in the beached hulk, the food had all gone and the water in the butt had turned brackish. ‘We gotta do somethin’,’ Drake said.  
 
    ‘What do you suggest?’ Tedham growled. He was running low on his foul-smelling tobacco and the lack of nicotine was making him grouchy. 
 
    ‘I dunno. We need some grub and sommat to drink. Also, I reckon we ought to get shot of the stuff in them sacks.’ 
 
    ‘You are joking…’ Tedham said, a look of astonishment lighting his ruddy features. 
 
    ‘No, I aint.’ 
 
    ‘But there’s a fortune there. Enough to buy a boat, probably.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a boat!’ Drake retorted, his voice rising. ‘I don’t need another one.’ 
 
    Tedham grunted. ‘Mmm. Maybe not, but the money would come in ’andy.’ 
 
    ‘An’ ’ow do you propose to turn all that loot into cash?’ 
 
    ‘Take it to that bloke, Duncan whatsiname.’ 
 
    ‘Fountain.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s ’im. The one Nipper put us on to.’  
 
    ‘What? After we saw what ’appened to Nipper?’ He exhaled noisily. ‘The state ’e was in when we found ’im in that Martello Tower?’ 
 
    ‘Could’ve been some sort of accident.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that very much. I reckon ’e was roughed up by someone trying to find out where the stuff was.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘An’ don’t forget about Ted Stump. ’E’s disappeared completely. Someone’s done ’im in, I reckon.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that…’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not – for certain, but you ’ave to admit, it is suspicious. You’d ’ave thought ’e’d ’ave been in touch by now – find out what’s ’appened to ’is loot.’ 
 
    But it ain’t ’is. ’E nicked it from that Froggy.  
 
    Drake was quiet for a moment, staring down at the stained wood of the cabin floor. He looked up, his brown eyes wide. ‘’Ere,’ he said, a quaver in his voice, ‘What if that Frenchman, Monsewer Albert’s behind all this?’ 
 
    ‘All what?’ 
 
    ‘Ted disappearing – Crabbe bein’ roughed up.’ 
 
     ‘Maybe you’re right.’ Tedham pondered this, the enormity of the suggestion slowly dawning on him. ‘Bloody ’ell! What if ’e comes after us?’ 
 
    Drake tutted and rolled his eyes heavenwards. ‘That’s why I said we should get rid of the stuff.’ 
 
    ‘’Appen you’re right. Do we wait ’til dark or go now?’ 
 
    ‘Probably wait until dark – just ’ave to be careful.’  
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Russell sat at his desk, fingers linked behind his head. He was so cross that he couldn’t even muster the enthusiasm to whistle a tune. Although he wasn’t prone to self-pity he felt that Stout had been far too dismissive, as well as far too full of praise for Bonnie Parker. Undeserved praise, in his opinion. Everyone knew that Parker was a bumbling incompetent but, for some unknown reason, the Superintendent chose to ignore it. If he ever achieved success it was usually only because of some fluke.  
 
    Russell recalled a case the previous year. Parker had been in at the kill when a gang of train robbers had been arrested. He had happily taken the praise Stout had heaped on his head, even though it had been Russell who had done most of the leg work. He didn’t resent the man’s moment of glory – he had the satisfaction of knowing that he had finally captured the second of two Germans who had murdered several former Nazis around the same time. None the less, he couldn’t help being annoyed with Stout – and Parker. 
 
    He had been sitting, turning it over in his mind when there was a light tap on the door. ‘Mmm? Hello?’ DC Weeks put his tousled head round the door. ‘Come in, lad. Sit down. I hope you’ve got some good news.’ 
 
    Weeks sat opposite his boss and peered at him from under his fringe. ‘I doubt it, sir. Probably not.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Tell me the worst.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just taken a phone call from Duncan Fountain, the antique dealer. He’s concerned about his friend, Miss Bailey.’ 
 
    Russell sat up and placed his hands flat on the desk. ‘Isobel? Why? What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently she left his warehouse to go to her shop.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘He said he was concerned – something had made him uneasy.’ 
 
    ‘Is that all he said?’ 
 
    ‘No. What started his anxiety was seeing a van, parked across from his premises.’ 
 
    ‘A van? That’s not so suspicious. It is a working area, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but there was a man – a big man – sitting at the wheel, just staring out through the windscreen.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously waiting for a load, I would have thought.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. But as soon as Miss Bailey began walking along the street, he started the engine and appeared to follow, at a walking pace. Fountain carried on watching, the lady turned the corner, and so did the van.’ 
 
    ‘Coincidence, surely?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, but after a few moments, he heard a door slam and the van went off at speed.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see why that would cause him to worry.’ 
 
    He said that it happened yesterday. He’s rung her several times since, but hasn’t heard from her.’ 
 
    ‘I see. I understand his concern now. I think we should pay him a visit.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Duncan Fountain, at his most nervous, was not an encouraging sight. He’d run his hand through his hair so many times that it stood up in greasy spikes. His already baggy clothes hung shapelessly off his spare frame. There was a visible tick at the side of his left eye, the affliction magnified by his large spectacles. In contrast, his warehouse had been cleaned and tidied. To a great extent, it was back to how it had been. 
 
    ‘So tell me again what happened, sir.’ 
 
    Fountain scratched his chin nervously. ‘We’d just finished tidying this place – Isobel was wonderful, I’d never have done it on my own. Then she went off and I haven’t heard from her since.’ 
 
    ‘What time was this, sir?’ 
 
    ‘It would have been about five o’clock, I think.’ 
 
    ‘You said you were suspicious of a van that was parked nearby.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’d looked out of the window earlier in the afternoon and saw it parked, a little further up the road, on the other side. I didn’t take much notice at the time as we were busy clearing up. But a while before Isobel left, I looked out and it was still there. Then, when she left, I stayed in the doorway, watching her go. I saw it start up and follow her along the road and round the corner.’ 
 
    ‘Could it not have been a coincidence?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, but I had a bad feeling. When I heard the door slam and the engine race I feared the worst.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do?’ 
 
    ‘I ran up the road and looked round the corner. There was no sign of Isobel or the van, just an old road map lying in the road. I told myself that there was no connection between them and came back here. But I still couldn’t shake off the feeling of dread.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Russell said. ‘Can you describe the vehicle?’ 
 
    ‘I can do better than that; I can tell you what it was. It was a Ford Thames van.’ 
 
    ‘How can you be so sure?’ 
 
    Fountain managed a small grin. ‘The greengrocer I use has a brand new one. It’s his pride and joy.’ 
 
    ‘What about the colour?’ 
 
    ‘Grey.’ The colour matched Fountain’s complexion. 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’  
 
    ‘Positive.’ 
 
    DC Weeks was jotting down the details in his notebook. He looked up. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance you noted the registration?’ 
 
    ‘I did. Wait a moment.’ Fountain opened a drawer in his desk and produced a piece of paper. ‘GDM 325.’ 
 
    The two policemen looked at each other. Russell spoke. Get on to the station, lad. Find out who the registered keeper is.’ He addressed Fountain. ‘All right if he uses your telephone, sir?’ 
 
    Fountain held his hand out. ‘Be my guest.’ 
 
    While the DC was busy with his call, Russell carried on talking to the antique dealer. ‘You say you’ve tried ringing her at her shop?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, several times.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve had no reply?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps she’s taken the day off.’ 
 
    Fountain shook his head. ‘I should say that’s unlikely. She only closes one day a week.’  
 
    Weeks had finished his call and put down the receiver. ‘They’re checking the number and will get back to us, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, thanks. That’s all for now, Mr Fountain. We’ll be in touch if we find out anything further.’ They were just leaving when Russell stopped and turned back to the dealer. ‘I don’t suppose you know where Miss Bailey lives?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly. I know she has a cottage in Church Square, but I don’t know which one it is.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay. I’m sure we’ll find it. Meanwhile, do let us know if you hear from her. Right lad, let’s bump our way up to the Square.’ 
 
      
 
    The Wolseley rocked and rolled along the cobbled streets in the citadel. As they drew level with the first house Russell said: ‘Pull up here. Someone’s bound to know where she lives.’ He got out of the car and walked up to the house. Like its medieval neighbours it was half-timbered, with blackened beams framing whitewashed panels – some with simple pargeting. It was said that a number of the oak beams that formed the frames had come from sailing ships, wrecked along the coast. They certainly had an aged, weather-beaten look to them. The windows were small, with leaded diamond panes. Most houses had a substantial oak front door, stout defence against marauding Frenchmen, smugglers, and the revenue men looking for them. But these threats belonged to a past, now long gone. 
 
    For some time, the dwellings had been considered as little more than hovels, allowed to decay and occupied by the poor and destitute. But lately, those with taste – and sufficient funds – had moved in, restoring the historic buildings back to their former glory. After Russell had knocked, using the brass dolphin-shaped knocker, the door was opened by one of these parvenus. The woman was elegantly dressed in a pale green twinset, her blonde hair swept back in a stylish chignon. She looked quizzically at the man standing at her threshold. ‘Can I help you?’ she asked. Her thin lips barley moved. 
 
    ‘I hope so, madam.’ He held out his warrant card. ‘I’m looking for a Miss Bailey – Isobel Bailey.’ 
 
    The woman sniffed. ‘Oh, her.’ 
 
    Russell cocked his head to one side. ‘madam?’  
 
    ‘She’s in trade.’ 
 
    He bristled and said sharply, ‘She’s a high-class jeweller.’  
 
    ‘Possibly. Anyway. She lives down there.’ The woman pointed to an alleyway between two of the houses. ‘Through the arch, on the right – you can’t miss it. Goodbye.’ With that she shut the door with a bang. 
 
    Russell and Weeks made their way down the dark alley, a low ceiling overhead. When they emerged into the light there was indeed a cottage on the right. Russell knocked on the door and waited. Nothing, just the distant cry of gulls at the harbour and the clopping of a horse’s hooves as it pulled a cart across the cobbles. He knocked again, louder this time but it appeared no one was at home.  
 
    ‘Looks like we’re out of luck, sir’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right, lad. Come on. Let’s see if she’s gone back to the shop.’ 
 
    They bumped back over the cobbles, Russell holding onto the grab handle above the door, to stop himself being thrown about. When they regained the relative smoothness of the Tarmac Weeks spoke, staring ahead through the windscreen. ‘Sir…’ 
 
    ‘Yes, lad?’ 
 
    This Miss Bailey…’ 
 
    ‘Ye-es?’ Russell said, stretching the word out. 
 
    ‘Do you like her?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I had a feeling you might be keen on her.’ 
 
    Russell chuckled. ‘Not much gets past you, does it? Yes, I think she’s rather attractive.’ 
 
    Still looking forward, Weeks grinned. ‘Thought so. I hope you have better luck than you did with the last one, sir.’ 
 
    ‘The last one?’ Russell was baffled. 
 
    ‘Helen McDermott. The mastermind behind that train robbery near Uckfield.’ 
 
    ‘Blimey! You’ve got a long memory.’ Russell was spared any further questions as they had arrived outside the jewellers. 
 
      
 
    The shop was firmly shut with the window blind pulled right down. Weeks tried the door handle but it was locked. ‘What now, sir?’ he asked. 
 
    Russell frowned. ‘I’m not sure. She’s clearly not here.’ He paused and looked around. ‘Hold on. I believe her friend runs the teashop next door. Let’s go and ask in there.’ 
 
    The two detectives waited while the waitress disappeared out the back. In a few minutes she returned, followed by her boss. In contrast to the waitress, dressed in stark black and white, Miss Smollett was clothed in grey: grey skirt, grey lambswool jumper, low-heeled grey suede shoes with a strap across the ankle, and grey lisle stockings. Her iron-grey hair was pulled back into a severe bun. This all created the impression of a woman in her late forties or early fifties but she had the unlined face of a much younger woman.  
 
    She gave them a cool smile. ‘How can I help you, gentlemen?’ 
 
    ‘We’re looking for Miss Bailey,’ Russell said. 
 
    ‘Izzie? Is she not in the shop?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s locked up, with the blinds down. Have you any idea where she might be?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not. I haven’t seen her for a couple of days. It’s odd, as she is usually in the shop most of the time at the moment. She told me she was very busy with jewellery repairs and so on.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t know when she’s likely to be back?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t. The last time I saw her she didn’t mention anything about not coming in.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thank you for your time. If you do see her, can you ask her to get in touch?’ Weeks handed her a card. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ They were just walking out when the woman spoke again. ‘Strange. You’re not the first to mention her.’ 
 
    Russell turned. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. There were two gentlemen here yesterday. I just happened to be outside and saw them go up to Izzie’s door. I asked if I could help.’ 
 
    ‘What did they want?’ 
 
    ‘They said they were friends. One of them was definitely foreign – probably French. He said they had been asked to come and collect some goods. They went into the shop, closed the door and were in there for a good while. When they came out they went off with three large, heavy looking sacks – the big man carrying two, the Frenchman, one.’ 
 
    ‘How did they get into the shop?’ 
 
    ‘They had a key – I presumed they must have got it from Izzie.’ 
 
    ‘Can you describe the men?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly. I’ve got a good memory for people. I love watching them when they come in here – try to work out where they come from, what they do, that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very interesting, but could you tell us what these men looked like?’ Russell struggled not to sound impatient. 
 
    The woman gave him an old-fashioned look. ‘Of course. One was very large, well over six foot and broad as well. Had the face of a boxer, if you know what I mean.’ Russell nodded. ‘He didn’t say anything – but I didn’t like the look of him; the other was suave and quite charming – as I said, obviously French.’ 
 
    Weeks looked up from his notebook. ‘What makes you say that, madam? 
 
    ‘By the way he was dressed, naturally. You don’t get Englishmen wearing stylish clothes like that.’ Weeks felt uncomfortable as she eyed his crumpled suit. ‘Also, although he spoke good English, it was almost too perfect.’ 
 
    ‘What did he say?’ 
 
    ‘He just said he was a friend of Izzie’s and she had asked to him to collect some things for her.’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t you suspicious?’ 
 
    ‘At first, yes. But when he showed me the key, I assumed he was telling the truth.’ A cloud passed across her face and she began rubbing one hand over the other, nervously. ‘Now I’m not so sure.’ 
 
    ‘You say they went off with three heavy looking sacks. Which way did they go?’ 
 
    Oh they didn’t go far, just put them in the back of the van.’ 
 
    ‘The van?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, didn’t I say?’ 
 
    ‘No, you haven’t mentioned it before.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Must have slipped my mind.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’ll be able to describe it though,’ Russell said, recalling her memory for people. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t. I’m not good with cars and things like that.’ 
 
    ‘Can you remember the colour, at least?’ 
 
    She frowned, looking down, and rubbed neatly manicured fingers across her chin. ‘Let me think.’ Russell waited patiently for an answer, not wanting to prompt her. Then she looked up, a smile, warm this time, lighting her face. ‘It was grey – my favourite colour.’ The policemen exchanged a glance. 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you have a key to the shop?’ Weeks asked, perceptive as ever.  
 
    ‘Yes I have. Izzie leaves one with me, just in case…’ 
 
    ‘I think this is one of those cases, madam. Could we have it please?’ Russell held out his hand. 
 
    ‘Just a moment.’ The two men stood waiting while she went out into the back room, returning in few moments and handed Russell the key. ‘Should I come with you?’ she asked, hesitantly. 
 
    ‘I don’t think that will be necessary, madam.’ Russell had a bad feeling and thought it best if the woman stayed where she was. 
 
      
 
    The key fitted easily in the lock and turned without effort. Russell pushed the door open, letting a shaft of sunlight cross the threshold. But, with the window blind down, all was dark within. He fumbled around the door frame, found a switch and flooded the room with light.  
 
    ‘Oh bloody hell.’ 
 
    ‘Quite, lad.’ The chaos was reminiscent of the mess in Fountain’s warehouse a few days before, although nowhere near as bad. Cupboard doors lay open, contents spilling across the floor; drawers had been pulled out and upended. ‘Someone has been looking for something, I reckon.’ 
 
    ‘And took whatever it was away in those sacks,’ Weeks added. ‘Do you reckon it was Albert Salle?’ 
 
    ‘I’m certain it was, whatever the Super thinks. No idea who his chum is though. He’s a new character on the scene.’ 
 
    ‘What about the van Miss Smollett saw? Is it the same one Fountain described that followed Miss Bailey?’ 
 
    ‘Bound to be. Too much of a coincidence not to. We need to find out who owns it. I can’t believe Isobel would have given up her key willingly. We need to find Salle, and his friend, and find them fast.’ 
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    ‘I don’t believe you!’ Big Paul spat. 
 
    Isobel Bailey’s usual ladylike sheen was long gone. Her flame-red hair hung wetly around her face in rat tails; there were dark smudges under her eyes; dried blood streaked her bruised and swollen face. Tears of pain and frustration had made runnels down her cheeks. The next lot of tears were not far away as the big man grabbed her chin and shook her head violently from side to side. 
 
    ‘All we recovered from your shop is just half of what was stolen. Where is the rest?’ 
 
    ‘I told you, I don’t know.’ Isobel’s voice was husky from lack of sleep. ‘Can I have a drink now?’ 
 
    Big Paul thrust his head forward until his face was inches from hers. ‘You can have a drink when you tell me where the goods are!’ She tried turning her head away but grabbed her jaw again. ‘Tell me where they are!’ he yelled, flecks of spittle splattering her face. 
 
    ‘I – don’t – know.’ Her voice, just short of a whisper. She knew she couldn’t take much more. She hated the idea of ratting on her friend but she didn’t want any further pain. She heaved a sigh and said: ‘If you want to know, ask Duncan.’ 
 
    He stepped back. ‘Duncan Fountain? That little weed?’ 
 
    ‘Call him what you like. If anyone knows, he does.’ 
 
    Paul gave her one more slap for good measure, switched out the light and left her alone in the lock-up.  
 
      
 
    Up in the flat Salle sat slumped in the armchair, a glass in his hand. ‘Well? Did you find out where the rest of my goods are?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not – she insists she doesn’t know. Perhaps you should go down and have a try.’ 
 
    Sale looked down, apparently intent on the grubby carpet. ‘I don’t think so. If you cannot get her to talk then nobody can.’ 
 
    ‘If I may be so bold, it seems you don’t want to see the lady. Is there a reason?’ 
 
    Salle stood up suddenly, the brandy slopping over the rim of his glass. He narrowed his eyes, a murderous look on his face. ‘The reason is, I choose not to. And why? It is none of your bloody business. Now go back down there and get the truth out of her. That is what I am paying you for!’ 
 
    Big Paul was taken aback. He knew that the Frenchman had a temper but he had never spoken to him like that before. ‘Okay, okay! Keep your hair on.’ There was an awkward silence, then Big Paul ventured:  ‘Listen, boss. There’s no point in continuing, I believe that she’s telling the truth – she really doesn’t know.’ Salle was about to remonstrate but Paul held his hands up and continued. ‘But what she did say was: “Ask Fountain, he knows”.’  
 
    ‘Mon dieu! That scruffy little rat with the airs and graces?’ 
 
    ‘So it seems. Perhaps he holds the key to the problem?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ Salle stroked his chin, concentrating. ‘Tell me. Does this Fountain fellow have a relationship with her?’ He pointed downwards, towards the lock-up. 
 
    ‘I should say so – almost certainly.’ 
 
    Salle grinned, his features vulpine. ‘Then I think we can use that to our advantage. Find me paper and a pencil. I want you to deliver a note to our friend.’ 
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    ‘Right. What have we got?’ Russell had called Weeks and Sharpe into his office. He wanted to gather as much information as possible before the inevitable summons from Stout. He knew that the Superintendent would be after an update as soon as he arrived at the station in the morning and Russell was determined to be prepared. ‘Let’s talk about the vehicles first. What have we got on the Citroën, Nettie?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been on to the ferry companies and it seems that very few Citroëns have come across from Boulogne in the past month and only three of them were DS’s. Two can be ruled out as one of them was red, the other green, which leaves a blue one that came over on the SS Lord Warden. I’ve made some enquiries and guess what?’ Russell looked at her expectantly. ‘It’s registered to a Monsieur Albert Salle.’ 
 
