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John Quicksilver :

By Royal Appointment ?
In the case of the Shattercane Murders ?

A small thin man, with curly ginger hair who always wore a dark tweed jacket, white silk shirt, black tie, pinstriped trousers, and who wore spectacles with small round lenses, sat behind his oak desk and wrote the final entry for the day in his diary and looked at his fob-watch….

The time was 7pm sharp. 
John Quicksilver picked up his diary and locked it in the right hand drawer of his desk.

Both his assistant, a young but not too bright fellow named Henry Jenkins, and his secretary, a middle aged bad tempered frump, Letty Flynn, had left more than an hour before; but that was nothing out of the ordinary, for John Quicksilver, sole proprietor of the Quicksilver Detective Agency, never finished earlier than 7-00pm and on frequent occasions far later on the too few occasions he was in his office.

He locked the office door, and made the short walk down the flight of stairs and out onto the raised marble porch of Inigo Buildings, Bond Street, London.

He bought the evening edition of the London Times from the stall underneath the building canopy, stepped out onto the pavement, hailed a cab, gave his address, and climbed in and opened his newspaper.

He read the headlines:

‘Another Postage Stamp Murder!! The Duke of Bootle is dead!!’

He read on. 

‘Lord Marmaduke Hoon, The 37th Duke of Bootle is dead; murdered, it would appear, by the same person or persons unknown who have also killed three other members of the aristocracy in recent months. Yet again, and despite repeated warnings from the Metropolitan Police to exercise extreme caution, one of our most respected members of the community was found dead, slumped over his writing desk. As with the other murders, forensic tests at the Metropolitan Police Laboratories concluded that the cause of death was cyanide poisoning, fatally ingested by doing nothing other than licking a postage stamp. Although a heinous crime, it has to be acknowledged that this was the work of a genius..........’

John Quicksilver had read enough, but only to spur him on to offering his services to his beleagured exchequered colleagues. He banged on the hatch above his head with his brolly. The cabby pulled it open and peered down. 

‘Yes, Guv’nor?’


Change of plans, Scotland Yard, and hurry!’
DESCRIPTION OF ORIGINAL SCOTLAND YARD

John Quicksilver was just in time for a hastily arranged press conference.

A tall grey-haired dour looking man with a huge grey walrus moustache, and wearing his No. 1 uniform walked to the front of the Press Room. This was Chief Inspector Montgomery ‘Monty’ Lamb of Scotland Yard


‘Thank you to you, the Gentlemen of the Press, for coming here at short notice. But, you know the routine, we will only tell you what we know, and only if it is expedient to tell you. Secondly, as ever, you are a second front in the fight against crime; report what facts we see fit to release, accurately, and it may help us in finding the killer and preventing another murder.’ 

Before continuing, he seemed to change his gaze from a general outlook, and instead screwed up his eyes as if in search of someone. He espied the person in question, who had ruthlessly jostled for front row centre position, and he in turn duly grinned at the Chief Inspector. The grin was not returned.

Monty Lamb clenched his teeth, rolled his eyes, and then regained his composure. He continued his address.

‘First, there is no doubt that this was the work of the same person who masterminded the recent murders of the three other Peers of the Realm. The same method, the same price stamp, the same dosage of the same poison. Prior to our tests, we had to consider the fact that there may have been a copycat murderer involved, which would have made our task even more difficult, now ..........’


 Monty Lamb was interrupted by the most cynical, scurrilous sensationalist reporter of the tabloid press, Syd Allen of The Daily Wallop. The very person that Monty Lamb had only moments before had sought out, but most certainly did not want to find.

 
‘Are you saying then, Chief Inspector, it was a good thing that the Duke was murdered? That it somehow helps your investigations?’

An incensed but flustered Chief Inspector Lamb, blustered and spluttered but then hit back.


‘Only you would think of that little twist, Allen. That is not what I meant at all. But we can only work with what we do have, however we happen to come by it. I was going to say that our experts have concluded ????????????????? it is indeed the same murderer.’

‘Or murderers,’ interjected the sneering Syd Allen.


‘Semantics,’ came the rejoinder.