    ‘Bingo!’ Russell clapped his hands. ‘Well done, Nettie.’ The WPC smiled shyly. ‘What about the van we found behind the Martello tower?’ Before either of the others could reply, he remembered. ‘Oh yes, it belongs to Frankie Drake – I’ll ask about him in minute. Now, the grey Ford Thames van.’ 
 
    Weeks looked up from his notebook. ‘We’ve drawn a bit of a blank there, sir. It was registered to a delivery firm in Lewisham, South London, but was stolen six months ago.’ 
 
    ‘How come it’s still running around with the same number plate? Usually, when vehicles are stolen, that’s the first thing that gets changed.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit of a mystery. It was virtually brand new and the local force was under pressure from their Superintendent who played golf with the MD of the firm.’ 
 
    Russell chuckled. ‘Same as here then.’  
 
    ‘But they couldn’t find it, however hard they looked – and I’m assured they really tried. It just disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘Until now.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘So we don’t know who’s been driving it around here.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m afraid not, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Or where it’s being kept.’ 
 
    ‘Nor that.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably Salle’s henchman must have a place somewhere around here – where he, and possibly the Frenchman, are hiding out.’ 
 
    ‘It would seem so.’  
 
    ‘I think that finding it – and the mystery man – should be a priority. While we’re talking vehicles, I don’t suppose we know what Duncan Fountain, the antique dealer, drives?’ 
 
    ‘I do, sir.’ Nettie’s face lit up. ‘With the help of my brother, and his love of cars, I can tell you that he has a blue Morris Minor Traveller.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Nettie. Good work.’ Russell sat back in his chair and absently linked his fingers behind his head. Closing his eyes, he began quietly whistling. Weeks recognised it as Guy Mitchell’s Singing the Blues. He turned to Sharpe and held a finger up to his lips. He knew from experience that when the boss started whistling, it was best not to disturb him. After a couple of minutes Russell’s eyes slowly opened, he finished the chorus and smiled at the two constables. ‘Where was I? Oh yes, Fountain’s Morris Minor.’ He sat up, the refrain forgotten, alert to the situation.  
 
    ‘The jeweller, Isobel Bailey, is missing – under suspicious circumstances,’ Russell said. ‘And, as far as we are aware, Duncan Fountain was the last person to see her. There was no sign of her at her house in Church Square and judging by the mess we found her shop in, she hasn’t been there recently either. Going on what Fountain witnessed when she left his warehouse, I think it’s possible that Salle’s henchman abducted her.’ He stood, pushing his chair back. Aggie pricked up her ears and raised an eyebrow. Russell paced the short distance towards the filing cabinet – hands clasped behind his back – turned, and slowly paced back. ‘If they have got her, I’m pretty sure it must be something to do with the missing contraband. So, it doesn’t take a genius to work out that there may be some sort of ransom demand, don’t you think?’ He looked pointedly at Weeks. 
 
    ‘That’s very likely, sir. But what about the fishermen, Tedham and Drake? You said you’d get on to them. If Spratt was right, and saw them leaving Compass Point with the two sacks, aren’t they involved, too?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s quite possible, although I somehow don’t think they’d be part of a ransom plan.’ 
 
    ‘No, sir?  
 
    ‘No, I don’t think so. But I’m pretty certain that they’re definitely embroiled in the whole business. After all, Nettie, you found evidence of a crate that had been stored in their net shop.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, sir…’ She paused. ‘Well, possibly. Something large had been dragged across the floor, so it could have been the crate.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s assume it was. Where did it go from there?’ He looked at the two constables. They looked back blankly. Neither had an answer. Russell returned to his chair and settled himself. He leaned forward, steepling his fingers and resting his chin on the tips. ‘Okay. Let’s assume that Salle, and his accomplice, collected it. Where would they hide it?’ 
 
    Weeks frowned. ‘They must have a garage or lock-up somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘And the sacks that Nettie saw in the other net shop. Where have they gone?’ 
 
    Same place, sir?’ she suggested. 
 
    ‘Most likely. But where is it?’ Russell frowned. We can’t ask Crabbe, he’s out of action, Tedham and Drake are still missing. So who does that leave?’ 
 
    ‘Fountain?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Fountain. I think we need to pay him another visit. We’ll go in the morning.’ He pulled back his cuff and peered at his wristwatch. Looking up he smiled. ‘I think we’ll call it a day, I don’t think much will happen overnight. We’ll make a fresh start tomorrow.’ The two constables were just leaving when he said: ‘Johnny, could you look after Aggie for me? One of my old mates from the army has been in touch. He’s just been promoted to DCI in the Met and has asked me to meet him in London. I thought I’d go up this evening. I’ll stay overnight, but don’t worry, I’ll catch the early train down in the morning.’ 
 
    Weeks grinned. ‘Of course, sir. It will be a pleasure.’ He clicked his fingers. ‘Come on, Ag.’ The little terrier appeared from under the desk, tail wagging, and without a backward glance, followed the DC out of the office. 
 
    Russell rolled his eyes. ‘Charming.’ 
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    A single lamp lit the desk in the corner of the warehouse and shafts of low sunlight filtered through the dusty window, spotlighting items of furniture and bric-a-brac. The rest of the cluttered room was in near darkness. Duncan Fountain sat in an overstuffed armchair staring at nothing in particular. He was finding it hard to concentrate. So much had happened, in such a short time: The meeting with Septimus Pike and the warning that the police would be paying him a visit; the break-in and the havoc that it had caused; then the visit from Inspector Parker and his insinuation that he had staged the burglary to claim on the insurance. The cheek of the man! He knew he might look poor but things weren’t so bad that he needed to break the law. Well, apart from dealing in some possibly illegally obtained goods – but everyone did that, didn’t they? However, he was regretting agreeing to fence the goods that the fishermen had brought him. Possession of them was obviously much more dangerous than he had at first thought. And now Isobel was missing and by the reaction from the two policemen who had not long departed, there was cause for concern. Was that because she was storing the items for him? He felt overwhelmed; felt that he was suffering from sensory overload and he wasn’t sure he could cope. Thoughts kept circling round his muddled head. Nothing seemed to make sense – everything conspired to pile confusion on to chaos.  
 
    He was startled to hear the letterbox in the door clatter and see a grubby brown envelope flutter to the floor. At first he was perplexed. It was a strange time for the post to arrive. Then something inside him stirred – he had a bad feeling. Rising swiftly he crossed the room and picked up the envelope. The flap wasn’t sealed and he slid out a single sheet of paper folded in half. Opening it he could see, written in pencil, a note which made his stomach tense and his heart pound. 
 
      
 
    Fountain 
 
    If you wish to see your lady friend again, 
 
    be at the quay,Compass Point –  
 
    with the rest of the goods, 
 
    7.30 tomorrow evening. 
 
    AND NO POLICE! 
 
      
 
    His heart was hammering so hard he thought it might burst out of his chest. He sat down with a bump, absently pulled the Paisley handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at the sweat that was welling from his face and neck. This was the last thing he expected. Who the hell had sent the note? He got up and looked out of the window – he was too scared to unlock the door – but the street was empty. Whoever had pushed the envelope through the letterbox was long gone. He sat down again, his large head in his hands, the letter lying across his lap. What could he do? He read the words again – “the rest of the goods…”. Presumably that meant whoever sent the letter had the gold and silver trinkets that Isobel had been storing for him. Jesus! What had they done to her? He sat for a long time, raw fear bubbling up inside him. He remembered the card the policewoman had given him. What was her name? For God’s sake – it didn’t matter! He got up and crossed to his desk and had just lifted the telephone receiver off the rest when he stopped and carefully placed it back. The note said, ‘AND NO POLICE’! He couldn’t imagine what might happen if he did involve them. So he wasn’t going to tempt fate – not if Isabel’s safety was under threat. But where was she? He turned the note over but the back was blank. He felt in the envelope but it was empty. He read the words again, although by now he knew them by heart. He looked at his watch. A quarter to eight. That gave him less than 24 hours to find the goods.  
 
    What was he thinking? He didn’t have the slightest idea where they were – or who had them. If he turned up without them, what would happen then? He couldn’t imagine. The panic was rising again, threatening to choke him. What the hell was he going to do? He started pacing up and down the room, gnawing on his knuckle. It wasn’t long before he drew blood – but he was so absorbed that he didn’t notice the trickle running between his fingers or the metallic taste in his mouth.  
 
    ‘Calm down,’ he told himself. ‘Think logically.’ He thrust his hands in his trouser pockets. Tedham had brought him the batch of goods. Then he remembered: when he’d seen how much the man had brought, he was disappointed. Earlier Nipper Crabbe had intimated that there was lot more than had actually been delivered. So did the fisherman have the rest? He let out a frustrated gasp. What did it matter? He had no idea where to find them. But he had to get the goods – or what would happen to Isobel? He shuddered. He had to find them. 
 
      
 
    After a while Fountain had recovered enough composure to formulate a plan. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the only one he had. He decided that he would visit the local pubs and hostelries, to see if anyone knew of the whereabouts of the fisherman. So he got into his Morris Traveller and started the engine, producing the distinctive trumpeting exhaust note. He headed for Nottery Quay. First stop was the Seahorse Inn where he’d initially met Nipper Crabbe and his accomplice, Ted Stump. But when he arrived and got out of the car a dread descended and he wished he’d never set eyes on them. If he hadn’t been shown the gold and silver objects, and especially the jewellery, Isobel wouldn’t be missing and in danger and he wouldn’t be scared witless. 
 
    He asked after Tedham. ‘I’m sorry, sir, I haven’t seen him for a number of days,’ the barman said. ‘Shame, as when he and his mate, Frankie, do come in they usually drink quite a bit.’ He was tall and angular, with a sad smile. ‘If they turn up, who shall I say was looking for them?’ 
 
    Fountain was flustered. ‘Oh. Just say a friend.’ As he turned to go the barman spoke again. 
 
    ‘Actually, they don’t come in that often. You might be better off asking in the pubs around Rock-a-Nore. That’s where they keep their boat.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I’ll try there.’ 
 
      
 
    As he drove west he found it hard to keep the panic and dread at bay. What if he didn’t find them? He parked his Morris at the side of one of the net sheds, unaware he was only a few yards from where the contraband had been stored, a few days before. Walking back towards the town the first pub he came to was the Dolphin. As soon as he entered he felt like a fish out of water. Half a dozen pairs of eyes swivelled to stare at him. Each belonged to a fisherman. They were dressed in a variety of faded and ragged sweaters, nondescript, salt-stained trousers and sea-boots. Every man jack of them was wearing a grubby flat hat or a Breton cap. The air of suspicion was almost as dense as the tobacco smoke that hung in a pall below the low nicotine-stained ceiling and filled the bar with a cloying smell. Swallowing nervously Fountain made his way across the room. 
 
    The man behind the bar was tall, with matted, shoulder-length hair, a windswept complexion and a Roman nose that looked to have been broken more than once. He eyed the stranger for a few moments then uttered a single word. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Er, excuse me,’ Fountain stammered. ‘I’m looking for Sailor Tedham.’ There was long pause while sweat trickled down between his shoulder blades. 
 
    ‘Is that so? And why might you be interested in him?’ The man leaned forward and rested his forearms on the bar top. He grinned, displaying a fine set of teeth, gold glowing at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    ‘Oh, no reason. Just thought he might have been in here.’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t seen him for days. Now, if you don’t want a drink…’ Standing upright, he turned and walked away. Flustered, Fountain stumbled to the door. As he reached it and stepped over the threshold, a figure rose from his seat and silently followed him.  
 
    At first Fountain didn’t notice. Outside there was a single street lamp. The yellow glow from its gas mantle did little to illuminate the road. After walking for a few moments he looked over his shoulder and, realising he was being followed, put on a spurt. But the man following didn’t slow his pace and soon closed the distance between them. Fountain broke into a trot but before he reached his car he felt a hand on his shoulder. Unable to shake it off he turned to face his pursuer. ‘What do you want?’ he stammered, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    ‘Calm down,’ the man said. ‘I’ve come to ’elp you.’ 
 
    ‘What? How?’ Fountain was confused. He was expecting to be attacked, not helped. 
 
    ‘I heard you say you was lookin’ for Sailor.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘I might know where you can find him.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    Fountain narrowed his eyes. ‘Why would you want to help me?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ the man chortled. ‘Maybe I think it could be to my advantage.’ 
 
    Fountain could feel his skin grow cold. ‘W-what do you mean?’ he stammered. 
 
    ‘Look, I’ll come clean. The fishin’ community is a small one. Nothin’ stays secret for long – it’s almost impossible to keep anythin’ to yourself. So…  we all knew somethin’ was goin’ on – somethin’ big. 
 
      
 
    As Fountain got into the car the man climbed into the passenger seat, closed the door and sat back with his arms folded tightly against his chest. By the light of a nearby gas lamp Fountain could just see that he was dressed much like the fishermen in the Dolphin. With one exception – his cap was a tam-o’-shanter – grubby, but even in the dim light the tartan was quite recognisable. He was of indeterminate age, his weather-worn skin giving nothing away. Fountain  turned towards him. ‘I don’t know what to call you. Are you going to tell me your name?’ 
 
    ‘Lou. You can call me Lou. I don’t want to tell you any more – okay?’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine by me. Are you going to let me know what you’ve heard?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t see why not.’ The man took a skinny roll-up that had been tucked behind his ear and placed it between his lips. Rummaging in a pocket he produced a red-headed match and deftly flicked it with a grimy thumbnail, producing a flame. He lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘I s’pose you’ve ’eard about the Nazi gold?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ Fountain feigned indifference. 
 
    ‘Hmm. I reckon you know more than you’re letting on.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    The other man blew out a plume of smoke and chuckled. ‘A little bird told me.’ 
 
    ‘A little bird?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. One of your colleagues is a mate of mine.’ 
 
    ‘Who is that then?’ 
 
    ‘A gentlemen who goes by the name of Septimus Pike.’ Fountain swallowed, his Adams apple bobbing. Lou, looking closely at him, noticed. ‘Yeah, that’s right. He told me he’d had a visit from the local constabulary. And, I think I’m right in saying, so did you.’ He looked away, a smile playing about his face, the roll-up gripped tightly between his lips. 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ Fountain’s voice was quiet. ‘What else have you heard?’ 
 
    Lou grinned. ‘Thought you’d be interested. What I’ve ’eard is that a large quantity of stolen goods, probably taken from Jews, has been floating about and been offered for sale. Am I right?’ Fountain shrugged non-committally. ‘And the rozzers are trying to track it down. Plus… there’s a mysterious Froggy – a smarmy cove by the sound of it – who reckon’s it’s ’is. ’E says someone’s nicked it. Well, at least some of it. An’ he’s after whoever took it. Sound familiar?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you’re right. That’s why I’m looking for Tedham.’ 
 
    ‘Thought as much. You reckon he’s got the stuff?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t think who else. I know Nipper Crabbe and Ted Stump had it initially.’ 
 
    ‘And one’s dead and t’other’s in hospital.’ 
 
    ‘Quite, so it can’t be them.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think Sailor an’ Frankie have got it then?’ 
 
    A frown passed across Fountain’s face. ‘Sailor and Frankie?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you know? Thick as thieves, they are. Where Sailor goes, Frankie goes too.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Fountain shook his head, as if to make the new information settle. ‘Anyway. You said you know where he… where they will be.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘How come?’ 
 
    Lou grinned. ‘If they’re hiding up then there’s only one place they’ll go.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s that?’ 
 
    The man’s cigarette had long gone out but it remained stuck firmly to his bottom lip as he spoke. ‘I’ve got this old boat, see. More of a hulk, really. Don’t go nowhere, just sits on the riverbank. I go there when I want time on me own – time to think. I keeps a few vittles there, so I can turn up at any time an’ spend a few days there, if the mood takes me.’ 
 
    ‘And you reckon that’s where they’ll be.’ 
 
    ‘Stands to reason. Sailor knows about it and I’ve said he can stay there if ever he needs to. They ain’t got nowhere else to go…’ 
 
    ‘Where is this boat – this hulk of yours?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll show you. It’s not that far. We could go now.’ 
 
     Fountain twisted the ignition key and pulled the starter knob. The engine turned over then burst into life. ‘Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘Head towards Compass Point and I’ll tell you when we get there.’ Fountain selected first gear, turned the car and headed out of town.  
 
    For 20 minutes they drove east, nothing was said then Lou spoke. ‘Slow down.’ Fountain reduced speed, the car headlights picking out bushes and scrub along the side of the road. ‘Here! Turn left, by that phone box. And keep the speed down. It’s a bit bumpy.’ Lou wasn’t joking. They turned off the Tarmac road on to a deeply rutted track – the ground alternating between patches of soft sand and raised lumps of sandstone. Fountain picked his way carefully between the obstacles, twisting the steering wheel this way and that, throwing the men from side to side in the narrow cabin, their shoulders connecting regularly. 
 
     ‘Switch off your main lights,’ Lou commanded. ‘We don’t want them to know we’re coming.’ Fountain flicked the switch, plunging the track ahead into almost complete darkness. He reduced the speed to less than a walking pace, the car’s sidelights giving barely enough illumination to see where they were going. After a few minutes, his shirt was soaked with sweat as he struggled to keep control of the wildly spinning steering wheel. Then the fisherman told him to stop. ‘Right, this is as far as we drive. We’ll walk the rest of the way.’ Fountain switched off the engine. After the bumping and rocking they’d endured the silence was almost deafening. 
 
    The two men quietly closed the car doors. ‘Right, it’s this way,’ Lou said, his voice just above a whisper. He led the way along the track, a fitful moon peeping from behind scudding clouds only just providing sufficient illumination to find their way. As they approached the raised bank at the side of the river the shadowy form of the hulk loomed into view, a stubby mast pointing into the dark sky. ‘That’s it,’ he rasped. Fountain moved forward and Lou grabbed his arm. ‘Wait. Let’s decide ’ow best to do this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Shhh!’ Tedham hissed. ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Drake frowned, a look of bafflement on his face.  
 
    ‘Didn’t you hear it?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘There’s someone outside.’ There was urgency in his voice. 
 
    ‘You sure?’ 
 
    ‘Course I’m sure. Got bloody good ’earing, ain’t I?’ 
 
    ‘Well who is it then?’ 
 
    ‘’Ow the ’ell should I know?’ Tedham was growing increasingly tetchy.  
 
    ‘Must be an animal or somethin’. Who’d come out ’ere at night?’ 
 
    They sat in silence, listening. ‘Shh! Quick! Put that light out.’ 
 
    Drake reached across the table and blew hard across the top of the glass globe of the lamp, extinguishing the smoky flame. The cabin was plunged into darkness. The two men sat, breathing as lightly as they could, listening hard. There was a sharp crack from outside. 
 
      
 
    Lou turned to Fountain and hissed: ‘What the ’ell did you do that for?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry! Must’ve stepped on a twig.’ 
 
    ‘Well keep it quiet. We don’t want to warn them that we’re ’ere if they’re inside.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, it doesn’t look like anyone’s home.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but best to be cautious. I’ll go first – you wait here.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did you ’ear that? Tedham whispered. 
 
    ‘I did that time.’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s definitely out there.’ 
 
    ‘But who?’ 
 
    ‘For crying out loud… Just listen!’ There was a step on the ladder leaning against the hulk. Tedham put a warning hand on Drake’s arm. With the other hand he reached for a baulk of timber that knew was lying along the back of the bunk. His fingers closed round the end and he held it, like a club. 
 
    ‘What’re you doin’?’ 
 
    ‘Stay there,’ Tedham said, rising slowly. ‘As soon as ’e puts ’is ’ead in the cabin I’ll give ’im what for.’ 
 
    ‘But what if it’s a friend?’ 
 
    Tedham let out a rasp of a laugh. ‘Friend? No one knows we’re ’ere.’ The cabin hatch was pushed back and the two men saw a leg being carefully lifted over the washboard. In a moment it was followed by the other leg and a slender shape filled the space, shutting out what little light had filtered in. Tedham raised the club, ready to strike.  
 
    The man had reached the bottom step as the clouds parted, pale moonlight lighting his head and shoulders. Tedham brought his arm back and was just about to bring the baulk down on the intruder’s head when Drake grabbed his arm. ‘Stop!’ he shouted. ‘It’s Lou Vicary! I’d recognise that ’at anywhere!’ 
 
    ‘Well bugger me!’ Tedham exclaimed, lowering the club. ‘What the ’ell are you doin’ ’ere? 
 
    ‘Looking for you.’ 
 
    ‘What? Why?’ 
 
    ‘Someone ’ere wants to talk to you.’ He turned and called out, ‘Come on mate, they’re here.’ Turning back into the cabin he said: ‘What about some light?’ 
 
    Drake rummaged in his pocket and brought out a box of matches. He lit one so that Tedham could see to lift the glass globe on the oil lamp, then he touched the wick with the flame. A yellow glow filled the cabin, making the men’s faces look jaundiced but failing to banish the shadows from the corners of the room.  
 
    The three waited while the stranger made his way up the ladder and down into the cabin. When Fountain’s large head came into view, lamplight reflecting off his glasses like twin mirrors, Tedham dropped the timber in surprise. ‘Jesus Christ! What the devil are you doin’ ’ere?’ 
 
    Fountain looked around, holding on to the companionway rail to stop his hand shaking. ‘S-Sailor,’ he stammered. ‘I need your help.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    The four men sat round the table in the cabin. Lou had produced a flask of rum from an inside pocket and passed it round.  
 
    ‘So you want our ’elp?’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘Yes… I do.’ Fountain took his glasses off and used his handkerchief to polish the lenses. 
 
    Tedham folded his arms across his chest. ‘What do you reckon we can do for you?’ he asked, defensively.  
 
    ‘I need the rest of the things you showed me – the gold and silver and jewellery.’ 
 
    ‘And what makes you think we’ve still got ’em?’ 
 
    ‘Well. I know that your mates, Nipper Crabbe and Ted Stump haven’t.’ 
 
    Tedham leant forward, resting his forearms on the table. ‘’An ’ow do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Because Stump is dead and Crabbe is in hospital, fighting for his life.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Drake jumped up, banging his head on the low ceiling. He swiftly sat down again, cursing.  
 
    ‘We know Nipper was in a bad way,’ Tedham said. ‘We found ’im out of it in the Martello Tower. But Ted… What ’appened?’ 
 
    ‘The police aren’t saying.’ 
 
    ‘Where did they find ’im?’ 
 
    ‘He was scooped up by the dredger clearing the mud at Compass Point.’ 
 
    Tedham and Drake exchanged a glance. ‘Is that what killed ’im?’ Tedham asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know for sure, but it sounded like he was dead already.’ 
 
    ‘Christ.’ Tedham let out a long breath. 
 
    ‘Look,’ Fountain said, sitting up straight. ‘Someone put this through my letterbox.’ He handed them the note. 
 
    Drake took it and his companion moved closer in so they could both read it. ‘Who the ’ell sent this?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Fountain said miserably. ‘I thought you might.’ 
 
    Tedham and Drake looked at each other again. Tedham spoke. ‘I don’t know neither, but I could make a guess.’ 
 
    ‘Monsewer Albert?’ Drake suggested. 
 
    ‘The very same. It’s ’is style.’ He exhaled noisily. ‘So who’s this lady friend he mentions?’ 
 
    ‘I can only assume it’s Isobel – Isobel Bailey. She’s a jeweller. Got a nice little shop in Collinghurst.’ 
 
    ‘’Ow come she’s mixed up in this?’ 
 
    Fountain’s face coloured, but in the dim light no one noticed. ‘She, er, was looking after the goods for me.’ 
 
    ‘’Ang on. She ain’t the party you was goin’ to get to fence the jewels was she?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right,’ Fountain said quietly. 
 
    ‘I see.’ Tedham pushed his hat back and scratched his head. ‘I s’pose we’d better come up with a plan then.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    A tam o' shanter  is a name given to the traditional Scottish bonnet worn by men. The name derives from Tam o' Shanter, the eponymous hero of the 1790 Robert Burns poem. 
 
      
 
    Christopher and Sandy had been camping in the dunes for a few days. They’d put up their tent in a hollow, not far from the river bank, brought plenty of supplies and were planning on staying until the end of the week. After the excitement of finding the injured man in the Martello tower, they had settled into a routine of preparing meals, exploring the dunes and riverbank and bird-watching. As it was growing dark they were sitting by the campfire, a lazy swirl of grey smoke rising from the glowing embers.  
 
    ‘Why don’t we do something different?’ Sandy asked. He poked the fire with his stick and it flared into life. 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno. What about a night exercise?’ 
 
    The glow from the flames lit Christopher’s face as he smiled. ‘Not a bad idea. We could try navigating without using a compass. Maybe use the stars?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we could set off across the dunes, turn towards the river then come along the bank, back here. That way we wouldn’t get lost.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea! Let’s get going.’ 
 
    The boys dowsed the fire with sand, knowing that they could rake out the embers and get it going again when they returned. They put their belongings into the tent and tied up the flaps. After making sure the batteries in their torches were good they packed a small haversack with a water bottle and a couple of chocolate bars. ‘Right, let’s set off,’ Christopher said. 
 
    Leaving the camp they headed at roughly 45 degrees to the river, going in the general direction of Nottery Quay. The night was cloudy, with only occasional glimpses of the moon and none at all of the stars. They made slow progress. After half an hour of tripping over clumps of Marram grass and having to stop to empty the soft sand out of their plimsolls they reached a rough track and stopped. ‘I’m not sure if this was such a good idea.’ Sandy sounded glum. 
 
    Christopher, normally cheerful, could only agree. ‘Me neither. I thought it might be an adventure, but it’s too dark to see anything so it’s just hard work. Shall we head back now?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps we should. This track must lead to the river. I can’t think where else it would go.’ The clouds parted more frequently and the moonlight made their journey a little less hazardous. They plodded on, the going a little easier, although they had to pick their way round lumps of sandstone. 
 
    ‘We should get to the river soon, by my reckoning.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right.’ Sandy stopped and stood still. ‘Listen.’ 
 
    Christopher stopped too. ‘I can hear birds. Oystercatchers, I think. They usually stick close to the water.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re not far away.’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s press on then. We can’t be far from the river bank.’ 
 
    They carried on for a while, making their way round the obstacles when a large cloud scudded across the moon. Although their young eyes had become accustomed to the dark, even they struggled in the near black-out. They slowed their pace, moving forward carefully, using their torches to see where they were going. Suddenly Christopher stopped and let out a gasp. ‘What’s that doing here?’ The beam of Christopher’s torch had picked out a blue Morris Traveller, a few feet in front of them. They walked round and shone their lights inside. Empty. 
 
    ‘Strange place to park. Perhaps it’s a courting couple - gone out into the dunes,’ Sandy giggled. 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ Christopher paused. ‘Somehow I don’t think so. We’re a long way off the road and I’m sure they wouldn’t have come so far, along this bumpy track, when there are other quiet places that are easier to reach.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s it doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Search me.’ As they were speaking the clouds parted and the moon shone more strongly than it had during the whole escapade. ‘Look!’ Christopher pointed. A hundred yards or so ahead a dark shape was silhouetted, rising above the horizon. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Do you think we should find out?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ Sandy said, his voice quiet. ‘But let’s be careful, eh?’ 
 
    They switched the torches off and made their way cautiously forward. As they drew closer the dark shape morphed into a decrepit-looking vessel, about 30 feet long. It was squatting on the top of the raised river bank, stout vertical baulks of timber stopping it from toppling. The moonlight showed that it was many years since it had been in the water; the hull was just bare boards with flakes of peeling paint here and there. ‘It’s a boat,’ Christopher whispered. 
 
    ‘It’s more of a wreck,’ Sandy corrected. 
 
    ‘Hang on, someone’s in there. There’s a light.’ A soft yellow glow came from the windows along the side of the cabin. 
 
    They crept closer and could hear voices from within. ‘Look there’s a ladder. Let’s get nearer and see who’s inside.’ Christopher led, with Sandy close behind. The boys were light and made no sound as they ascended. Once on deck they crawled, commando fashion, until they were level with one of the round portholes along the raised coach house. Cautiously peering through the grimy glass they could see the backs of two heads, each wearing a battered cap, one with a bright red neckerchief round his neck. Facing them across the cabin table were two further men. One of them had a cap, but it was a tartan tam-o’-shanter; the other man’s big head was hatless, his face owl-like behind a pair of large glasses perched on his nose. They were deep in conversation and didn’t notice the boys. But there must have been a skylight open as their voices were quite clear. 
 
      
 
    ‘Perhaps you should just let me have the gold and silver and jewellery. I should go on my own. The note stated no police,’ said the man wearing glasses. 
 
    ‘But we ain’t the police,’ the man in the red neckerchief said. ‘And we ain’t letting the stuff out of our sight.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I’m sure they meant I should go alone. I can’t imagine what they’d do to poor Isabel if we turn up mob-handed.’ 
 
    ‘What time have you got to be there?’ said the other man with his back to them. 
 
    ‘The note says 7.30 at Compass Point.’ 
 
    The man with the tam-o’-shanter pulled a watch from his pocket and peered at the dial. ‘That gives us about nine hours.’ 
 
    ‘No… seven-thirty tomorrow evening.’ 
 
    ‘Well that gives us plenty of time to get organised.’ 
 
    ‘I told you,’ owl face said. ‘I think I should go on my own.’ 
 
    ‘But that don’t mean we can’t hide up somewhere nearby,’ tam-o’-shanter said. 
 
    ‘’Ang on!’ red neckerchief said. ‘Who’s this we?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah!’ said his neighbour, rising from his seat, ‘You ain’t part of this.’ 
 
    Tam-o’-shanter folded his arms across his chest, his thin lips forming a grim smile. ‘I think I am now. If it weren’t for me, this bloke…’ he uncrossed one arm and gestured towards owl face with his thumb. ‘… would never have found you. And if he hadn’t, the bleedin’ Froggy would have been after you, too.’ 
 
    The man sat back down and sighed. ‘I s’pose so. Though what Nipper and Ted’ll ’ave to say about it…’ 
 
    ‘Dunno about Nipper but Ted won’t say nothing.’ 
 
    ‘S’pose not.’ 
 
    ‘Listen,’ the man next to red neckerchief said. ‘I don’t see why we should come out of this worse off.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ owl face asked. 
 
    ‘Strikes me we’ve got the upper ’and.’ 
 
    Owl face tipped his head to one side. ‘Can you explain, please?’ 
 
    ‘Look. There’s one of ’im and four of us.’ 
 
    ‘But what about Isobel?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t see why we can’t free ’er and keep a share of the loot.’ 
 
    The two boys could see that owl face looked doubtful, but he slowly nodded his head. ‘I suppose so. What do you plan to do?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll give it some thought and let you know. All right?’ 
 
    After this the four men sat in silence for a while. Then red neckerchief spoke. ‘Anyway, what are we gonna do meantime? We ain’t got no vittles an’ that water in the barrel’s gone bad.’ 
 
    Tam-o’shanter grinned. ‘You ain’t found my secret stash then?’ He rose from his seat then bobbed down out of view. There was the noise of floorboards being moved. Then several clear bottles and packages wrapped in greaseproof paper were handed up to the table.  
 
    ‘Well I’ll be buggered!’ the man with his back to them said. ‘To think we was starvin’ an’ thirsty an’ that lot was there, under our feet, all the time.’ 
 
    Tam o’shanter reappeared, the grin broadening, and placed two rum bottles on the table. ‘This should see us through the night. Where’s them glasses?’ There was a general shuffling about and the boys took the opportunity to crawl back across the side deck and down the ladder. They moved a few yards away and put their heads together. 
 
      
 
    ‘Blimey,’ Sandy whispered. ‘What was that all that about?’ 
 
    ‘You know they were talking about those fishermen? Well Nipper must be Nipper Crabbe, the one we found in the Martello tower. The other one, Ted, must be the poor bloke who was brought up by the dredger at Compass Point.’ 
 
    ‘But what about that bloke with the glasses talking about gold and silver and jewellery?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure I recognise him.’ Christopher was quiet for a few moments, thinking. Then, ‘I’ve got it! He runs an antique place in Collinghurst. My mum bought some cutlery from him.’ He paused. ‘And that’s his car! The Morris Traveller.’ 
 
    ‘What are we going to do about it? The business with Isobel, and no police – sounds serious.’ 
 
    ‘And that mention of a Froggy – that sounded serious, didn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno, but we can’t just do nothing. We should ring the police.’ 
 
    ‘Where from? We’re miles from a phone box. And besides, I haven’t got any money, have you?’ 
 
    Sandy felt in his pockets. ‘No, I haven’t either.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt if they’d believe us anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps we should tell your Uncle Sonny.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea. But hang on, he’ll have left work hours ago.’ 
 
    ‘We could go to his home.’ 
 
    ‘We could. Trouble is we don’t know if he’ll be in.’ 
 
    ‘We could ring him – reverse the charges.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but where from? We’re miles from anywhere.’ 
 
    There was silence while both boys thought. Then Christopher spoke. ‘Listen. I reckon this track must go back to main road. There’s bound to be a phone box somewhere along it.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
    ‘And we don’t have to rush. Nothing’s going to happen until 7.30 tomorrow evening. And by the look on their faces when those bottles of rum appeared, they won’t be starting out very early in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘We still ought to let your uncle know as soon as possible though.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. Let’s get going.’  
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    There was more moonlight now and the boys made steady progress. Within half an hour they had reached the junction with the main road. ‘Look!’ Sandy said, pointing. The light shining out through the multiple panes of the telephone box was like a beacon on the lonely road. The boys broke into a trot and soon reached it. Heaving the heavy door open they squeezed inside. Christopher lifted the handset and dialled 100.  
 
    ‘Operator,’ a disembodied voice said. ‘What service do you require?’ 
 
    ‘Er, I’d like to make a reverse charge call.’ 
 
    ‘Number?’ 
 
    Christopher was flummoxed. ‘Um, I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Well how can I connect you?’ 
 
    ‘I want to speak to my uncle.’ 
 
    ‘You may well do, but without a number I’m afraid I can’t help.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a policeman – Detective Inspector Russell.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to ring him at the police station?’ 
 
    ‘Er no. At his house.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I’m sorry. Without the number it’s just not possible.’ With that the line went dead and the boy was left listening to a dialling tone. 
 
    ‘Bugger. What do we do now?’ He put the receiver down hard, taking out his frustration on the telephone. 
 
    ‘How far do you reckon it is to your uncle’s house?’ 
 
    ‘Oh blimey – miles.’ 
 
    ‘But is that a problem? We wanted to do a night exercise. I doesn’t matter how long it takes to get there, does it?’ 
 
    ‘I s’pose not,’ Christopher said slowly. ‘It means a long trek. We’ll have to walk towards Compass Point then head cross country to his house. Are you up to it?’ 
 
    Sandy pulled himself up to his full height. ‘Of course I am. Come on. The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll get there.’ 
 
      
 
    It turned out to be much farther than either boy had anticipated, and they didn’t reach the end of the track where Russell lived until the early hours. They made their way to his railway carriage home and down the stepping stone path. Christopher raised the anchor-shaped knocker and rapped on the door. They waited. ‘Funny,’ Sandy said. ‘I thought we would have heard Aggie barking.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that is odd.’ He waited for a few moments, and then knocked again. Still nothing. 
 
    ‘What do we do now?’ Sandy was crestfallen. After their long march they were both tired and footsore. 
 
    Christopher let out a long breath. ‘I dunno. We could go to the police station in Collinghurst but I’m not sure if I’ve got the energy.’ 
 
    ‘Me neither.’ An owl hooted loudly nearby but both boys were too weary to react. They slumped down on to the bench in front of the carriage, each lost in his own thoughts. They remained like this for some minutes, the clouds scudding across the moon alternately illuminating then plunging them into darkness. Then Sandy sat up abruptly. ‘Hang on! Johnny Weeks lives along here, too.’ 
 
    Christopher jumped to his feet and hit his forehead with the heel of his hand. ‘Of course! Come on. His house isn’t far.’ 
 
    As soon as they rapped on his door there was a barking from within. ‘Aggie!’ the boys cried in unison. After a few minutes, while the dog continued to bark, an outside light came on, a bolt was drawn back and the door opened a crack. The terrier shot out and starting bouncing excitedly around the boys.  
 
    Weeks peered out, his mop of curly hair even more tousled than usual. He was wearing a brown dressing gown over striped pyjamas. ‘What the…?’ he began. Then seeing who it was his eyes widened. ‘Christopher? Sandy? What an earth are you doing here? Do you know want time it is?’ 
 
    ‘Johnny! We’ve got to talk to you – it’s urgent!’ 
 
    Yawning, he opened the door fully. ‘You’d better come in and tell me then.’ 
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    The two boys sat side by side on Weeks’s battered leather sofa, each with his hands cupped round a steaming mug of cocoa. ‘So you heard them say there’s going to be some sort of meeting at 7.30 tomorrow, sorry, today?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and that antiques fellow sounded very worried about someone called Isobel.’ 
 
    ‘I can guess who that is – Isobel Bailey, She’s a jeweller... has a very nice shop in Collinghurst. She and Fountain, the antiques chap, are friends.’ 
 
    ‘What about the gold and silver and jewellery?’ Sandy asked. 
 
    ‘That must be part of the case we’re investigating at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think they’re going to do some sort of deal – like a hostage exchange?’ said Christopher. 
 
     ‘Hmm. Possibly.’ 
 
    The three of them sat quietly for a while. Suddenly, Sandy sat bolt upright, cocoa slopping over the rim of his mug. ‘The Frenchman!’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘They said something about a Froggy – that must mean a Frenchman.’ 
 
    ‘Salle.’ Weeks said quietly. ‘We thought he was mixed up in it. Whatever it is, I need to let the boss know as soon as possible.’ 
 
    ‘Uncle Sonny?’ Weeks nodded. ‘Where is he? We went to his home first but he wasn’t there.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, he’s gone up to London to meet an old friend.’ The boys look worried but he held up his hand. ‘No need to fret. He’s coming back on the early train. Meanwhile, I think you’d better get a bit of shut-eye. It’s too late to go back to your camp now; you can sleep in the spare room, if you don’t mind sharing.’  
 
    Sandy gave a great yawn and Christopher drained his mug. ‘Thanks. Johnny, we don’t mind.’ 
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    Russell hadn’t slept well. He liked his own bed and was never totally relaxed when he was away from home. It was good to see his old friend from the army and to catch up but...  
 
      
 
    The DI had, as they say, had a good war. He had quite enjoyed the discipline of army life and got on with most of his fellow squaddies but realised, early on, that he was a loner at heart and didn’t really fit in. But he knew that it was better to keep his council and not rock the boat. In that way his time in the army had been without major incident and had passed quickly. 
 
    The best part was towards the end when he’d spent time in Asia, where his interest in eastern philosophy had begun. He’d met Buddhist monks and discussed their ideals and was intrigued by their lifestyle. He’d been invited into their community, had shared their food and been taught how to meditate. Their simple ways and outlook on life had so impressed him that he decided to become a vegetarian when he returned home – an unusual decision at the time. 
 