‘Oh, the Jews again, is it? So this is what our White Anglo Saxon Masonic policeman thinks. A Zionist plot to displace our elite proud Protestant establishment!’
‘Remove that man! He’s more of a menace than the murderer!’ demanded the outraged Chief Inspector Lamb


The educationally challenged but nevertheless highest paid tabloid reporter in the land, Syd Allen of The Daily Wallop, was bodily thrown into the street by four of London’s finest, but he clasped tightly onto his notebook, which read:
‘Lamb welcomes the slaughter! Blames the Jews!’


The press conference was brought to a premature end due to the Chief Inspector having totally lost his train of thought. 


John Quicksilver did not leave with the press, but simply stood to one side as they dashed off with their limited copy, which would miraculously become eight pages in the next morning’s editions, and an extra Sunday Supplement.


The private detective did not know whether he would get the call to help, but he was soon to find out.


Although the Chief Inspector had sullenly walked off back to his office, his assistant walked across to John Quicksilver.


‘Mr Quicksilver, sir, the Chief would like to see you in his office. This way, please.’

‘Yes, yes, thank you,’ replied Quicksilver, while wiping the condensation from the lenses of his little round spectacles.


They walked down a corridor to the left of the press room and in through the door of the only office at the far end.


It was a small cramped office, smaller than Quicksilver’S own, and was made even more cramped by cabinets on all four walls, which totally covered the windows on the wall on the corridor side. There was just enough room for Lamb to beckon his guest to sit on the other side of his small pine desk.


‘Quicksilver, I am glad you are here. We need all the help we can get. It’s not just the murders themselves, but my life has been made hell by the Top Brass. Common or Garden murder is one thing, a systematic liquidation of the Aristocracy is quite another.’

John Quicksilver gave the Chief Inspector a disapproving look upon hearing this, but said nothing.


But the look was duly noted by Monty Lamb. 


‘Now look, John, It’s not me. You know I pursue all murderers with the full vigour of the law, but the Commissioner is contacting me almost on the hour every hour asking if we have any leads. It’s not my fault he plays whist and sups pink gins with the chinless wonders of the Home Counties, terrified that they may be next. He even called personally to my home on Sunday when I had the lads round for a shilling a hand. Damned embarrassing, or it was until he told me to shove up Anway, have you come up with anything yourself?’
‘A little, but not much. As you know yourself, he, or she, is obviously going for the top drawer, that may seem as if I’m stating the obvious, but it does narrow down the list of possible future targets quite considerably. The question here is, why? Why the aristocracy? And for some reason this evil fiend has used one of the most troublesome methods ever used to kill a person, in its arrangement, anyway. I think what we need to identify here is, is this by choice, or necessity.’

‘Yes, I suppose that’s an important factor, but I’m blowed if I can work out which.’

‘Detective work is rarely easy, Chief Inspector. If it were, there would be idle policemen and no criminals.’

‘Wouldn’t that be lovely!’ replied Monty Lamb.


‘And no need for Chief Inspectors?’ cheekily added Quicksilver.


‘Ha! Ha! Ha!’ chortled Monty Lamb. ‘You may have a point there, John. Ho! Ho!’

‘Do you have anything else at all you can share with me, Chief Inspector?’

Monty Lamb’s more usual dour countenance was duly restored.


‘The plain and simple answer is, no, not a thing. We have no clues other than what you know, which is as much as we know. But I do have a team of our best men checking with the Post Office to see if it is possible to identify where any one stamp was printed. If we can find that out, it may give us a lead.’

‘And what about the previous killings? Have you thought of re-interviewing all of the families involved? And don’t forget their domestic staff, and there may well have been visitors, strangers perhaps, around the time of the murders.’

‘The Metropolitan Police does function quite efficiently on its own, John,. that was going to be my next course of action,’ retorted Monty Lamb, momentarily forgetting his request for outside assistance, and humphing at the possible inference that his office was not quite up to the task.


‘I’m sure it does, Chief Inspector, I did not mean to seem to suggest otherwise,’ said a smiling Quicksilver, ‘and if I may, I would like to go with you when you start your enquiries.’