    His friend, Dicky Merriman, had also joined the police after he had left the army. But whereas Russell was happy to stay and serve in a rural backwater, Merriman had been drawn to the bright lights and had joined the Metropolitan police. They had spoken on the phone occasionally, but hadn’t met for a long time. Russell was surprised, and quite pleased, when Merriman suggested that they get together and was happy to travel up to London to meet him. They’d had a good evening, dined well and talked over old times. 
 
    ‘So how are you finding it – living and working in London?’ he asked his friend. 
 
    ‘It’s a pretty good life,’ Merriman answered. ‘But it has its moments. There are some nasty pieces of work in the city – the Crays and the Richardsons, for example – but also an awful lot of law-abiding citizens. And they deserve protection.’ He smiled. ‘How about you? Do you still enjoy being a country policeman?’ 
 
    Russell grinned back. ‘Mostly, although it too has its moments. And we have some bad lads too. Mind you, I do get fed up with the bureaucracy; some of my colleagues and superiors leave a lot to be desired.’ 
 
    ‘Same here.’ Merriman paused and took a drink from his cup. ‘I thought you would have gone for promotion by now.’ 
 
    Russell chuckled. ‘You’re not the first to suggest that.’ 
 
    ‘Why not then? It would mean a pay rise. You could afford to move into a proper house.’ 
 
    ‘You’re joking! I love my railway carriage.’ 
 
    Merriman smiled at his friend. ‘Each to his own.’ 
 
    ‘And besides, if I did get promotion it would mean spending more time behind a desk, and I prefer to be out and about.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ They sat quietly for a while, sipping their coffee. Merriman looked up. ‘Can I ask about your love life? Or is that taboo?’ 
 
    ‘You can ask, but there’s not much to tell.’ 
 
    ‘You never did get over Lottie, did you?’ Merriman said softly. 
 
    A shadow passed across Russell’s face. His usual cheerful expression was briefly replaced by one of melancholy. That had been a long time ago. He hadn’t thought about her for ages. His lips formed a thin smile. ‘Oh, I think I’m over that now. The opportunity for romance just doesn’t come up often – what with work and everything…’ Merriman let the subject drop and the conversation turned to more general topics.  
 
      
 
    As Russell walked back to his hotel after they’d said their farewells and promised to keep in touch, he reflected on the evening. London had a certain attraction and he’d enjoyed meeting his old friend but already, he was missing the routine and familiarity of home. So he was keen to get back to Collinghurst – and the case which, he had a feeling, was drawing to a conclusion.  
 
      
 
    In the morning he hadn’t bothered with breakfast. He just washed, shaved and dressed then hurried from his room to catch an early train. He was dismayed, as he stepped out through the hotel entrance, to find that the capital was cloaked in a thick fog. Not the smog that had caused such disruption and taken so many lives a few years earlier – legislation and the Clean Air act had helped to clean up the air in London – but thick enough to reduce visibility to a few yards. Even so it was tinged with the stench of rotting eggs. Russell looked at his watch. If he hurried he could just catch the 6.30am train and be in the office by eight. He moved quickly along the pavement, heading towards Waterloo station, trying not to bump into the surprising number of people who were out early. Making his way along Royal Street he stepped into the road to avoid a pretty uniformed nanny. She was pushing a Silver Cross pram with a little boy holding on to the handle, taking up the whole narrow pavement. She thanked him and he touched the brim of his hat and smiled. He turned to watch her pass, his eyes drawn to her slender ankles and the black seam of her stockings. Momentarily distracted he stepped farther into the road. He didn’t notice the telegram boy on his red BSA Bantam come hurtling out of the fog until it was too late. 
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    At 7.30am Christopher and Sandy were sitting at the table in Weeks’s little dining room tucking in with relish to bacon and eggs. Despite having only slept for a few hours they were bright eyed and bushy tailed and raring to go. Weeks smiled at their youthful enthusiasm. ‘Are you ready to go back to your camp?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t we go with you?’ Christopher asked, through a mouthful of egg and toast. 
 
    ‘I don’t think that would be wise,’ Weeks said, chuckling. ‘But don’t worry, I know that your Uncle Sonny will be delighted with the information you’ve given me. I’m sure he’ll thank you in person, later. Meanwhile, eat up and I’ll drive you back. 
 
    After Weeks had dropped the boys as near to their camp as he could, and promised to keep them informed, he headed for the police station in Collinghurst. He was surprised to find Russell’s office empty. Aggie ran into the room and snuffled about, also appearing bewildered at her owner’s absence. Weeks went back out to the front desk. ‘No lad. I haven’t seen him,’ Wickstead said. ‘Anything I can help with?’ 
 
    Weeks sighed. ‘I don’t think so. I’ve had some important information that needs acting on quickly.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’d better speak to Superintendent Stout then.’ 
 
    ‘Is he in already?’ 
 
    ‘Surprisingly, yes. He’s got DI Parker in the office with him.’ 
 
    Weeks’s heart sank. Bonnie Parker was the last person he wanted to involve. He decided to wait a little longer and returned to his desk. 
 
      
 
    After half an hour all he had done was shuffle some papers and scribble a few notes about what the boys had told him. He looked at his watch for the umpteenth time but Russell had still not shown up. Though reluctant to share what he had heard with anyone else he decided he couldn’t keep it to himself any longer. So he decided there was nothing for it but to tell the Super. Walking up to the senior policeman’s office he knocked on the door. ‘Come,’ was the gruff response. Entering the room he was confronted by a thick pall of blue smoke and the stench of Stout’s customary cheroots. The Superintendent looked up. ‘Yes, constable? What is it?’ 
 
    Stifling a cough Weeks said: ‘I wonder if I could have a word, sir – in private.’ 
 
    Stout looked across the desk towards Parker, who had a smug look on his face. ‘I’m sure whatever you’ve got to say can be shared by my colleague here.’ When Weeks hesitated he said, ‘Come on man. Spit it out.’ 
 
    Weeks cleared his throat. He hadn’t been asked to sit so he stood just inside the doorway. ‘Well, sir,’ he began. ‘Russell’s nephew and his friend came to see me in the early hours of this morning with some important information.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. Those two,’ Parker said abruptly. The cigar clamped between his teeth shook, flicking ash down his already grey-flecked tie. 
 
    Stout gave him a dark look then returned his gaze to Weeks. ‘So tell me what this “important information” is.’ 
 
    Weeks went on to outline what the boys had told him, occasionally glancing at his notes. The two senior officers sat quietly listening and smoking. 
 
    When Weeks had finished Stout leant forward and stubbed out his cheroot in the glass ashtray. ‘So, constable, in a nutshell, you think that this Fountain fellow – with these fishermen – is going to effect some sort of hand-over in exchange for – what was her name?’ 
 
    ‘Bailey, sir. Isobel Bailey.’ 
 
    ‘Who is being held hostage.’ 
 
    ‘I believe so.’ 
 
    Parker coughed and sat slightly more upright. ‘Could I make a point, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘This bloke, Fountain. He’s the one I told you about. Faked a break-in at his warehouse to get the insurance.’ 
 
    ‘But I thought nothing had been taken?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what he said, but I’m not so sure.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. And what about the Frenchman?’ 
 
    ‘Salle, sir,’ Weeks said. 
 
    Parker guffawed. ‘Huh! Another of Russell’s flights of fancy. He hasn’t found any evidence to link him with any of this.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right, constable?’ 
 
    Yes, sir,’ he said in a small voice. Then more boldly, ‘But DI Russell is pretty sure that he’s up to his neck in it.’ 
 
    ‘Pretty sure isn’t evidence, now is it?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir.’ Weeks could see he wasn’t getting anywhere but wasn’t ready to give up. ‘I wondered if we ought to set up a surveillance at Compass Point.’ 
 
    ‘What, on the say-so of a couple of kids?’ 
 
    ‘But they’ve been right in the past. Remember when they heard the meeting between the German, Wolfgang, and Jack Spratt?’ 
 
    Stout snorted. ‘Yes, and look at that trouble that got you into. You nearly died, as I recall. Sorry. I just don’t think it’s worth using the man power. Now, if there’s nothing else…’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ He was just turning to go when he decide to try one last shot. ‘Could we at least put a tail on Fountain’s Morris Traveller?’ 
 
    Stout looked at the DI. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    Parker shrugged. ‘Not sure what it’ll achieve. S’pose it can’t do any harm.’ 
 
    The Superintendent looked back at Weeks. ‘Very well. You can follow the car. But for God’s sake, don’t spend any more time on it than you have to.’ 
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    Isobel Bailey had spent her second night in the dingy lock-up. She’d had no food and had only been given a drink or two of water. Her hands were still tied so the chipped mug was held to her lips, as much water running down her front as went into her thirsty mouth. This added to the wetness where she’d soiled herself, but she was so miserable and frightened that she was past caring. Thankfully the big man hadn’t hit her again but she wondered what was coming next. From where she was sitting she could just make out the sacks containing the goods that had been brought back from her shop. She cursed Duncan Fountain. If she hadn’t felt sorry for him, she wouldn’t be in this mess. She wondered if he would go to the police if he knew she’d been abducted. But did he? The last she’d seen of him was when she left his warehouse to return to her shop – a journey she never completed. That brute of a man had been so quick. And the blow he’d struck her had been far from gentle. She wondered if her jaw was fractured – it certainly felt like it. She hated to think what else they had in store for her. She knew there was another man – although she hadn’t seen him. Would they let her go as she knew what the big man looked like? He had made no attempt to disguise himself so she would be able to give a good description of him. She shuddered. What a bloody mess. She hadn’t felt this desperate since her handsome Frenchman had ditched her and gone off in a huff. But that seemed so long ago and – with the benefit of hindsight – nothing like as distressing as the situation she now found herself in. 
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    Russell and the telegram boy lay in the road, the motorcycle on its side between them. The engine had stalled and the only sound came from the spinning front wheel. The nanny turned, let go of the little boy’s hand and went over to Russell. As she bent down towards him two nurses, wearing blue capes with red ribbons crossing their chests, came round the corner and, seeing what had happened, quickly came to help. By now, the motorcyclist had managed to sit up and was rubbing his arm, appearing dazed but apparently uninjured. The little boy began to cry so the nanny went back to comfort him. Russell wasn’t moving. There was a little trickle of blood on the road beneath his head. 
 
    ‘Is he okay?’ the younger nurse asked. 
 
    The older one carefully lifted Russell’s head and gently turned it to one side. ‘Look,’ she said. There was a small abrasion on the back, where the blood was coming from.  
 
    Russell groaned and his eyes flickered and half-opened. ‘Where am I?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had an accident,’ the older nurse said. ‘Where does it hurt?’ 
 
    ‘All over.’ 
 
    ‘Does it feel like anything is broken?’ the other nurse asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t think so.’ Russell struggled to sit up. 
 
    ‘No, stay there. I think you need to be examined.’ She turned to her colleague. ‘I’ll stay with him. You go over to St Thomas’s and get them to send an ambulance. 
 
    Russell tried to sit up again. ‘I don’t need an ambulance.’  
 
    The older nurse pushed him gently but firmly on the chest. ‘Oh yes you do. Just be patient.’ He lay back and closed his eyes, glad of the rest. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Hardtack is a simple type of biscuit or cracker, made from flour, water and salt. It is inexpensive and long-lasting. In the absence of perishable foods, it was commonly used during long sea voyages, land migrations, and military campaigns. 
 
      
 
    The fishermen had carried on talking and drinking into the early hours until there was not a drop left in the two bottles. Fountain had tried to keep pace but at some time had slipped into a deep sleep, slumped in the corner of the cabin. He woke to see daylight coming in through the grimy portholes. The room was stuffy – fetid with the stink of stale tobacco and unwashed bodies. The paraffin lamp had burnt out, overlaying the atmosphere with an odour of burnt wick. He felt stiff and cold and someone was banging a hammer on the inside of his skull. He looked around. Next to him, Lou was curled up at the end of his seat, snoring gently. Across from him, the other two were dead to the world. Tedham was sprawled across the table, his head resting on folded arms. Drake sat upright, wedged in the corner, his head tipped back, eyes closed, mouth open, breathing noisily. Fountain started to unfold his limbs. The hammering in his head increased in intensity. He felt sick. Clutching the table for support he carefully raised himself into a stooped, but standing position.  
 
    Gingerly he made his way to the companionway steps, slid open the hatch and climbed out. The fresh morning air made him gag and he swallowed hard, his head swimming. He sat on the top step, half in and half out of the boat, gradually increasing the depth of his breathing until the nausea passed and the hammering lessened. He stayed like this for some minutes until he heard a sound from below. Peering down into the gloom he saw Lou moving into the little galley area. 
 
    The fisherman emptied one of the bottles of water into the kettle, struck a match on the side of the stove and lit the gas. He shook some loose tea out of one of the greaseproof-wrapped packages he had unearthed from the bilges into a cracked brown teapot and arranged four mugs on the table. Soon steam began issuing from the spout and the kettle boiled, with a tuneless whistle. Picking up the kettle he poured the steaming water over the leaves in the pot. He stood patiently for a few minutes, and then divided the tea between the mugs. He looked up and saw Fountain staring at him. 
 
    ‘Tea up, shipmate. Afraid there’s no milk,’ he said, handing him a mug. 
 
    Fountain smiled thinly. ‘That’s all right. As long as it’s wet and warm.’ He cradled the mug, warming his hands, as he watched the other two fishermen stir.  
 
    ‘Bloody ’ell!’ Drake said. ‘I ain’t ’alf got a thick ’ead.’ 
 
    ‘Not surprised, the amount you put away,’ Tedham growled. 
 
    ‘Me? You ’ad the lion’s share.’ 
 
    ‘Pack it in, you two. Drink your tea,’ Lou said, handing them their mugs. ‘We’ve got to come up with a plan, if we’re to rescue this lass of our mate ’ere.’ He nodded towards Fountain.  
 
    ‘Listen,’ Drake said. ‘I bin thinkin’.’ 
 
    ‘Makes a change.’  
 
    ‘Shut up, Sailor. Now’s not the time for sarky remarks. As I was sayin’, I bin thinkin’. It’s all very well rescuing the girl, but that won’t stop Monsewer Albert comin’ after us, will it?’ 
 
    ‘I s’pose not,’ Tedham replied sulkily.  
 
    ‘So we think of some way to fix ’im – permanent like. And ’anging on to the loot, if we can.’’ 
 
    ‘’Ow do you propose to do that?’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t got that far. I thought we could talk about it – someone’s bound to come up with a suggestion – ain’t they?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    They were quiet while they sipped their tea. Then Fountain spoke. ‘I’m still not happy about this. My main concern is that we get Isobel back unharmed. I’m not bothered about the gold and silver – he’s welcome to it.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm! You might not be but we’ve got a lot invested in it, ain’t we, Sailor?’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    ‘So, like I said at the beginning, we need to come up with a plan.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well.’ Tedham rasped his calloused hand across the stubble on his chin. ‘I ain’t ’alf ’ungry. Got any of them vittles left, Lou?’ 
 
    ‘Trust you to think of your belly. There might be some ’ardtack in that there tin.’ He pointed to a battered biscuit tin, the original printing on the lid long ago worn to a dull, silvery finish.  
 
    Tedham grabbed the tin and shook it. It rattled. He prised the lid off and sniffed the contents. ‘I s’pose that’ll ’ave to do,’ he grumbled. 
 
    ‘Suit yerself; there ain’t nothin’ else. You ate it all last night.’  
 
    Tedham took a biscuit out and bit into it, crumbs spilling down his grubby jersey.  
 
    ‘Anyway, who’s got any ideas ’ow we can fix the Froggy?’ 
 
    This time the pause lasted a lot longer. Drake and Lou kept their eyes averted; Tedham munched on his biscuit and Fountain sat quietly on the step, sipping his tea. The sun had come out from behind the clouds. It was going to be a warm day. Seabirds could be heard along the river: the rising, bubbling note of a curlew; the insistent piping of oystercatchers overlaid with the raucous bickering of black-headed gulls. In the distance a halliard clattered rhythmically against a mast.  
 
    ‘I think we should lie low, for the time bein’ anyways,’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘But we need some more grub. Them ’ard tack biscuits ain’t very fillin’.’   
 
    ‘I could go and get some supplies,’ Fountain offered. ‘I wouldn’t mind going back to my warehouse to get a change of clothes, too.’ 
 
    Drake swallowed nervously, his bobbing Adams apple making his red neckerchief rise and fall like an out of control elevator. ‘But won’t the law be lookin’ out for you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see why. I haven’t done anything.’ Fountain held his hands out. 
 
    ‘But what about the note?’ Lou asked. 
 
    ‘The police don’t know about it. So there’s no reason for them to be interested in me.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Maybe not. But I think you need to be careful.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you go with ’im, Lou? Tedham asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Drake added. ‘There’s no reason for the rozzers to be interested in you either, is there?’  
 
    ‘I suppose not,’ Vicary said, his tentative reply lacking conviction. 
 
    Tedham took out his pipe and began filling it with his foul-smelling tobacco. When Fountain saw this he spoke quickly. ‘Yes, that’s a good idea. I’d rather have someone with me. Shall we go now? I expect these gentlemen could do with some vittles.’ 
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    ‘Um, are you busy, Nettie?’ Weeks had sidled up to WPC Sharpe and stood apprehensively at the side of her desk. 
 
    She smiled up at him, her clear grey eyes twinkling. ‘Nothing I can’t put off for now. Why, what have you got in mind?’ 
 
    ‘Do you fancy doing a bit of surveillance?’ 
 
    ‘Have you got permission?’ 
 
    ‘Er, for me, yes.’ 
 
    ‘So you want me to help you on the quiet?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you.’ Weeks started to turn away. 
 
    Sharpe grabbed his sleeve. ‘Don’t be daft. I’m not going to turn down a bit of excitement.’ 
 
    Weeks grinned, his dark fringe flopping over his eyes. ‘I can’t promise excitement.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter. It’ll make a change from paperwork and helping old ladies across the road. I’ll tell the Sarge I’m going out.’ 
 
    ‘Will he be okay about it?’ 
 
    ‘Wickstead? Yes, he’s a sweetie. Give me a couple of minutes.’ 
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    Rather than take the police Wolseley Weeks chose to drive his own Ford Popular. It wouldn’t be as fast in a chase, but Fountain’s Morris Traveller wasn’t exactly a racehorse. Plus it would be a lot less conspicuous. Aggie was happy to jump in the car and settled down on the back seat. The boys had told Weeks where the track turned off the main road so he headed in that direction. When they reached the junction he pulled the car off the road beyond the phone box. 
 
    ‘I’ve got an idea,’ Nettie said. 
 
    ‘Oh? What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘If I pretend to be making a call I could keep a better look-out along the track.’ 
 
    ‘But won’t it be obvious you’re a policewoman – the uniform and everything?’ 
 
    ‘Watch.’ She took off her peaked cap, pulled out a couple of pins and shook her head. Her blond hair cascaded over her shoulders, falling in waves. She smiled at Weeks who coloured slightly. ‘See?’ 
 
    ‘Wow! I d-didn’t realise…’ 
 
    ‘That I had long hair?’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ 
 
    She chuckled. ‘Police regulations mean I have to wear it up at work, but that doesn’t mean I can’t keep it long.’ She started to open the door. ‘You sit here and as soon as I see anything I’ll dash back and let you know. Okay?’ 
 
      
 
    Nettie made her way to the red phone box, pulled the door open and settled inside, making herself as comfortable as she could for what might be a long wait. She could clearly see several hundred yards down the track. After a number of settled days with warm sunshine the weather was changing. The sky was now leaden and threatening; the wind was fickle, alternating between gentle breaths and gusty blasts, shaking the scrubby trees and almost flattening the Marram grass either side of the track. It looked as if rain wasn’t far off. Nettie hoped she wasn’t going to get soaked. 
 
     However, after 20 minutes, she heard the sound of an engine: a plume of dust rose, and was then blown sideways by the wind. She watched eagerly, just as fat blobs of rain hit the windows of the phone box. As more raindrops fell, washing the dust off the glass, she could see the blue Morris bumping slowly along the track. The rain was starting to fall more forcefully now, the gusty wind blowing it at 45 degrees. She took a chance and made a dash for the Ford. Pulling the door open she jumped inside and pulled it closed behind her. 
 
    ‘The car’s coming!’ 
 
    With that the Morris came out of the track and turned in the direction of Collinghurst. Unfortunately Weeks’s car was facing the opposite direction. He started the engine and tried to execute a neat three point turn but the road was narrow at that point and it took him several attempts to turn the Ford. By then, the rain was falling steadily, the pathetic wipers were doing little to clear the windscreen and with only three gears progress was painfully slow. There was no sign of the Morris. 
 
    ‘Damn!’ Weeks exclaimed. ‘We’ve lost it!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. There aren’t any turnings for a mile or two. Hopefully we’ll catch up with it soon. 
 
    Weeks had his foot hard to the floor, the side-valve engine struggling manfully. The initial downpour had eased to a more gentle drizzle, with an occasional squally blast. There was no traffic in front of them but there was still no sign of the Morris. Weeks was leaning forward in his seat, willing the car on. ‘Come on, come on,’ he muttered under his breath. The tyres swished on the wet Tarmac and crashed through the puddles, spraying water out sideways. 
 
    Nettie picked up on Weeks’s anxiety. She lightly touched his arm. ‘It’s okay, Johnny. We’ll soon catch up with it.’ 
 
    But they didn’t. The Ford was approaching the outskirts of Collinghurst when a heavily laden lorry turned out from a factory entrance, right into their path. Weeks stamped on the brake, simultaneously pressing hard on the horn in the centre of the steering wheel. ‘Bloody idiot!’ he said. The lorry driver seemed determined to crawl along at no more than 20 miles an hour. Weeks tried swinging round to pass but the previously empty road was suddenly heavy with oncoming traffic. ‘Ye gods and little fishes! Grr! Now we’ll never find him.’ 
 
    ‘Listen,’ Nettie said. ‘Where’s he most likely to go?’ 
 
    Weeks was uncharacteristically frazzled. ‘How should I know?’ 
 
    ‘You do know.’ 
 
    ‘I do?’ He turned and looked his companion. 
 
    She smiled back at him. ‘Yes. His warehouse.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Why else would he come back to Collinghurst?’ 
 
    Weeks frowned. ‘I suppose you could be right,’ he said slowly. 
 
    ‘So let’s go and see if he’s there.’ 
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    ‘What do you mean, I can’t leave?’ Sonny Russell had woken to find he was undressed and lying in bed wearing hospital pyjamas. He didn’t know how he had got there, just had a vague recollection of being hit by something and passing out. 
 
    ‘The doctor wants to make sure you haven’t got concussion.’ Behind the steel of her voice the matron had a musical lilt that spoke of the west coast of Ireland. 
 
    ‘But I feel fine.’ He struggled to sit up but the sheets had been tucked in securely and he was still feeling weak. ‘I need to get back. I’m working on an important case.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m a policeman – a detective inspector.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Her mouth formed a slight smile. ‘I suppose you think they can’t cope without you?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly…’ 
 
    ‘Well they will just have to manage for the time being.’ 
 
    ‘But they need me,’ he pleaded weakly. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid you’re not going anywhere. Not until the doctor has signed you off.’ 
 
    ‘When will he see me?’ There was desperation in his voice. 
 
    The matron tipped up the watch that was pinned to her uniform. ‘He’ll be starting his rounds in an hour or so.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t wait that long.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to. Now, be a good man, lie back and make the most of being here.’ Russell realised there was no point in arguing with such a formidable woman. Besides, he did feel weary – his ribs ached and his shoulder was sore. He thought he would just close his eyes for a moment… 
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    ‘It’s not here. I knew it!’ Weeks had turned the Ford Prefect into the street where Fountain had his warehouse. Apart from a horse-drawn cart his was the only vehicle. The rag-and-bone man was absent, and his horse stood patiently, the bottom half of his face buried in a sacking nose bag which moved as the animal chewed rhythmically. A neat pile of manure steamed on the road behind the horse. Nettie had been sure that the Morris would be there and felt bad about giving Weeks false hope. But at first she said nothing.  
 
    Weeks spoke. ‘What shall we do?’ Uncharacteristically he looked clueless. His hands gripped the steering wheel and he stared straight ahead through the raindrops running down the windscreen; his face was a picture of misery. He felt that he’d gone out on a limb – assuring the Super that Fountain was deeply involved with the stolen Nazi plunder. ‘I was certain I was on to something,’ he said. ‘Those boys – Christopher and Sandy – were convinced they’d heard some important information and they convinced me, too. Now I’m not so sure… might just as well go back to the station.’ 
 
    ‘Johnny,’ Nettie said gently. ‘I’m sure you’re on to something. Let’s just wait a little longer. He may have gone somewhere else first.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ He looked at his watch. ‘We’ll give it another 10 minutes. If he hasn’t turned up by then we’ll call it off.’ 
 
    As it turned out they didn’t have to wait that long. In a couple of minutes the blue Traveller appeared and drew to a halt outside the warehouse. The driver’s door opened and they saw Fountain emerge. Then the passenger door opened. 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ Weeks was astonished. 
 
    The man who got out was dressed in the clothes of a fisherman but sported a tartan tam-o’-shanter. 
 
    ‘No idea. Look, they’re both going into the warehouse.’ 
 
    Fountain had peered round furtively then produced a key and unlocked the door. The two men were soon inside and the door closed behind them. It wasn’t long before they reappeared and got back into their car. 
 
    ‘Fountain has changed his clothes.’ Weeks observed. ‘I wonder why?’ 
 
    ‘Presumably he slept in them last night.’ 
 
    ‘You could be right.’ The Morris pulled away from the kerb. Weeks waited for a moment then started the engine and followed. It was still raining intermittently so he was able to follow quite closely, with only a slim chance of being spotted. Fountain drove carefully for a few minutes then pulled up outside a general store. Weeks stopped the Ford a little way up the street. The passenger door of the Morris opened and the other man got out and went into the shop. After a while he re-emerged carrying a medium-sized cardboard box and climbed back into the car and they set off again. 
 
    ‘I bet they’re going back to the boat,’ Nettie said. 
 
    ‘I think you might be right.’ Indeed, the car was retracing the route they had taken earlier. The rain had now turned to a steady drizzle. The wipers were keeping pace and they could see the Morris clearly ahead. When it reached the telephone box it turned down the track. ‘Damn!’ Weeks said, through gritted teeth. ‘Now what do we do?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got an idea. Neither of them has seen you before, have they?’ 
 
    ‘Not as far as I know.’ 
 
    ‘So they wouldn’t be suspicious of a man taking a dog for a walk, would they?’ 
 
    ‘Aggie! Of course!’ At the mention of her name the terrier, who had been dozing on the back seat, pricked up her ears and sat up expectantly. Weeks pulled over just beyond the phone box, grabbed his raincoat from the back and jammed a tweed cap on his head. He smiled at Nettie before getting out of the car. ‘You stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’ 
 
      
 
    He set off down the track; the terrier darting from side to side, following scents that only she knew were there. The rain was light, Weeks was striding out and in a few minutes he caught a glimpse of the Morris, some way ahead, bumping over the ruts and potholes. He slowed as he appeared to be gaining on the vehicle; he didn’t want to catch up with it, just keep it in his sight. After five minutes or so he saw the car stop and, looking up, he could see a dark shape looming on the horizon. He carried on, at a slower pace, and saw the two men get out of the car and make their way towards what appeared to be a beached hulk. In turn, each climbed the ladder set against its side, clambered over the gunwale and disappeared into the cabin. Weeks continued striding towards the boat, the terrier still dancing round his feet. ‘Aggie,’ he said, holding his finger to his lips. ‘Shh!’ The dog looked up, alert. She wagged her tail then sat, expectantly. ‘Good girl.’ Weeks leant towards the hull, pressing his ear to the paint-flecked wooden side where a plank had sprung, leaving a gaping hole. He heard the hatch slide shut then, 
 
    ‘Good. You’ve brought us some vittles.’ 
 
    ‘I told you we would.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well…’ 
 
    There was a pause, then, ‘We’ve been ’avin’ a chat, while you were gone.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. We’ve got some suggestions about tonight.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, I’m not happy about you coming along. The people who are holding Isobel said they didn’t want anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘No, they didn’t,’ a voice said emphatically. ‘The note said No Police and we ain’t the police.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not.’ The reply was so faint, Weeks could hardly make it out. 
 
    ‘Anyway, as I said, we’ve been thinkin’, and this is what we’ve decided.’ 
 
    There was some shuffling and the noise of packages being opened. The hum of conversation was so low Weeks couldn’t make out what was being said, just occasional words. Next, a new voice spoke: ‘What time are they gonna be there?’ 
 
    ‘The note said 7.30 on the quay at Compass Point.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Jack Spratt will be long gone by then so we can ’ide in ’is shed.’ 
 
    ‘Good plan. ’E’s got winders on both side of ’is ’ut, so we can keep a look out.’ 
 
    ‘But what are we lookin’ for?’ 
 
    There was a lengthy pause. 
 
    ‘I don’t actually know. Someone turning up in a car I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘They ain’t gonna walk there are they? Not if they’ve got that lassie.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not.’ 
 
    ‘An’ what are we going to do when they do turn up.’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t thought that far ahead.’  
 
    ‘We’ll need to ’ave some sorta plan.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well…’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough chat for now. We can think about what we’re going to do, later. Anyway, let’s get some grub inside us, then we can ’ave a snooze. Need to be bright eyed and bushy tailed before tonight’s fun an’ games.’ 
 
      
 
    Weeks had heard enough and didn’t want to push his luck so he turned away, his head reeling. He stumbled back to the car in a daze; all manner of thoughts tumbling round his brain. With what the boys had told him and what he had just heard, it seemed certain that some sort of exchange – contraband for a person – Isobel Bailey – was planned for that evening on the quay at Compass Point. It was so frustrating. What he’d heard was little different from what Christopher and Sandy had told him. He had been unable to convince the Super earlier in the day so there was little chance anything would change – especially as Bonnie Parker seemed to be the golden boy at the moment. And he certainly didn’t believe it. If only DI Russell was about. He’d believe the story. But where was he? It was so unlike his boss. Even if something had happened to delay Russell, Weeks found it hard to believe that he wouldn’t at least have got a message to his DC. It was baffling. He wasn’t used to being in this position, without the wiser DI to reassure and support him. He sighed deeply, making the terrier, who was trotting along beside him, look up with concern in her brown eyes. Weeks face softened and he reached down, ruffling the dog’s shaggy head. ‘Don’t worry, Aggie, he’ll be back soon. Meanwhile, we’ll just have to sort it out ourselves – with the help of Nettie, of course.’  
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    For the second time, Russell emerged from a deep sleep and vaguely wondered where he was. The combination of the bump on the head and strong painkillers was making him feel dreamy. He knew something had happened to him – something traumatic – but for the life of him he couldn’t think what it was. An accident? Surely not. He’d remember that, wouldn’t he? He ached all over – had someone hit him? He really couldn’t recall. So what had happened? He looked down at the crisp white linen. He appeared to be in a strange bed. So where was he? He looked up to see a tall confident looking man with grey flecked hair, swept back in an elaborate quiff and wearing a beautifully cut suit. He was approaching the bed, closely followed by half a dozen younger men wearing white coats, stethoscopes slung round their necks. The man stopped and lifted the chart hooked on the end of the bed. He glanced at the figures then turned to his acolytes. ‘What we have here is a classic case of concussion brought on by a blow to the head.’ He turned to Russell, his lips forming a vulpine smile. ‘And how are we feeling today?’  
 
    ‘Pardon?’ Russell answered, his voice groggy. 
 
    The man shrugged and turned back. ‘What treatment should we be giving this patient?’ 
 
    ‘Er, observation and bed rest, sir?’ one of the younger men volunteered. 
 
    ‘Quite so. And for how long?’ 
 
    ‘Several days – a week?’ 
 
    Russell blinked. ‘A week! I’ve got to get back to work.’ 
 
    The senior man turned to him, the smile gone, his face stern. ‘You’re not going anywhere, sir. You’ve had a nasty bump on the head and we need to keep an eye on you.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘No buts. You’ll stay here until we discharge you.’ With that he swept off to the next patient, the students following like the tail of a comet.  
 
    They were replaced by the Irish matron. ‘There you are. A week’s bed rest.’ 
 
    ‘But I have to get back to work,’ he pleaded. 
 
    She folded her arms, her face set. ‘You heard what the consultant said – we need to keep an eye on you – make sure nothing is amiss.’  
 
    ‘But I feel fine. I have to get back.’ 
 
    ‘Listen. I’ll do something for you. Let me have a number and I’ll speak to your police station – tell them what’s happened and say they’ll have to manage without you for a few days.’ 
 
    Russell took a deep breath and exhaled noisily. ‘I suppose that’s better than nothing.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all you’re going to get, I’m afraid. Now, let me have that number.’ 
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    Wickstead, who was the duty desk sergeant, answered the telephone. ‘Collinghurst police station, how can I help you?’  
 
    ‘Good morning, this is St Thomas’s hospital.’ 
 
    ‘In London?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. We’ve got a patient here called Mr Russell – he says he’s a policeman at your station.’ 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Sonny Russell?’ 
 
    There was a shuffling sound. ‘You’re right. I’ve got his warrant card here.’ 
 
    ‘What’s happened to him?’ 
 
    The matron went on to explain about Russell’s accident. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to hear that. It’s dreadful. Is he badly hurt?’ Wickstead asked. 
 
    ‘We don’t think so: just shaken, with a few cuts and bruises. The doctor is more concerned that he’s suffering from concussion.’ 
 
    ‘I see. How long will he need to stay with you?’ 
 
    ‘The doctor said a few days – maybe a week.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear… he’s involved in an important case.’ 
 
    ‘So he said. But we can’t help that. He needs rest. Will you pass the message on to his superiors?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, madam. Please give Inspector Russell my best wishes.’ After the sergeant had replaced the receiver he went immediately to Superintendent Stout’s office and knocked on the door. 
 
    ‘Come.’ Wickstead pushed the door open and entered. ‘Ah, Sergeant. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s seems that we’re going to have to do without the company of DI Russell for a while, sir.’ 
 
    Stout’s forehead creased like the furrows in a freshly ploughed field. ‘Is he sick?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly, sir. He’s in hospital – been knocked down.’ 
 
    The Super’s eyebrows rose to meet the furrows and he sat up in his chair. ‘Is he badly hurt?’ 
 
    ‘No. Got concussion apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Not too serious then.’ The furrows flattened out and he sat back. ‘How long will we be without him?’ 
 
    ‘A few days, maybe a week.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose we’ll just have to manage without him then. Good job that DI Parker is on top of things.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ Wickstead decided it was time to leave and turned towards the door. Then Stout spoke again. 
 
    ‘Can you send his DC, Weeks, in to see me please?’ 
 
    Wickstead turned back. ‘I could, sir, if he was here.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Er, you said he could go off after the Fountain fellow.’ 
 
    Stout snorted. ‘Hmm. So I did. Well, when he gets back…’ 
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    ‘Tell me again what you heard. Only slowly this time.’ 
 
    After Weeks had returned to the car he had wrenched the door open and tumbled into the driver’s seat. He grabbed an old towel and gave Aggie a firm rub, while trying to explain what he had heard. He was so keen to get the information out that he rushed his words and what he did say made no sense to the Nettie. 
 
    ‘You’ll have to slow down, Johnny. I can’t understand what you’re saying.’ 
 
    He took a deep breath. ‘Sorry, Nettie. I’ll start again. I can’t be sure, but I think I heard four distinct voices. One certainly belonged to our friend Duncan Fountain.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘His voice was more refined – the others dropped their aitches – he didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ 
 
    ‘He sounded rather concerned about the others going to the quay this evening. He told them that he was the only one that should turn up. He was emphatic that they – the abductors – said no one else was to go. One of the others corrected him saying the note didn’t say just anyone, it said “no police”.’ 
 
    ‘What about the others? Any idea who they were?’ 
 
    ‘Two of them sounded like they could be Tedham and Drake, but I can’t be certain as I’ve never met them.’ 
 
    ‘What about the mystery man?’ Nettie had taken the towel and was gently wiping the terrier’s face. 
 
    ‘Still a mystery man, I’m afraid. It was difficult to tell him from the other two.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s definitely going to take place at seven-thirty?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I heard.’ 
 
    ‘What was that about Jack Spratt?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. They’re going to hide in his shed, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘And do what?’ Nettie stopped wiping Aggie’s head and stared at Weeks. 
 
    ‘No idea – they didn’t say. I don’t think they’d thought that far ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably concoct some sort of rescue plan – get back the goods that they reckon are theirs.’ 
 
    ‘What about Isobel Bailey?’ 
 
    Weeks snorted. ‘Ha! I doubt if they’d be overly worried about her – a posh bird.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit harsh.’ 
 
    He held his hands up. ‘Hey, that’s not me speaking. I’m just imaging how they would see it.’ 
 
    Nettie punched him playfully on the arm. ‘I’m only joking.  Anyway, what are they going to do until then?’ 
 
    ‘It sounded like they were preparing a meal – presumably that was what was in the box that they got from the shop.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t take all afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘No. There was talk of having a snooze. One of them said they needed to be “bright eyed and bushy tailed” before the evening.’ 
 
    The WPC pulled back the sleeve of her uniform jacket and peered at her wristwatch. ‘It’s getting on for three. What should we do now?’ 
 
    The expression on Weeks’s face was serious. ‘I’m not sure you should be involved. It could be dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Nettie’s grey eyes widened with surprise. You’ve let me come this far and you don’t want me to be in at the kill?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t joke. It could turn nasty.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Fair enough. So what are you planning to do now?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to have one more shot at persuading the Super to take it seriously. Then we’ll see.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ They sat quietly for a while, as the last of the raindrops rolled down the windscreen.  
 
    ‘Are you hungry?’ Weeks asked. 
 
    Nettie smiled. ‘I am, as a matter of fact.’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t had lunch, so why don’t we go and have something to eat?’ 
 
    ‘Good idea. Where do you suggest?’ 
 
    ‘What about that nice little teashop – next to Isobel Bailey’s place?’ 
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    Lunch was over when they arrived at Miss Smollett’s. But the proprietor herself, dressed in her customary grey, informed them: ‘Tea will be served in a few minutes – if you’d like to take a seat?’ She looked quizzically at Weeks but said nothing more. 
 
    The place was virtually empty so they had the pick of the tables. They chose one by the window. Together, but away from the familiar surroundings of the office, Nettie and Weeks were tongue-tied. They sat quietly looking out into the street, each not wanting to be the first to speak. Then the waitress turned up with menus which she handed to them. With something to do they relaxed and the atmosphere palpably softened. The waitress stood, pen poised over her pad.  
 
    ‘What are you going to…?’ They said simultaneously. Both laughed, breaking the tension. 
 
    ‘I thought tea and a selection of sandwiches, then maybe a cake,’ Nettie said. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s fine,’ Weeks added and handed the menu back to the waitress.  
 
    She wrote down their order. As she made her way towards the kitchen, Miss Smollett passed her and came up to them. ‘Do you mind if I join you? I’d like to have a chat.’ 
 
     ‘Of course not,’ Weeks said. He stood and fetched a chair from a nearby table.  
 
    When she was settled, Miss Smollett leant forward, conspiratorially. ‘You’re one of the policemen who came round the other day, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Weeks replied cautiously. 
 