‘Be my guest,’ again humphed the secretly pleased Chief Inspector Monty Lamb. ‘My best Inspector is travelling to Lord Bootle’s estate as we speak, but I’m calling on Lord Marstock’s place, he was the first to be murdered by a Penny Black. Tomorrow morning, King’s Cross. I’m getting the 9-30 to Reading.’
CHECK TRAINS/TIMES/PRICES FOR ERA

‘Count on me, Chief Inspector. I will be there. But now, I must go, I’ve some serious thinking to do.’

 ‘Oh, I get it. The famous Quicksilver two hour bath,’ replied the knowing Monty Lamb, as John Quicksilver rose to leave for home.

‘A four hour bath for this case, I think,’ replied Quicksilver.

‘Mmmm, I build houses with playing cards m’self. Now, before you go, John, have you any further thoughts yourself?’

Quicksilver had reached the door, but turned around to answer. 


‘Where there is a stamp, there must be an envelope. Goodbye, Chief Inspector.’

‘An envelope?’ replied Monty Lamb, but only to himself, as Quicksilver had gone.


John Quicksilver hailed a cab and returned home to his lodgings at Number 45 Putney Street, Kensington.


Quicksilver lived alone. He wasn’t married, and nor did he retain a housekeeper. The latter was not John Quicksilver’s choice, but it certainly was the choice of London’s army of char ladies and live-in housekeepers. 

Although a nice man, he was certainly very eccentric, often eating his dinner at 3am, setting up simulated crime scenes using coat-stands, hat-stands, book shelves and the furniture, duly upturned. His famed baths for the purposes of thinking was no respecter of appointments, and one Tuesday afternoon saw the Archbishop of Canterbury, a circus ring-master and the five elders of the Ubutzi tribe from Upper Volta waiting in his drawing room, while John Quicksilver sang the entire score from ‘The Mikado’ from his watery think-tank. 

His mystified and outraged guests were later to find that when the warm water filled with ‘Mrs Mac’s Bath Bubbles’ had no effect on his deductive reasoning, light opera was drafted in to aid the process. This was also the last occasion he had a housekeeper. 

Annie Muggs, from Bethnal Green was worn out after putting together plate after plate of sandwiches, nibbled at by His Grace, ate in moderation by the ring-master, and wolfed down by the Ubutzi tribe. Annie had had enough. She came in with a tray of stewed tea, sugar and milk, thrust it into the Archbishop’s hand, saying ‘Ere, ‘elps yerself, I’m awf.’

 Quicksilver let himself into his apartment on the ground floor. He did used to occupy a similar apartment on the third floor, but the Landlord had to act after endless complaints of thuds on the ceiling, bangs on the floor, and shouts and yells all night long, as Quicksilver dramatically and verbally played out the parts of criminal and victim in his many nocturnal crime reconstructions. The Landlord was under pressure to evict his famed but eccentric tenant, but resisted. The fact is, Quicksilver was the only tenant who paid his rent not only on time, but months in advance. At least his tenant’s new home on the ground floor reduced complaints by half, but those immediately above him were still a captive audience as far as the verbal re-enactments with its thumps, bangs and thuds were concerned.
Within ten minutes he had run his bath and sank deep down into the green foaming water. The process of solving this most puzzling of crimes could begin. 

One hour passed, then two, then the entire thirty three stanzas of the Volga Boat Song could be heard from Bow-bells to Montevideo. Three hours, and he was out, dried, dressed, and immediately took down copies of ‘Burke’s Peerage’ and ‘Who’s who’ from the bookshelf, hastily wrote out a list of all four victims of the Postage Stamp Murders, and spent the entire night cross-referencing as many ‘Chinless wonders’ and their generously chinned wives of the Home Counties and beyond, as his considerable cranial capacity could assimilate…

‘MR QUICKSILVER! ( BANG! BANG! BANG! ) MR QUICKSILVER SIR! IT’S A QUARTER TO NINE!’

Although as we know, John Quicksilver no longer retained any domestic help, he did have a friendly neighbour, Mrs Molly Gambon, a widow who lived in the apartment opposite. She knew her neighbour should be up and out and on his way to his offices by 8-30am, but also knew he was prone to the occasional sleep-in, and not on just on a Sunday.


Quicksilver had fallen fast asleep on his chaise-longue at 5-45am, with Burke’s Peerage nestling on his face. That was until his rude awakening. 


‘BANG! BANG! BANG! 
MR QUICKSILV...... Oh, I’m dreadfully sorry, Mr Quicksilver!’

Molly Gambon had punched John Quicksilver right on the nose as he had opened the door just as his good neighbour was about to knock loudly again.


‘Never mind, Molly, its woken me up at any rate!’ joked Quicksilver, as he hastily rubbed his aching nose. ‘Anyway, must dash! Thank you Molly, you are a marvel. Goodbye!’

The very dishevelled private detective dashed out and hailed a cab.


‘King’s Cross, and hurry!’

‘Yus, Guv.’
One minute into the journey, Quicksilver banged with his arm on the cab ceiling. His usual cab-ceiling banger, his brolly, had been left behind in the rush.


‘‘Ere goes,’ muttered the cabbie, who had picked this particular fare up many times over many years.


‘Ah, It’s you, Thrush, goodo! I haven’t time to call in at my office. If you would do so for me, then I’ll show you a guinea for your trouble. Please tell either Jenkins or Letty I will not be available today, and not to make any, er, more appointments for the foreseeable future.’ 

‘Yus, Guv, you can count on me,’ replied Jack Thrush.

They arrived at King’s Cross, and Quicksilver frantically searched in every pocket. He did not even have the shilling fare, never mind a guinea for the favour.

‘I am dreadfully sorry, Thrush, you will have to… oh, wait a minute, there’s the Chief Inspector.’
Quicksilver quickly ran across to his public-pursed colleague in crime detection, who was at the ticket desk about to buy his ticket to Reading. He quickly explained his predicament.

‘This is a bit much, Quicksilver! A Guinea?! Very well, but I’ll need it back, mind.’ The truth was, it was a bit rich of the Chief Inspector to make any sort of protest, as there had been several prior occasions when John Quicksilver had bailed an embarrassed Monty Lamb out of several awkward situations, and for which John Quicksilver was still waiting for re-imbursement.

Soon, the cabby was gone, happy with his guinea although minus the actual fare, and both men were on the train to Reading. Monty Lamb was now further out of pocket by ten shillings, ?? which would be doubled by the time of their return??, and did not take into account the taking of a Shire luncheon.
CHAPTER TWO BONE CHINA AND CUCUMBER SANDWICHES

The late Lord Marstock was not welcome in most quarters throughout either the corridors of power or the drawing rooms of the aristocracy. Many questioned his right to be either in a position of influence within the British establishment, or to even live in the country at all. But as a trusted adviser to the House of Hanover, which was prominent across Europe, and in particular Great Britain and Germany, the German Duke had to be accepted, or at least tolerated. Especially as he was a favourite confidante of none other than Queen Victoria herself.


This lack of universal popularity was very much on John Quicksilver’s mind as the cab drove both Quicksilver and the Chief Inspector up the long drive to the late Lord’s sprawling stately home, Highbrook Manor. But the more he dwelt on this state of affairs, the more he suspected something did not fit. Years of bitter experience made him doubt very seriously the legitimacy of any motive which jumps into the mind as clear as day, but then at the worst time possible proverbially smacks you in the mouth with all the force of the proverbial wet kipper.


During their train journey, Quicksilver did not share his thoughts with the Chief Inspector, and instead, deliberately prevented himself from being drawn on his early deliberations, by commenting on the rolling countryside, embellished with obscure facts about each little town or village they passed, and each station they stopped at. The private detective wanted the journey to be as uneventful as possible, which it was.


The footman had already opened the door, as they stepped down from their carriage, and the two men walked through the magnificent entrance, and were shown through to the drawing room. They removed their hats but knew to stand until they were officially received and were invited to sit down.


They did not have to wait long before Lady Thomasina, Duchess of Marstock, and wife of the late Lord Marstock, swept brusquely into the room.