    ‘And you borrowed the key to Izzie’s shop?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I’m concerned about her. I wonder if something terrible has happened.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen her for a couple of days and I’m starting to get worried. It’s not like her.’ 
 
    ‘Hasn’t she been in touch?’ Nettie asked. 
 
    ‘No. that’s the strange thing. I’ve tried ringing her home number but there’s no answer.’  
 
    ‘Perhaps she’s gone away for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe…’ The woman sounded doubtful. ‘It’s just there was that business about the two men and the key.’ The constables exchanged a glance. ‘You would tell me if you knew anything, wouldn’t you?’ She sat, one hand massaging the other, worry clouding her pretty features. 
 
    Nettie reached out and placed her own hand on the woman’s wrist. ‘Of course we would. As soon as we hear anything we’ll let you know.’  
 
    Just then the waitress arrived with their tea. Miss Smollett got up from her chair. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.’ 
 
    ‘That’s quite all right, madam. We’ll be in touch as soon as we can.’ 
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    On arriving back at the station, they had to cross the entrance foyer. Wickstead, behind the counter, said nothing, just winked. Nettie went back to her desk; Weeks to sit behind the pile of teetering files that never seemed to decrease in number. He sat, chewing his lip, idly flicking through the paperwork. On the outside he looked calm but inside he was quaking. After what he’d found out he was beginning to grasp the gravity of what could happen. Somehow he needed to persuade the Superintendent of its seriousness and get him to act on it. He decided to leave it for a while – get his thoughts in order – and made a start on the paperwork. 
 
    After half an hour he could stand it no longer. He straightened his tie and smoothed his jacket. He tried brushing his hair back with his hand but it refused to stay put, and flopped back over his brow. Clearing his throat he walked confidently up to the Superintendent’s door and knocked. 
 
    ‘Come in!’ 
 
    Weeks entered. He was taken aback to see DI Parker sitting in Stout’s chair, his head wreathed in blue smoke. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s you. What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Er, I was looking for the Super.’ 
 
    ‘He’s out. I’m looking after the shop while he’s away.’ 
 
    Weeks was rattled, but tried not to show it. ‘Do you know when he’ll return?’ 
 
    ‘He won’t be back today – he’s playing golf with his pals. Not that it’s any of your business. What do you want?’ 
 
    Weeks was blowed if he was going to share what he knew with Bonnie Parker. Even if he did tell him, the DI would be bound to dismiss it out of hand – probably in spite. Keeping his voice steady he said, ‘Nothing important, sir. It can keep until tomorrow.’ Without waiting for a reaction, he turned on his heel and left the roof, closing the door quietly behind him. Parker took a drag on the cigar and rolled his eyes. 
 
    A little later Nettie found Weeks sitting in his chair, staring into space. ‘Johnny?’ 
 
    He blinked and shook his head. He took a few moments to come back into the room. ‘Sorry?’ he said. And looking up, ‘Nettie?’ 
 
    She chuckled. ‘You were miles away.’ 
 
    He grinned back bashfully. ‘Yes I was. Trying to work out what to do for the best.’ 
 
    Aggie, who had been dozing under the desk, rushed up to greet her. Nettie pulled a chair across, lifted Aggie on to her lap and, while deftly dodging the small dog’s enthusiastic licks, asked: ‘What did the Super say?’ 
 
    Weeks explained what had happened when he went into Stout’s office. ‘I didn’t think there was any point in telling Bonnie what we’d found out. He wouldn’t care and if he did, he’s too bloody lazy to do anything about it.’ 
 
    ‘What shall we do then?’ 
 
    Weeks huffed. I told you Nettie, I don’t think you should be involved. I’m not even sure I want to be either…’ 
 
    ‘But we’ve got to do something. What about poor Isobel Bailey?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they’ll just hand her over and take the loot.’ 
 
    ‘Do you really believe it will be that simple?’ 
 
    Weeks thought for a moment. ‘No. I don’t. It’s just I’m not sure I can do anything – without help.’ 
 
    She leant forward, pushed a pile of files aside and placed her forearms on the desk. ‘Look. I might only be a humble WPC but I’m a big girl, you know. I’m not suggesting we do anything heroic, but I think I should go there with you tonight, if only to observe.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe…’ Weeks said slowly. 
 
    ‘What if we turn up early, park your car out of sight and just wait?’ 
 
    ‘Won’t it look a bit suspicious, two people sitting in a parked car?’ 
 
    Nettie sat back and folded her arms. ‘If one is a man and one is a woman?’ She smiled. 
 
    Weeks had the good manners to blush. ‘Oh, I see,’ he stammered. 
 
    ‘So, why don’t you pick me up at, say, seven o’clock? Then we’ll head off to Compass Point.’ She stood up and pushed her chair back. ‘I’m going to finish what I’m doing, then go home and change. Why don’t you make some sort of progress with these?’ She pushed the files back that she’d moved earlier. After the WPC had turned and left, Weeks sat for several minutes, wondering what he’d been talked into doing. What neither of them realised was that they had been overheard. Wickstead had been in the process of crossing the office with a message when he saw them talking. Not wanting to interrupt, he had stood, just outside the doorway, and listened to the last part of their conversation. When Nettie had returned to her own desk, he smiled and continued on his errand.  
 
    Weeks pulled the first file towards him and started reading. However, his eyes just skimmed across the typed pages and he took nothing in. His mind was whirling with other thoughts. He couldn’t get the idea that Isobel Bailey was in serious danger out of his head. He was pretty sure that his boss, DI Russell, was quite keen on her and he felt he owed it to him to make sure she came to no harm. The stakes appeared to be high, judging by what Russell believed had been in the empty crate they had found. Plus what was in the sack, dragged up by the dredger.   
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    When Russell woke again there were longer shadows across the room. He blinked. He was not quite as groggy as he had been earlier. The effects of the painkillers had worn off, leaving his mind clearer but his headache worse, the thumping in his head more insistent. His eyes slowly focussed and, as he took in his surroundings, he noticed that his wristwatch was on the chest next to the bed. It was nearly five pm. He needed to get back. A week’s bedrest? Not likely. He doubted Bonnie Parker would do anything about Fountain or Tedham and Drake, let alone the enigmatic Frenchman, Salle. And Isobel Bailey. Hell! If she had been abducted she could be in real danger. Yes, he had to get back. 
 
    Leaning over, he pulled the door of the cabinet next to his bed open. His clothes were neatly folded inside, his shoes on the bottom shelf. The ward was quiet – not a single uniform in sight. He pulled at the tightly tucked bedlinen to allow himself to slide his legs out from underneath the sheets and sat upright on the edge of the bed. Gingerly he placed his feet on the cold linoleum and stood, swaying slightly, his head swimming. After a few moments he felt no steadier but was determined to press on. Russell reached down and retrieved his clothes. Scanning the ward he could see that all was still quiet. He clutched his bundle to his chest and made his shaky way along the room to where he assumed the toilets were. Luck was with him and he wasn’t spotted entering the cubicle. After a few minutes, he came out again, fully dressed, his trilby pulled down over the bandage on his head. He’d checked in the mirror before exiting and the white cloth barely showed beneath the brim.  
 
    Leaving the hospital unchallenged he went out through the front doors and stood on the pavement outside the entrance, breathing heavily. He realised he’d been holding his breath as he made his escape. It wasn’t so much the consultant – the man was prepossessing and full of his own pomposity, but Russell was used to that with the Super, it was the wrath of the matron he feared most. He was sure that her silver tongue belied a much tougher persona – less gentle Irish colleen, more avenging harridan. He walked round the corner as quickly as his befuddled condition would allow then paused, uncertain of what he should do. He still felt a little dizzy. He didn’t think he was concussed but wasn’t sure he could cope with the train journey back to Collinghurst. Then a thought dawned on him, not quite a bolt from the blue although it did seem blindingly obvious. But in his muddled state he had only just thought of it. Dicky Merriman! He was stationed in London. Now where was it? He tried to ignore the hammering in his head and searched his memory to remember when he’d been told the previous evening where his friend was based. But the headache was winning and the location just wouldn’t come. He closed his eyes and pressed his eyelids with his finger and thumb. He stood for some time while the battle between the hammers and the logic fought it out in his pounding head. Nothing was coming. He sighed and took his hand away. As he slowly opened his eyes a figure, standing in front of him, swam into view. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, sir? Can I help you?’ The speaker was wearing a dark blue uniform, his face was young and unlined and he had a tall helmet on his head.’ 
 
    ‘Constable! Am I glad to see you.’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘Is your station close by?’ 
 
     ‘Not far, why?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you know a Dicky Merriman? 
 
    The young policeman pulled himself up and puffed out his chest. ‘Do you mean DCI Merriman?’ 
 
    ‘That’s him. He’s a detective in the Met. I desperately need to speak to him.’ 
 
    The face of the constable, who had appeared sympathetic at first, hardened. ‘And why would that be, sir?’  
 
    Russell decided he’d better explain himself. ‘He’s a friend of mine.’ 
 
    ‘That may be true, but if you have something to report I suggest I escort you to the police station. The desk sergeant will be able to help you.’  
 
    Russell’s head was swimming. He felt close to fainting. ‘No, you don’t understand. Just a minute.’ He reached into an inside pocket, fumbled around and finally produced his warrant card. 
 
    When he saw it the PC’s face relaxed. ‘Ah, I see, Inspector. Would you like me to take you to him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes please. Do you know where he’ll be?’ He was starting to feel faint again. 
 
    ‘I do, as it happens. He’s actually at my local nick.’ The constable could see that Russell was fading so he took his elbow. ‘Come on, it’s just round the corner.’ 
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    ‘Sonny. What are you doing here?’ Merriman looked a little closer at his friend and concern clouded his face. ‘Here, take a seat. You look terrible.’ 
 
    Russell sank gratefully on to a chair. He gave a thin smile. ‘I’ll be all right in a minute. I just feel a little faint.’ 
 
    ‘Constable. Get the Inspector a glass of water. Sonny. What on earth has happened to you?’ 
 
    Russell explained as much as he could. 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t have left the hospital – not if you’ve got concussion.’ 
 
    ‘But Isobel. Her life is in danger.’ 
 
    Merriman smiled. ‘I knew there would be a woman.’ 
 
    No. You don’t understand.’ The constable returned with a tumbler and a couple of aspirin. Russell thanked him, swallowed the tablets and took a gulp of water. ‘I really have to get back to Collinghurst,’ he pleaded. 
 
    ‘But why?’ Merriman said. ‘Surely there are other officers who can look after your case?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not.’ Russell went on to explain about the Frenchman Salle, the Nazi plunder, Isobel’s abduction and the fishermen. And how Stout and Parker didn’t believe the seriousness of it.  
 
    ‘It sounds like an awful lot evidence is stacking up. And you say your Super and this DI Parker…’ 
 
    ‘Bonnie Parker,’ Russell smiled. ‘About as ineffectual as his namesake was dangerous.’ 
 
    Merriman grinned back. ‘… You say you can’t persuade them to take it seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. They’re not interested.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like you’re going to have to do this on your own.’ 
 
    ‘Not entirely on my own. I’ve got a brilliant DC, Johnny Weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Well perhaps we’d better get a message to him.’ 
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    ‘Constable. I’m speaking to you.’  
 
    ‘S-sorry?’ Weeks looked up to see DI Parker looking down at him, a cigarette clamped in the corner of his mouth and a scowl on his face. 
 
    ‘I said, I need you – now.’ 
 
    The young DC had been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn’t seen Parker come up to his desk. ‘Sir? What for?’ 
 
    ‘I want you to drive for me.’ 
 
    ‘But what about DC Barrow?’ 
 
    Parker tutted. ‘In case you’d forgotten, he’s off sick.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t someone else do it for you – sir?’ 
 
    ‘Why,’ Parker sneered. ‘Is there somewhere else you should be?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. I suppose not.’ 
 
    ‘Well get your arse in gear and find me a car.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ Weeks waited until he had gone and stood up. The terrier, who had stayed out of the DI’s way came out from under the desk. ‘Come on Aggie. I’m afraid you won’t be coming this time. I’m sure Nettie will be glad to look after you.’ 
 
    Weeks crossed the office to where the WPC was seated. ‘Of course I will, Johnny. But what about tonight?’ She looked earnestly at him. 
 
    Weeks sighed. ‘I dunno. Depends how long Bonnie plans to keep me.’ 
 
    ‘What does he want you for, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘No idea. Clyde Barrow is off sick so he needs a lackey I guess. Look, I’ll get back as soon as I can. But don’t go anywhere near Compass Point without me. Understand?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ Nettie’s face was without expression but there was a sparkle in her grey eyes. 
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    ‘Where are we going, sir?’ Weeks was wrestling with the steering wheel of the Ford Pilot he’d signed out. It had been well used, if not abused, but it was all that was available from the car pool. More familiar with a conventional floor shift he’d struggled with the column gear change too, something Parker found irritating. 
 
    ‘For Christ’s sake, constable. You’re supposed to be changing gear, not stirring a bleedin’ Christmas pudding.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, sir,’ he said, as he crunched the gears yet again. 
 
    Parker slumped back into the well-worn seat, a broken spring sticking in his back making him even more grouchy than usual. ‘Give me strength.’ Then, ‘Turn right here.’ Weeks only noticed the junction at the last minute and swung the steering wheel over hard. The DI was thrown against the door. ‘Careful you bloody numbskull!’ 
 
    Weeks was about to reply but gritted his teeth instead. After a few minutes he wondered where they were going, although he had a sneaking suspicion. He unclamped his jaws. ‘Are we heading for the golf club, sir?’ 
 
    Parker guffawed. ‘Ha! Well deduced. We’ll make a detective of you yet.’ 
 
    ‘Why are we going there, sir?’ 
 
    ‘One of their silver cups has gone missing.’ 
 
    Weeks was incredulous. ‘Is that all? Surely one of the uniform boys could deal with it…’ 
 
     Parker turned towards him, his eyes narrowed. ‘The Super asked me to look into it personally. Not that it’s any of your business.’ 
 
      
 
    Weeks turned the car into the car park and pulled in between a two-tone grey Jaguar MkVIII saloon and a gleaming red Austin-Healey 100 sports car. He turned the key and switched off the engine, then made to get out of the car. The DI put a hand on his arm. ‘No, you stay here. I can manage.’ 
 
    ‘But sir…’ 
 
    ‘I said I can manage.’ Parker opened the door and heaved himself out of his seat. ‘Stay here until I come back.’ Weeks watched as the DI rubbed at his back then brushed his hands down his crumpled suit, before making his way across to the clubhouse. Weeks gripped the steering wheel and let out a heartfelt groan. He was struggling to contain his fury. Why the hell did Bonnie need him to drive all the way out here when he could have done it himself? Now he was going to have to sit here stewing when he was supposed to be going to Compass Point with Nettie. If only DI Russell was around, things would be different. He just wished he knew where he was.  
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    ‘DCI Merriman here. Can I speak to DC Weeks please?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir, he’s gone out with DI Parker.’ 
 
    Merriman put his hand over the telephone mouthpiece. ‘Sorry, Sonny. He’s not there. Gone off somewhere with Parker.’ 
 
    ‘Can you ask who you’re speaking to?’ Russell asked. 
 
    Merriman spoke into the telephone again. ‘Are you the desk sergeant?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Wickstead, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I heard that,’ Russell said. ‘Let me speak to him.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you’re up to it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Merriman handed him the receiver. 
 
    ‘Wickstead?’ 
 
    ‘Is that you Sonny?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m in London.’ 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m okay. I’ve had a bit of an accident. Listen. Where’s Johnny gone?’ 
 
    ‘He went off with Bonnie Parker.’ 
 
    Russell sighed. ‘Any idea when he’ll be back?’ 
 
    ‘Afraid not, Sonny.’ Wickstead paused. ‘Not sure if I should tell you but I think something is going on between him and that WPC – Sharpe.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? Why do you say that?’ 
 
    The desk sergeant cleared his throat. ‘I overheard them earlier. I might have grasped the wrong end of the stick but apparently they’ve arranged to drive over to Compass Point in Weeks’s car later.’ 
 
    ‘Was that all you heard?’ 
 
    ‘Well there was something about somebody else – Isobel someone?’ 
 
    ‘Isobel Bailey?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ 
 
    ‘What was said?’ There was an urgency in his voice. 
 
    ‘I didn’t hear it all I’m afraid. Let me think...’ The line crackled. Then he spoke again. ‘Nettie said “poor Isobel Bailey” then Johnny mentioned something about loot. That’s all I can remember, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all very strange.’ 
 
    ‘Hang on, a time was mentioned. Maybe it’s significant.’ 
 
    ‘What time?’ 
 
    ‘Seven-thirty.’ 
 
    ‘Right, thanks.’ Russell could feel himself starting to fade. ‘I have to go now. Bye.’ He handed the phone back to Merriman and slumped into a chair. He sat staring for a few minutes then spoke. ‘Something’s not right, Dicky.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ 
 
    ‘I just don’t see Johnny going off with Nettie – he’s not like that. I can only think they’re going to Nottery Quay for some other reason – something to do with Isobel. He looked up at his friend. ‘Dicky, I’m worried.’  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Dutch courage refers to courage gained from intoxication with alcohol. 
 
      
 
    DS Weeks and WPC Sharpe weren’t the only two who had been interested in Fountain’s movements. They were so intent on following his Morris Traveller earlier in the day that they hadn’t noticed the grey van shadowing them. When Weeks pulled up by the telephone box, after Fountain had turned down the track, they were oblivious to the vehicle as it continued past. Big Paul smiled to himself. His time spent befriending the fishermen at Rock-a-Nore and buying them drinks in the Dolphin had brought results. He didn’t need to go down the track – he knew about Lou Vicary’s hulk and was pretty sure he knew who would be holed up inside it. He drove on to the next junction, turned the van and headed back to Collinghurst.  
 
      
 
    ‘So you think that the fishermen, Tedham and Drake, are hiding out in this wreck of a boat?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I believe that’s the case.’ 
 
    Salle spoke forcefully. ‘Then we should go there and get my property back.’ 
 
    Paul shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Think about it. If they are there, with Fountain and the other man, it would be four against two.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I’ve got this.’ Salle picked up his gun and weighed it in his hand. 
 
    Alarm clouded Big Paul’s face. He put his hand on Salle’s wrist. ‘No, that isn’t a good idea. Listen. If we stick to the original plan I think we should be able to get your stuff back without bloodshed.’ 
 
    ‘What if those fishermen decide to interfere?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been thinking about that. I know how their minds work. I reckon they’ll try to set some sort of trap. Find a way to get the girl and keep the treasure.’ 
 
    ‘Then why don’t we go to this boat and confront them?’ Salle was having trouble accepting his henchman’s logic. He was used to calling the shots and didn’t like the idea of a hired hand taking over. 
 
    ‘Hear me out – please.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. Convince me.’ 
 
    ‘What I suggest is that I go over to Compass Point – before the time of the meeting. I reckon that they’ll hide out somewhere nearby.’ 
 
    ‘What will you do, if you find them?’ 
 
    ‘Oh I’ll find them all right. They’re not the brightest. It shouldn’t be too hard to uncover their whereabouts and deal with them. After all, they won’t be expecting me so I’ll have the upper hand.’ 
 
    ‘I am not convinced,’ Salle said, shaking his head. ‘But I suppose you had better try. What is your plan?’ Furrows appeared on Big Paul’s wide forehead. When he didn’t speak immediately Salle barked: ‘You do have a plan?’ 
 
    ‘Well, sort of…’ 
 
    ‘Sort of? What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘I thought I’d go over to Compass Point just before it gets dark and snoop around.’ 
 
    ‘Snoop around? Who do you think you are, Hercule Poirot?’ 
 
    Unruffled by Salle’s scepticism he went on: ‘It’s not a big place. There aren’t many spots they can hide and have a good view of the quay. I’ll go just as dusk is gathering, park the van out of sight and continue on foot. I’m pretty sure I’ll find them easily. Then I can meet you after I’ve dealt with them.’ 
 
    ‘You’re taking the van?’ Salle’s eyes widened with alarm. ‘But what about the woman?’ 
 
    ‘You can bring her over in the Citroën, can’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not!’ Salle shouted. 
 
    Big Paul was  taken aback by his boss’s vehemence. ‘But why not? It’ll be dark, no one will see the car.’ 
 
    ‘Sacre bleu! It’s not that.’ He rubbed his hands through his hair. 
 
    Paul was baffled. ‘What is it then?’ 
 
    ‘If you must know I don’t want her to see me.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand, why not?’ 
 
    Salle shook his head and breathed out noisily. ‘I just don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. What if I blindfold her before I leave?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that would do,’ Salle said, grudgingly. ‘When I get there, how will I know it is Fountain?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be driving a Morris Minor. Do you know what they look like?’ 
 
    Salle snorted. ‘I might be a froggy but I do know my English cars.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I wasn’t doubting you.’ 
 
    ‘You will be there anyway, won’t you?’  
 
    ‘Of course.’ The big man pulled the curtain back and peered out of the window. ‘It’ll be getting dark soon. I’ll go and deal with the woman then I’ll head off.’ 
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    ‘Listen, I’ve been thinking.’ The three fishermen and Fountain were sitting around the table in the cabin of the hulk. They’d eaten and drunk their fill and were pleasantly mellow. Lou was speaking. ‘I’m not happy about what you’ve suggested.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Tedham said, his voice tainted with suspicion. 
 
    ‘The three of us, being holed up in Spratt’s shed.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with that?’ Drake asked, his reedy voice echoing the seabirds outside. 
 
    ‘I reckon one of us should stay with ’im,’ Lou said, pointing at Fountain.  
 
    The antique dealer squirmed in his seat. ‘D-don’t you trust me?’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know you, do we? You ain’t one of us, after all.’ 
 
    ‘No, you ain’t.’ 
 
    ‘But you said you’d help me.’ Fountain looked and sounded pathetic. 
 
    ‘I’m not suggestin’ we won’t help you,’ Lou said, ‘I just think we need some sort of insurance.’ 
 
    Tedham folded his arms and sat back, a pugnacious look on his face. ‘So what are you proposin’?’ 
 
    Lou took a breath. ‘I think two of us should go in the shed, like the original idea. But one should stay in the Morris with him.’ He nodded towards Fountain. 
 
    ‘But if he sees that I’m not on my own that will make whoever’s got Isobel suspicious – and that means it could end badly.’ 
 
    Lou held his hands up. ‘Look, I don’t want to make a bad situation worse. I just think one of us should be with you – keepin’ their ’ead down. 
 
    ‘Okay. As long as whichever one of you it is, stays of sight.’ 
 
    ‘And who is this someone who’s gonna be in the car, Lou?’ Tedham asked, still with a look of suspicion. ‘Are you volunteering yourself?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Lou said evenly, ‘I’m not.’ 
 
    ‘Well who then?’ 
 
    ‘How about we draw straws?’ Drake suggested. 
 
    ‘Good idea. ’Ave we got any straws?’ They all looked around. The suspicion on Tedham’s face was replaced with a smug grin. ‘Thought not.’ 
 
    ‘Rope,’ Lou said. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Bits of rope – two long and one short.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I see.’ 
 
    Drake reached down and picked up a length of rope and deftly cut it into three with his knife – one short and two long. He handed them to Fountain. ‘’Ere. You better hold these.’ Fountain took the lengths and arranged them in his hand so the tops were level. 
 
    ‘Right, who’s goin’ first?’ Tedham asked. 
 
    ‘Might as well be me.’ Drake’s voice was just above a whisper. He tugged at one of the ropes, pulling it out of Fountain’s hand. 
 
    ‘That’s long,’ Tedham said gleefully. ‘Come on Lou, our turn. Take one each and we’ll pull ’em out together.’ They each grasped a length and slowly pulled them upwards. The one Vicary was pulling popped out of Fountain’s grasp, while the other was still being held. ‘Well I’ll be buggered. If I didn’t know better, I’d say that’d been fixed.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Lou answered. 
 
    ‘Only jokin’ shipmate.’ He thumped the other man hard on his back. ‘You won fair an’ square.’ 
 
    ‘Right, now that’s agreed,’ Drake said, ‘we’d better decide on a plan.’ 
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     Weeks was fuming. He’d been sitting in the Ford Pilot for nearly an hour and there was no sign of Parker. He looked at his watch for the umpteenth time. What the hell was the man doing? It was just a missing bloody cup, after all – supposedly. He was pretty sure that Parker would be in there hobnobbing with the members, enjoying the hospitality of the nineteenth hole, probably with the Super too. Huh! He couldn’t imagine him actually playing golf – swinging a golf club. The only exercise his arms usually got involved in was lifting a pint pot. Weeks banged his fists on the steering wheel and let out a frustrated roar. He looked at his watch again. Seven fifteen. He should have picked Nettie up a quarter of an hour ago. He wondered what she would do when he hadn’t turned up. 
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    When Nettie saw Weeks go off with Parker she guessed that he probably wouldn’t make it back in time for their rendezvous. It was most unfair but typical of the DI. However, she wasn’t a girl to sit around and mope so she had decided to take action on her own. She’d changed out of her uniform, tied a mustard coloured scarf under her chin and hurried to catch the six o’clock train to Compass Point. She took Aggie with her, reasoning that the terrier would give her an excuse for being there – she was just going for an evening dog walk. 
 
    It was out of season so, instead of a steam locomotive and carriages, the train on the little narrow gauge railway consisted of a pair of back-to-back bus bodies, mounted on railway wheels. She took her seat behind the driver and had a clear view ahead. The train rattled away from the town and across the marsh. A couple of sheep ran ahead, startled by the horn the driver sounded, finally leaping a dyke and heading off across a field. Not long after there was still enough light to see a hare tearing along the side of the track, easily outpacing the sedate progress of the train. It reminded Nettie of the hare in Turner’s painting, Rain, Steam and Speed, jinking and swerving for several yards before diving off into the undergrowth.  
 
    Finally the train pulled into the terminus at Compass Point with a squeal of brakes. In her hurry Nettie had come out without a lead so, resourceful as ever, she had buckled her mackintosh belt round Aggie’s neck. The driver turned and smiled as the terrier pulled at it enthusiastically when they disembarked from the train. Nettie checked her watch. Six-thirty. Time for some Dutch courage. She didn’t normally go into pubs on her own but decided to make an exception and walked purposefully up to the Shipwrights Arms. She pushed the door open and could that see the only other customer was the dapper figure of Captain Salt, sitting on his customary stool. As she walked across the bar he turned and smiled. The terrier gave an excited yelp, tugged the belt out of Nettie’s grasp and ran up to him.  
 
    ‘Aggie! What a surprise’. He ruffled the dogs ears then looked up. ‘And who is this you’ve brought with you?’ 
 
    The WPC had hoped to remain anonymous but had forgotten how popular and well-known the little terrier was. ‘My name’s Nettie Sharpe,’ she said, a coy smile playing on her lips. 
 
    ‘I presume you’re a friend of Sonny Russell?’ 
 
    ‘A colleague really.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Do you work at the police station?’ 
 
    There was nothing for it. ‘Yes, I’m a WPC.’ 
 
    ‘I see. What brings you out here – and how come you’ve got Aggie?’ 
 
    ‘I – er…’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Salt interrupted. ‘How rude of me. Can I get you a drink?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. I’ll have a gin and bitter lemon please.’ She perched herself on a stool. Alf smiled at her and turned to pour the drink. When he’d placed the glass and bottle in front of her Salt spoke again. ‘Is Sonny – or should I say, DI Russell, away?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he’s in London. We were expecting him back this morning but he must have been delayed.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ He stroked the dog’s head. ‘Doesn’t he normally leave this little girl with Johnny Weeks? Is he absent too?’ 
 
    Salt’s manner was so disarmingly polite that Nettie was happy to respond to his gentle interrogation. ‘He’s had to go off with DI Parker, so I’m looking after Aggie.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Salt looked puzzled. He took a drink from his glass. ‘Don’t get me wrong but why have you come here?’ 
 
    Nettie had her story ready. ‘Oh you know, I just thought it would be nice for Aggie to have a run along the river bank, plus I like it here.’ 
 
    Salt pulled on the chain that hung across his waistcoat and pulled out his pocket watch. ‘I would have thought you’re leaving it a little late. It’ll be dark soon and the last train leaves in 20 minutes.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right. A friend’s coming to pick me up soon.’ 
 
    ‘Good, I’m glad about that. You never know what could happen out here after dark.’ He winked and downed his drink. ‘Anyway. I need to catch the last train. Mrs Salt will have dinner waiting for me at home in Kilnhurst. I’ll bid you good evening.’ Salt rose from his seat and doffed his cap. ‘Nice meeting you.’ 
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    Earlier Tedham and Drake had set off to follow the river down to Compass Point. They’d talked it over with Fountain and Vicary and decided it was the best thing to do. They’d make their way to Spratt’s shed and wait for the others to turn up in the Morris. 
 
    Tedham stopped and stared down at his feet. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if this is such a good idea.’ His reedy voice was full of doubt. 
 
    ‘Course it bloody well is,’ Drake growled. ‘I for one don’t want to give up all that loot – do you?’ 
 
    Tedham kicked unhappily at the rough grass on the bank. ‘I don’t know. I’m wondering if it’s worth it.’ 
 
    Tedham tried to cheer him up. ‘Come on, shipmate. Don’t be down. After all, it’s four against one – ain’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Drake said slowly. ‘But what if ’e’s got someone with ’im?’ 
 
    ‘I’d say it was unlikely. Come on, let’s get going.’ 
 
    They walked on in silence for some time. The only sounds were the wind swishing through the reeds and Marram grass and the insistent piping of a Redshank, dabbling in the mud at the side of the river. Suddenly Drake stopped, Tedham cannoning into his back. ‘Bloody ’ell! What did you do that for?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just thought of something.’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘It better be good – giving me a fright like that.’ 
 
    Drake turned towards him, an anxious look on his face. ‘Remember when Monsewer Albert came to collect that crate?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I remember. ’E came in a van. We loaded the crate in the back. Tight fit it were as well.’ 
 
    ‘But he wasn’t drivin’…’ 
 
    ‘What do mean?’ 
 
    ‘There was someone else in the driving seat – a big bloke.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right.’ 
 
    ‘What happens if ’e’s there too?’ 
 
    ‘Is that all? It don’t matter. We’ll still outnumber them, four to two.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’re right. We don’t want no nasty surprises.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I want us to be settled in Jack’s shed before anything ’appens.’ Tedham spoke as if he was talking to a small child. 
 
    ‘All right,’ Drake said, a sulky look on his face. 
 
    ‘Well let’s get on. It’s gonna be dark soon.’ 
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    Big Paul parked his van at the side of the track a quarter of a mile from the quay and made the rest of the journey on foot. The light was going from the sky and night was creeping in. That suited him as he stuck to the shadows. He saw no one until suddenly a little dog came running towards him out of the gloom wagging its tail and jumped up. It was quickly followed by a pretty young blonde woman who called out: ‘Aggie! Come here. Leave the gentleman alone. I’m so sorry. She thinks everybody is her friend.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right,’ Big Paul grunted, and continued on his way. ‘Stupid girl,’ he thought. ‘Fancy taking a dog for a walk in the dark.’ Then thought nothing more of it. 
 
    Nettie, however, was rattled by the experience. She felt something about the man was suspicious but couldn’t put her finger on it. She thought about following him but he was at least twice her size and she wasn’t inclined to tackle him on her own. However…  
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    When the fishermen had arrived at Spratt’s hut they were relieved to see the absence of his motorbike and sidecar. This meant that the old ferryman probably left earlier. Climbing the steps Drake gingerly tapped on the shed door – just to make sure. ‘Looks like Jack’s gone ’ome,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I should bloody ’ope so,’ Tedham muttered. ‘It’s nearly dark. And anyway, the tide’s out so no bugger can get across, anyway. Come on, let’s get inside an’ make ourselves comfortable.’ He pushed past Drake and shoved the door open. The interior echoed the man’s attitude to life. It was a jumbled mess: ropes, baulks of timber, lengths of rusty chain, fishing floats, a couple of broken oars; the heavy metal shaft of an anchor and pieces of torn canvas filled the small space. It left little room for the men even to stand up. ‘What a bloody state ’e lives in. No wonder ’e barely scratches a livin’.’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ Drake said, pointing to the only reasonably clear space. ‘At least there’s somewhere to sit.’ A narrow bench ran along one wall, under the window. An old worn grey blanket was thrown carelessly on its wooden surface. ‘I suppose that’s where ’e ’as a kip.’ 
 
    Tedham snorted. ‘Rather ’im than me. Them bunks in that ’ulk of Lou’s was bad enough.’ He sat down heavily on the bench. Twisting round he rubbed his sleeve on the small window, making a clear circle in the grimy surface. ‘’Ere,’ he said. ‘Wipe the winder on the other side and we can keep an eye on what’s goin’ on.’ Leaning over the junk Drake rubbed at the glass. Although the daylight was fast vanishing, it was much darker in the shed so objects outside stood out, albeit not distinctly. As the minutes ticked by they sat in silence, each lost in his own thoughts. Absently, Tedham took out his clay pipe and tobacco pouch. Seeing his actions Drake spoke. 
 
    ‘You ain’t gonna smoke that thing in ’ere, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Tedham stuck his chin out belligerently. 
 
    ‘Cos it stinks at the best of times and it’ll be even worse in this tiny space.’ 
 
    ‘I need a smoke.’ The words came out as a low growl. 
 
    ‘Well you ain’t doin’ it in ’ere. You can go outside.’ 
 
    ‘But what about if whoever ’as come for the stuff is out there?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be daft. ’E’s not due for at least another ’alf an hour.’ 
 
    ‘All right then. But you’d better keep a sharp look out.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Drake said, his voice a reedy whine. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I see anythin’.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    Big Paul set to searching the buildings around the quay. The little waiting shelter on the platform was empty but for a milk churn and a couple of empty fish boxes. He carefully made a circuit of the Shipwrights Arms. At the back, there was a pile of crates and a handful of wooden barrels; a discreet glance in the window at the front revealed no customers, just Alf sitting on one of the stools reading. Mitch Mitchell’s boat shed was locked up and in darkness. Quietly, being careful not to trip over anything, he made his way to the last building, the ferryman’s hut. Some sixth sense warned him to be extra cautious and seeing the windows, he crouched low, making himself as small as his bulk would allow. Creeping along the side he was just about to round the corner when he heard the door open. Freezing on the spot, he saw Tedham descend the steps. He watched as the man filled the bowl of his pipe with tobacco. As he reached into his pocket for a match, Paul struck. He jumped forward and grabbed Tedham by the throat. The pipe and matches clattered to the ground; followed by the two men who rolled around in the dirt – Big Paul increasing his grip while Tedham tried to force his hands off his throat.  
 
    Inside the shed, Drake heard the commotion. His nerves were already jangling and the noise made his pulse race. He reached for the first object to come to hand – and his fingers curled round the iron anchor shaft. Throwing the door open he leapt down the steps and saw the bulk of the big man pinning his friend to the ground, the two writhing in deadly embrace. Gripping the iron rod with both hands he swung it down as hard as he could. It connected with the back of Big Paul’s head and, almost immediately, the writhing stopped. He pulled at the man’s coat and he rolled over sideways. Tedham was gasping for air, his hands massaging his bruised throat. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘Course I’m bloody not!’ he rasped. ‘The bastard ’alf strangled me.’ He stayed slumped on the ground, struggling to recover from the unexpected brutal assault and trying to get his breath back while Drake looked nervously around. Eventually Tedham said: ‘C’mon, ’elp me up.’ 
 
    Drake put his hand under his companion’s arm and managed, with an effort, to get him to his feet. ‘I need a drink,’ Tedham said. 
 
    ‘But what about keeping watch?’ 
 
    ‘Bugger that,’ Tedham said, getting shakily to his knees.  
 
    ‘What about ’im?’ 
 
    Tedham stood, half stooped, his hands still rubbing his neck. ‘I don’t bloody care about ’im. I wouldn’t care if you’d done for ’im.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t say that.’ Drake’s voice was thin with nerves. ‘I’d better ’ave a look.’ He bent and put his fingers on the man’s neck. He let out a breath. ‘Phew, ’e’s got a pulse, but ’e don’t look too good.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not surprised, the way you whacked ’im.’ He gave a small laugh. Tedham was starting to feel a little better. ‘Come on, let’s get over to the pub. I don’t wanna be around when ’e comes to. Besides, I need a brandy – a large one – after what I’ve been through.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ Drake said. 
 
    ‘No buts. Not even sure I’m worried about the gold ’n’ stuff after this.’ 
 
      
 
    They made their way slowly over to the Shipwrights Arms, Tedham shuffling painfully. As the door opened Alf looked up from his book. He immediately recognised the two figures but his expression didn’t change. Moving round behind the bar he said, ‘Good evening, gentlemen. What can I get you?’ 
 
    ‘Two pints and a double brandy.’ Tedham slumped on to the stool, wincing as he cradled his neck in his hands. Alf served the drinks and put them on a tin tray. Drake paid and carried it across to the table by the fireplace. Alf watched as they settled down on the chairs – Tedham downed the brandy in one and Drake took a large gulp from his tankard. While they were busy supping Alf slipped into his quarters and quietly closed the door behind him. 
 
    ‘’Ow’s your neck, Sailor?’ Drake’s face was lined with concern.  
 
    ‘Bloody sore. I’ve a good mind to go back and finish ’im off.’ 
 
    Drake held his hands up. ‘No, that ain’t a good idea. ’E was at least twice your size.’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t scared.’ Forgetting his discomfort for a moment he was full of bravado.  
 
    ‘Well you should be. I reckon he was the bloke who was drivin’ Salle’s van.’ 
 
    ‘’Ere, you could be right.’ 
 
    ‘Then Salle could be close by.’ The tankard shook in Drake’s hand, spilling a few drops on the scarred table top. 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    ‘So should we go out to meet ’im?’ 
 
    ‘Not likely. I’m staying ’ere.’ 
 
    ‘But what about the loot?’ 
 
    ‘’E can keep it, for all I care.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve changed your tune. You were all for confronting ’im and getting’ your share.’ 
 
    Tedham scowled and took a drink of beer. ‘That was afore I got ’alf throttled. Now I don’t care.’ He took another drink and wiped his hand across his lips. 
 
      
 
    While this exchange was taking place Alf had made a discreet phone call. ‘Hello, is that the Collinghurst police station?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, sir. How can I help?’ 
 
    With his free hand he straightened his tie. ‘This is Alf Jameson, from the Shipwrights Arms…’ 
 
    ‘Hello Alf, it’s Sergeant Wickstead here. You still serving that excellent best bitter?’ 
 
    Alf smiled. ‘Yes, that’s right. Time you dropped by for a pint.’ 
 
    ‘If I ever get away from this place.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, I’ve got something to say that may be of interest to you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ve got a couple of customers in here at the moment that you might want to know about.’ 
 
    ‘Carry on.’ 
 
    ‘Two fishermen. I think I recognise them as Tedham and Drake.’ 
 
    Wickstead raised his eyebrows. ‘Sailor Tedham and Frankie Drake?’ 
 
    ‘The very same.’ 
 
    ‘What are they doing there?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve just come in. Sailor looks the worse for wear – might have been in a fight – keeps rubbing his neck.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm. Wonder what they’ve been up to. Do you think you can keep them there?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try.’ 
 
    ‘Good. They’re wanted for questioning. I’ll try to get someone over as quickly as I can. Do your best, Alf.’ 
 