As expected by Quicksilver, the daytime attire for a country Duchess was plain tweed, with a white frilly blouse. She looked directly at her guests, and gave the weakest of smiles. 

Formal greetings did not follow. Whether this was due to the grief of a widow still in mourning, or the perceived universal frostiness of the aristocracy, her two guests were not at all sure about. 

The pale-faced Duchess invited her guests to sit by the huge Inglenook fireplace, beneath an imposing portrait of her late husband. The Duchess sat on a long sofa, while the two men, with protocol in mind, did not join her, and instead sat on the two large leather armchairs opposite.


‘Well, gentlemen, have you any news of my husband’s killer?’

‘No, Maam, not as such,’ replied the Chief Inspector, ‘but with this latest murder, I thought it prudent to start over in my investigations. I’m sorry if this brings it all back to you, but as Lord Marstock was the first to be killed in what we now believe to be a series of killings by the same person or persons, currently still unknown, it may help if we go over your Ladyship’s statements as well as those of others of the household.’

The Duchess quietly sighed, managed another weak smile, and reached out to the bell-pull to the right of the fireplace. The ring of the bell elsewhere in the great house was faintly audible to the policeman and the detective.

‘If you two gentlemen are going to ask a hundred tedious questions, many of which, no doubt, have already been asked and indeed answered, then we had better sustain ourselves accordingly. Ah, Jemima, tea and cucumber sandwiches for our guests, out on the verandah, I think. Thank you.’

A servant had entered the room, shortly after hearing the bell to attend the drawing room.


‘Yes, Maam, straightaway.’
Lady Marstock led the two men through the large French doors to the right side of the room, and out onto the veranda. The view was stunning. The gardens to the estate seemed to stretch for more than a mile, with two rows of poplar trees bordering the main lawn, perfectly kept and lush green..


Jemimah brought out a tray upon which was a small bone china tea set, and two plates of cucumber sandwiches, which she duly placed in front of the two men. Jemimah knew that her ladyship did not have lunch.

Monty Lamb forgot where he was and who he was with for a split-second.

‘What my good lady wouldn’t give for a garden like this’
‘Ah, your wife has green fingers, Inspector?’
‘Erm, er, Chief Inspector, Maam. Green fingers are one thing, I’m not too sure about her green toes, though,’ replied Monty Lamb, again forgetting himself. But he had no need to worry. At exactly the same time, John Quicksilver, both amused and horrified at the time and place in the use of such wit, choked on his tea and cucumber sandwich, while Lady Marstock let out a loud laugh and smiled broadly.

‘Ha! Ha! Very good, Inspector, my husband would have loved that one. He had a great sense of humour also.’
‘I’m glad to hear it, Maam,’ replied ‘Inspector’ Monty Lamb, relieved he had not become the number one exponent of faux pas by a commoner when in the company of minor royalty. But he was slightly irked at his current perceived rank, but he knew he could not correct the laughing duchess again.

‘And what about you, Mr Quicksilver, do you keep a garden?’
John Quicksilver was surprised that the duchess knew him at all, as both men had been introduced as ‘Chief Inspector Lamb and his assistant’; his surprise  momentarily showed on his face.

‘Come, come, Sir! Do not be modest! I know all about you and your methods. Hat stands doubling as cut-throats in your drawing room, and your long baths for the purpose of concentration. You stay in there for weeks on end, don’t you, so I have heard?’
John Quicksilver put down his tea and went to use his silk handkerchief to mop up the mess on his tweed jacket at the same time as he was about to answer.

‘No, no, Mr Quicksilver ― here.’ Lady Marstock took her own napkin and mopped up the tea and a sliver of cucumber from Quicksilver’s lapel.

‘Thank you, your Ladyship,’ said Quicksilver, which made Monty Lamb frown as if he was being secretly corrected at his own addressing of the duchess. But Monty Lamb had not counted on the perceptive mind and keen eyes of the good lady.
EXTENSIVE CHECK ON PROTOCOL FOR HERE

‘Do not worry, Inspector Lamb, yes, your colleague is technically correct, it is customary to say ‘Your Ladyship’ In the presence of the Monarch or at any official function, but away from those situations, Maam will do fine. Anyway, Mr Quicksilver, you were about to say?’
Quicksilver thought it now rather laboured, but felt it impolite to move on although there was no need now to eulogise on his lack of horticultural know-how.

‘I did not know the ins and outs of my, er, foibles, let’s say, stretched much  beyond the Society of London Detectives and Scotland Yard, er, Maam, 
( which made Monty Lamb give a wry smile ), but no, not weeks, hours, maybe, but no more than that. As for hat-stands and cut-throats, I’m embarrassed to admit, I’m guilty as charged.’
‘I’m just glad we have someone so dedicated to bringing criminals to justice, and I apply that to both of you.’
‘Thank you, Maam, that is very kind of you to say so,’ replied a smiling, and blushing Quicksilver.

‘Yes, thank you, Maam. We do our best,’ added the Chief Inspector, ensuring that he took it to mean the whole of the Metropolitan Police, and not just his own efforts.

‘Well, then,’ said the duchess. ‘I suppose we had best get this over with. What would you like to ask me?’
‘If you are sure, Maam, I would first like you to tell me how you first knew something was wrong, and, erm, when you realised that your husband was dead.’
The duchess managed to retain her composure, although her eyes were moist and slightly reddened.

‘Well, I cannot in all honesty add any more than what I told your Inspector Harris shortly after the incident. But for what It’s worth, it was a Wednesday morning; Kurt, my husband, was in his study attending to his personal correspondence. There was nothing unusual in this, he did this at precisely the same time every Wednesday morning, between 9 and 10. I went into the study at five minutes to ten, just to let him know the time, as he did not wear a watch when in the house, and there is no clock in the study and he could get so engrossed in his work. He was still alive then, and gave no indication of feeling unwell; I went into him again at just after 10 o’clock, as I always do, er, did, so we could leave together to attend our courtly duties; and I found he was slumped over his desk, after seemingly putting a stamp on an envelope.

‘Pardon me, Maam’ said Quicksilver, ‘and pardon my ignorance, but is it usual for the head of a royal household to see to such things. Would that not normally be the job for a footman, or any of the servants?’
‘Well, yes, and no, Mr Quicksilver. Kurt did indeed give instructions for some of his letters to be taken to the Post Office, and on occasions, stamps would have to be purchased there rather than put on here, but for his more important letters, perhaps to other Royal advisers or Ministers of State, they would either be delivered directly by our own coachmen, or if they were not available, and the destination was easily covered by the postal service, then he would indeed put stamps on these letters himself, and quite often, posted them himself.’
‘Thank you, Maam,’ replied Quicksilver.

The Chief Inspector then shifted uneasily in his seat, a little worried over how the Duchess would react to his next line of questioning.

‘What we need to establish most of all, your ladyship, is the motive. The methods, although important, mean nothing if we do not find out why. I’m awfully sorry to have to put this to you, Maam, but it is rumoured quite strongly that the Duke was not liked by everybody, in fact, strongly resented by at least some. Would you enlighten us as to whether this was true?’
The Duchess sighed, although not through surprise, as she had been expecting to be asked this very thing..

‘Yes, you are quite right, Inspector, but I can assure you that envy and perhaps even resentment on occasions, is all grist to the mill, I believe, is that strange northern expression, for all different branches of the Royal family, and the aristocracy in general. There is always resentment of someone for some reason. With my husband, and I myself, I suppose, it is because he is, er, was German; I am half German, and some, although not all of the full English titled families, not many of those, I have to add, resented Kurt for being so close to the Queen, when they felt all advisory roles should be reserved for one of their own, as few on the ground as they happen to be.’
‘Yes, Maam, I do realise that. But my concern is, could this resentment have been so deep seated, that this became the motive for your husband’s death?’
‘I wondered how long it would be, before you got to the crux of the matter, Inspector, but the answer has to be an unequivocal no. What you fail to understand is, Kurt was resented by some, yes, but for his influence. The fact is, his detractors seemed to like him personally. He had many a game of billiards and enjoyed brandy and cigars with all of those whom ironically wished him out of his job, even out of the country, but certainly not dead.’
‘With all due respect, Maam, you cannot be certain of that, and I cannot rule out such a motive at this time.’
‘I did not think you would, Inspector, but you do not seem to have considered the deaths of the other victims. Two of those were not of mixed race, for want of a better phrase, but whose families have been English since Norman or even Anglo-Saxon times. If it is indeed the same killer, and resentment of those perceived to be foreigners was indeed the motive, then the killer has got it totally wrong on two occasions. Highly unlikely I should think, don’t you?’
Monty Lamb went very red indeed, and could find no reply to this highly logical supposition. John Quicksilver had deliberately remained silent, because his own nocturnal sleuthing had brought him to the same conclusion as the Duchess hours before. But Quicksilver now wished he had said something which would have averted his colleague’s embarrassment.