    As Wickstead put the phone down, Weeks walked into the station, a murderous look on his face. ‘That bloody man!’ 
 
    ‘Who, lad?’ 
 
    Weeks banged his fist on the counter. ‘Bonnie bloody Parker!’ 
 
    ‘Why, what’s he done?’ 
 
    ‘Kept me waiting in the car outside the golf club while he hobnobbed with the Super and his cronies then came out after an hour, stinking of cigars and whiskey. Then made me drive him home because he’d had too much to drink. Grr!’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine how you feel but calm down lad. I’ve just heard something that might interest you.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Weeks said, intrigue replacing anger. 
 
    ‘Alf Jameson rang from the Shipwrights Arms. He thinks he’s got Sailor Tedham and Frankie Drake in the bar.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I said…’ 
 
    ‘I heard you, Sarge. I just can’t believe it. Why didn’t you say straight away?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t get a word in edgeways; you were so fired up about Inspector Parker. 
 
    Weeks looked abashed. ‘Sorry, Sarge.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, son. I quite understand. Anyway, hadn’t you better get over to Compass Point?’ 
 
    ‘Yes – right.’ Confusion clouded his face. ‘I don’t suppose DI Russell is back?’ 
 
    ‘Afraid not.’ He paused, then looked up brightly. ‘Oh. I spoke to him on the phone earlier – after you’d gone off with Parker.’ 
 
    ‘What did he say?’ 
 
    ‘He’s had a bit of an accident.’ 
 
    ‘What? Where?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t say what had happened but he was ringing from London.’ 
 
    ‘Is he still there?’ Weeks asked, alarmed. 
 
    ‘I would imagine so. He didn’t sound too good.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all I need. I suppose Nettie hasn’t been in touch.’ 
 
    ‘Afraid not, lad. WPC Sharpe left just after you went off. Took Russell’s dog with her. Presume she went home.’ 
 
    Weeks rubbed his hand through his mop of curly hair. ‘I don’t know what to do. Should I check she has gone home?’ 
 
    I wouldn’t worry, son. She’s a big girl. Why don’t you get off to Compass Point?’ He looked at his watch. ‘I think Beaumont and Lee should still be in the station – they’re just about to go off duty. Take them with you. If they make a fuss tell them I said so.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Sarge.’ Decision made, he went off to find the two constables. 
 
      
 
    At first PCs Beaumont and Lee were far from enthusiastic. They’d both had a hard day with the Super away and DI Parker in charge and were keen get off to the pub before returning to their digs. Nevertheless, when Weeks told them why they were going to Compass Point they warmed to the idea. Then when he said he’d stand them a round in the Shipwrights Arms they perked up considerably. Even when he told them he wanted to pop round to WPC Sharpe’s place first, to check that she was at home, they agreed willingly. Beaumont even offered to drive the Ford Pilot. He was obviously trying to make up for letting Crabbe abscond from the hospital. They piled into the car and set off for Nettie’s lodgings.  
 
      
 
    A few minutes later a police car from the Metropolitan force pulled up outside the station. DCI Dicky Merriman had been so concerned about his friend that he tried to insist that he returned to the hospital. But Russell was adamant that he needed to get back to Collinghurst. In the end, Merriman agreed, reluctantly, but only on the condition that one of his men drove him there. Russell was more than happy to agree, as long as he could go back and find out what had befallen Isobel Bailey. Merriman even provided his own transport – a luxurious Jaguar MkI saloon. Russell had sunk into the soft leather upholstery and slept most of the way on the journey south. He awoke as they approached the outskirts of Collinghurst feeling rested, the thumping in his head more bearable. He thanked the driver but refused help to get out of the car and told him: ‘I’m sure someone will find you a cuppa and a biscuit before you return to the smoke.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right, sir. I think I’ll make my way back now.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re sure…’ He nodded his appreciation again and walked confidently into the police station. 
 
    ‘Sonny!’ Wickstead said. ‘I thought you were in London.’ 
 
    Russell gave a wan smile. ‘I was, but a kind man has just given me a lift.’ 
 
    ‘But how are you? I thought you’d had an accident.’ 
 
    ‘I’m okay but I need to get hold of DC Weeks. Do you know where he is?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve just missed him. He’s gone off to Compass Point.’ 
 
    Alarm filled Russell’s features. ‘What? Why?’  
 
    Wickstead explained about the phone call from Alf.  
 
    ‘So the two fishermen are in the pub?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently.’ 
 
    ‘I just knew that something was going on. I need to get down there – now.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you’re up to it?’ 
 
    Russell pulled himself up to his full height – still a couple of inches short of Wickstead. ‘Of course I am, sergeant.’  
 
    ‘Sorry, sir. I was only concerned because you do look a little pale.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine’ Russell said firmly. ‘Will you please find me a car?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘They’re all out, sir.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure if you should be driving anyway – sir.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.’ 
 
    Wickstead appealed to him. ‘Sonny, you don’t look well. I don’t think you’re up to getting behind the wheel – even if there was a spare car.’ Russell was about to remonstrate. The sergeant came out quickly from behind his desk, putting on his helmet. ‘I’ll drive you there myself. My Morris is round the back.’ 
 
    ‘That’s better. Now let’s get going.’ 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    ‘Why have I got to wear this blindfold? Why won’t you let me see you?’ Isobel was agitated. It was bad enough having her hands tied but the cloth wrapped round her eyes had pushed her close to the edge of insanity. Salle said nothing, just pulled her roughly towards the Citroën. Holding her arm he pulled the rear passenger door open, shoved her inside, and then slammed it closed. Settling in the driver’s seat, he started the car, waited a few seconds while it rose on its suspension then set off for the rendezvous. Just short of Compass Point his headlights illuminated Big Paul’s Ford Thames van.  
 
    ‘Mon Dieu!’ he muttered. 
 
    Isobel started and sat up in her seat – the voice had a familiar ring. ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    Salle remained silent. 
 
    ‘Do I know you?’ 
 
    Salle grunted, ‘No,’ his voice a low growl. 
 
    She sat back, uncertain now if she had recognised the voice. Her brain was addled; she was hungry and grubby; her body ached from the rough treatment that had been meted out and she was dead tired. She had found it impossible to grab more than a few minutes of sleep at a time. A combination of fear and anticipation of what was coming and the discomfort of being tied to a hard wooden chair had made rest virtually impossible. This was the first time in more than 24 hours that she’d felt anything like comfortable. She lay back against the soft upholstery and felt herself drifting off. 
 
      
 
    Salle continued over the railway level-crossing then drove past the boatyard and along the quay. When he reached the end of the hard standing, he turned the car so it was facing the way they had come. He switched off the engine but left the headlights on. There was no sign of his henchman. Salle struggled to keep his anger under control. Where had the stupid oaf got to? He promised he would be there. Now he was going to have to handle the exchange on his own. He would make sure that Paul would pay the price for letting him down – let him know he would not tolerate being taken for a fool. As he sat, waiting, he could hear light snoring coming from the back of the car. He smiled grimly. He would soon be rid of her. Against his better judgment he still found her attractive. It had been a struggle not to give away his identity but he was glad he’d managed to keep his silence.  
 
    After a few minutes of waiting he heard the engine of a car approaching. As it came round the corner of the boat shed he recognised the bulbous nose and the jelly mould shape of a Morris Minor. It pulled up 10 yards away and stopped. He got out of his seat, opened the back door and pulled Isobel roughly to her feet. ‘Here she is,’ he shouted. ‘Where is my property?’ There was no immediate movement from the other car. The dim headlights stayed on, temporarily blinding him, so he was unable to see inside. ‘Come on! Let us get this done.’ The passenger door opened and a figure got out. Salle could see that the person was empty-handed but not who it was. The figure began walking quickly towards him. When he was within a few feet, the Citroën’s headlights picked out the details and Salle could see who it was – the dammed interfering policeman, Russell.  
 
    ‘C’est pas vrai!’ 
 
    Russell smiled grimly. ‘Expecting someone else?’ He took a step forward. ‘Now hand over the woman.’ 
 
    Salle thrust his free hand into his jacket and pulled out the gun and held it to Isobel’s head. ‘Stay where you are.’ The Frenchman’s voice was low with menace. 
 
    ‘Or what? Russell clenched his fists; his expression turned to one of anger. 
 
    ‘Or your lady friend gets a bullet.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t dare…’ 
 
    ‘Try me.’ 
 
    Salle’s grip had loosened on Isobel’s arm. She tried to wrench herself free. ‘It’s you!  You bastard!’ she cried. 
 
    He grabbed her tighter. ‘Pas si vite! Don’t struggle.’ Russell moved a step closer. ‘Non! Stay where you are. Why have you come in Fountain’s car?’ 
 
    While they had been talking another figure had come up and stood beside Russell. ‘It’s my car.’ Sergeant Wickstead glowered at Salle. 
 
    ‘But…’ Salle was confused. Paul had said the antique dealer would arrive in a Morris Minor. What had gone wrong? He wanted rid of the woman but expected his goods in return. He didn’t want to shoot her, but how was he to get away?  
 
      
 
    Walking nearby Nettie Sharpe had heard raised voices and hurried to see what was going on. As she rounded the corner, Aggie saw Russell, jerked the improvised lead out of Nettie’s hand and tore towards the group of figures. 
 
    Salle just saw a flash of white as Aggie dashed towards her master, tail wagging furiously. He was momentarily distracted. Russell leapt forward and made a grab for the gun. In the confusion there was a shot – then a scream and Isobel fell to the ground. Wickstead ran forward, flooring Salle and knocking the weapon out of his hand. It skittered across the rough ground and disappeared over the edge of the quay. Russell knelt down by Isobel. He could see a bloody stain flowering on her shoulder. He pulled out his handkerchief and pressed it tightly against the wound. With his other hand he loosened the blindfold. Isobel’s eyes were closed and her breathing shallow. The terrier licked her face. Nettie ran across and joined him. Wickstead had forced Salle’s arms behind his back and clamped handcuffs on his wrists.  
 
    ‘Now don’t move,’ he growled at Salle. ‘Sonny, keep an eye on him. I’m going to the Shipwrights to call for an ambulance.’ He jogged through the boatyard and was just about to cross the railway line when a blue Morris traveller came hurtling towards him. He leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding being hit and was just about to set off again when another car came towards him, in hot pursuit. It skittered to a halt behind the Morris – two men in uniform jumped out and wrenched its doors open, dragging Fountain and Vicary out on to the track. DC Weeks was soon at their side. 
 
    Seeing the officers Wickstead called out: ‘Beaumont, Lee, cuff those men then follow me. Johnny, you’d better see if you can help Sonny. He’s over on the quay.’ He then carried on towards the pub. When he reached it he flung the door open so violently it nearly came off its hinges and rattled the glasses on the shelf. Tedham and Drake, still sitting at the tin-topped table looked up, startled. ‘You two – stay where you are!’ There was such menacing authority in his voice that neither moved for several seconds. Then it was too late as Beaumont and Lee followed in quick succession. ‘Alf, phone.’ Sensing the urgency the landlord pushed open the door to his quarters and gestured for the sergeant to enter. 
 
      
 
    -0- 
 
      
 
    At the side of Jack Spratt’s shed Big Paul stirred, slowly regaining consciousness. With an effort, he dragged himself up so he was kneeling, with his hands on the ground. He looked, and sounded, like a dog, as he remained there, panting with the effort. He licked his lips and tasted blood that had run down from the deep gash on the back of his head. Grunting, he pushed himself up so he was erect but still on his knees. He swayed and put his hand to his head. It came away sticky with blood. He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. He felt he should be somewhere else. He opened his eyes and looked around. In the near distance there were the headlights of two cars, shining at each other. He frowned. Were they something to do with him – something he should be involved in? Slowly, memory returned. ‘Salle,’ he whispered. ‘The Nazi plunder. We’ve got to hand it over.’ He paused, digesting this thought. ‘In exchange for..?’ Here his memory failed him. With an almighty effort he reached out, grasped the rough wood of the shed and pulled himself up to a standing position. Seeing the group huddled between the light beams he made his way across to them. 
 
    On the quay, Russell was still by Isobel’s side. With the help of Nettie and Weeks help he had managed to move her into a sitting position. She had come round but was barely conscious and moaned gently. The blood flow had almost stopped and Russell hoped it was just a flesh wound. Weeks was keeping an eye on Salle but the fight seemed to have gone out of the Frenchman. He lay passively on his front, his head turned to one side. The two detectives were so intent on attending to Isobel that they didn’t hear Paul coming up behind them. Aggie did though and growled – a surprisingly menacing sound from one so small. Nettie turned to see the big man come staggering out of the dark. She sprang from the ground and rushed at him. Despite her slight build she hit him with such force that he staggered a few paces then crashed to the ground without uttering a sound. His head connected with the keel of an upturned dinghy and he passed out cold.  
 
    Floodlit by the car’s headlights, the group appeared like some macabre tableau posing for a painting. Perhaps one by Joseph Wright of Derby or even Hieronymus Bosch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Postscript 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re not to worry Sonny, it is just a flesh wound. They’re discharging me tomorrow. But what about you?’ Isobel’s forehead was creased with concern. She sat at the side of Russell’s hospital bed. Leaning forward she held his hand. 
 
     ‘I’m okay. They’ve stuck me in here because of that bang on the head I received when I was in London.’ His smile was thin but warm. ‘They just want to keep me in for observation. The x-ray was clear. I’ve got a pretty thick skull you know.’ 
 
    She chuckled. ‘Just as well.’ Then the smile faded and her frown returned. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Russell squeezed her hand. 
 
    ‘I don’t like to ask – with you in this state.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right. Ask away.’ 
 
    ‘Will I be prosecuted?’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know – receiving stolen goods – hiding vital evidence?’ 
 
    It was Russell’s turn to chuckle. ‘I shouldn’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it. Nothing was found in your shop, the goods were all recovered and besides, Bonnie Parker is in charge now.’ He winked and the grin widened. 
 
    ‘That’s a relief.’ They sat in companionable silence for a while. Isobel spoke. ‘By the way, that little dog of yours is pining for you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Is she all right?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about her – she’s being thoroughly spoiled by Nettie and your DC.’ 
 
    Almost on cue the door to Russell’s room opened and Weeks walked in, carrying a canvas kitbag. He turned and looked furtively out into the corridor then carefully closed the door shut. He crossed to the bed, pulled the strings of the bag open and a small bundle of fur leapt out. In a bound the terrier was on Russell’s lap and licking his face. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Coming soon... 
 
      
 
    BLOOD ON THE CARDS 
 
      
 
    A DI Sonny Russell mystery 
 
      
 
    Chris O’Donoghue 
 
      
 
    Detective Inspector Sonny Russell climbed the short flight of steps up to the brightly painted gypsy caravan. It was a bowtop wagon with intricately carved and decorated woodwork. Reaching the platform he pushed the beaded curtain to one side, the glass spheres rattling against one another. After the bright sunshine outside, the interior was dark, but as his eyes acclimatised to the gloom he could see a figure seated at a small cloth covered table. 
 
    ‘Come in and sit down here, dearie.’ Her voice was gruff and nicotine tinged. ‘I’ve been expecting you.’ 
 
    Russell walked forward, pulled the stool out and sat, opposite her. ‘Miss Lee?’ 
 
    She cackled. ‘You can call me Ivy Rose.’ Then reaching forward she demanded: ‘Show me your hands.’ Without thinking he held them out. She grasped them in her own gnarled hands, tipped with talon-like nails. Deftly flipping them over, she stared hard at the palms. ‘You’ve a very long lifeline, but…’ She bent forward, her face almost touching his palms, the fringes on her headscarf tickling his wrists. ‘But, there are some significant events.’ She looked up; her dark eyes seemed to burn as she stared at him. ‘Something happened in your recent past – something unexpected and painful. Am I right?’ The eyes bored into him. 
 
    ‘Maybe…’ His answer was noncommittal but an icy trickle of sweat rolled down between his shoulder blades. 
 
    ‘Thought so.’ She gave a smug smile, as if she’d scored a point. ‘This other line…’ She traced it with the stained nail of her index finger. ‘It suggests something momentous. Something that has just happened or is about to happen.’ Russell shrugged. She pushed his hands away. ‘Let’s see what the cards have to say.’ She reached for a small package wrapped in a velvet cloth. Reverently unfolding the fabric she revealed a deck of Tarot cards and pushed them towards him. ‘Shuffle them, please.’ He picked up the cards and did as she’d asked, then passed them back. Laying the cloth out flat she turned the first five cards over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    BLOOD ON THE TIDE 
 
      
 
    The first DI Sony Russell mystery 
 
      
 
    Chris O’Donoghue 
 
      
 
    When a gruesomely mutilated body trussed up in a distinctive fashion washes up on a lonely stretch of the south coast in the 1950s, DI Sonny Russell is soon struggling to unravel an intriguingly knotty puzzle. And as more bodies, similarly tortured, appear he begins to realise that, for some at least, the war is far from over. 
 
      
 
    A trail of intrigue leads him to Europe where he befriends a French detective and together they set out to track down the villains. 
 
      
 
    Blood on the Tide is a story of the sea and boats, murder and Nazis that begins in a sleepy coastal backwater and takes the reader through post-war France and Germany. 
 
      
 
    ‘The writing is concise but vivid and authentic - clearly carefully researched. It would make a great film with its evocation of the sights and sounds, cars, boats and trains and way of life in the 1950s.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The pace doesn’t falter at any point and the book is hard to put down.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A post war murder mystery with a difference. I was swept along with the characters in this wonderfully, intelligently written book.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Chris O’Donoghue expertly conjures up the atmosphere of Britain in the 1950s. He has a feel for place and an eye for the telling detail.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I'm a big fan of Simenon and I'm sure anyone who is will enjoy this tale of the quirky DI Sonny Russell who is a vegetarian and lives in a railway carriage.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Like the best books in this genre you will not want to put it down until all the loose ends are tied up.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    BLOOD ON THE SHRINE 
 
      
 
    The second DI Sonny Russell mystery 
 
      
 
    Chris O’Donoghue 
 
      
 
    Snowed in on a Buddhist retreat DI Sonny Russell isn’t peaceful for long. A monk is found dead in the shrine room and two men also staying at the centre quickly arouse his suspicions. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile his sidekick, DC Johnny Weeks meets a small time crook who, thinking he is trustworthy, asks the policeman to participate in a daring train robbery. 
 
      
 
    The action begins in Russell’s sleepy corner of the South-East, travels to Eire and has its denouement in France, skilfully engineered by Russell’s wily old friend, Inspecteur Bruissement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blood on the Shrine is a story of Meditation and friendship, deception and intrigue, which tests DI Russell to his limits. 
 
      
 
    ‘It grips the reader from the beginning. Not only does the author continue from his previous book, Blood on the Tide, but a new tale is intricately woven throughout with familiar characters including Sonny’s dog, Aggie.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I really enjoyed this sequel to Blood on the Tide and especially loved the way that the new plot became interwoven with a continuation of Chris's last storyline.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s a neatly-crafted work that carries on from Chris’s first novel and carries the reader at a brisk pace to a climax that leaves plenty to expand on in his next book, Blood on the Strand.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A book that once you’ve started you will put off all other jobs to carry on reading. Can really picture all the characters and think it could make a really good TV series.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A really cracking read, so full of atmosphere, ties up the loose ends from Blood on the Tide nicely, bring on book three.’ 
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    Chris O'Donoghue trained in industrial ceramics at Bournemouth Art College and worked at Poole Pottery and Cranbrook Pottery in Kent before setting up on his own in Rye. He later specialised in model making and sculpture.
  
 
    When much of the kind of work he did began to be made in the Far East, Chris, having always loved the outdoors, decided on a change of direction and started gardening. His design ability led him to create three medal-winning gardens at the Chelsea Flower Show.
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