But Monty Lamb wasn’t quite finished. Although lateral thinking was not his forte, he had risen through the ranks by sheer hard work, and  a high degree of thoroughness when considering all possibilities.

‘I beg your pardon, Maam. You may be correct as far as that limited avenue of reasoning goes, but that still does not mean your husband was not killed by one of his own, so to speak, for whatever reason, and whether it fits neatly into what seems to be an established pattern or not. I know you may disapprove, but my enquiries, in part at least, will have to include this possibility until such time as I can positively rule this out.’
‘Inspector Lamb! The subject of the ineptitude of the Metropolitan Police is a regular topic of discussion in drawing rooms up and down the country! But I for one, have always rigorously defended what I consider to be the best police force in the world. My patronage of the Police Federation as well as various police charities, surely supports this belief! But you do me a dishonour, sir!;  you come here with some class-conscious twisted view of the aristocracy, convinced we are all waiting to slit each other’s throats in the dead of night to move one step nearer to the throne! Yes, ‘One of our own’ as you say, may be the killer, but has it not occurred to you that it could just easily have been one of the many tradesmen who call here? Or an itinerant trinket seller?! Or anybody?! Mr Quicksilver, why have you not said anything on the matter?!’
John Quicksilver nearly fell out of his seat. He had continued to be silent, because he knew that they were not to get any nearer to the killer’s identity today, but again, he did sympathise with Monty Lamb’S currently less than flattering predicament.

‘I was just taking in the points under discussion, Maam,’ he quickly recovered, ‘but I’m sure the Chief Inspector was about to say that the police simply cannot rule out anybody at this time, from Her Majesty herself, down to the unseemliest beggar. Isn’t that right, Chief Inspector?

‘Mmm? Oh, oh yes, of course,’ replied Monty Lamb, while yet again glaring at his crafty saviour. ‘Now, erm, your ladyship, I know it has not been that long since your husband was murdered, and so this may be difficult for you, but could I ask to see the study, and the Duke’s writing desk? I know it may be upsetting, but it will be a great help.,’ asked the Chief Inspector, in rather a pathetic tone of voice.
‘For heaven’s sake, Chief Inspector! Stop treating me like a shrinking violet with a fragile disposition! Of course you may see the study! Of course you may see his writing desk! This way, both of you!’
Monty Lamb was more than flustered; although he had had no intention of jauntily breezing around the house, and suddenly proclaiming, ‘Well cor lumme, this is where yer ole man snuffed it, eh, Thomo’, me old tangerine?’, but equally his perceived understanding approach had not gone down well in the least. And equally frustrating, and mystifying, was, he had just been addressed by his correct rank.

Quicksilver again said nothing and followed the duchess and the Chief Inspector through to the study.

To anyone without prior knowledge of the study in Highbrook House, they would immediately think they were in the library. It was a long, oblong room, with all four walls filled with bookshelves to the ceiling, and each shelf filled to the brim with priceless tomes. The only thing which gave it anywhere near the appearance of a study was a large oak desk in the middle of the room, with a large leather armchair behind it.

‘I know what you are thinking,’ said the duchess, ‘yes, it was the library, at first. But our family have been avid book collectors for many years, and we needed a bigger room to keep them all. Kurt had a new, bigger library built eight years ago, and since then, he chose to use this room as his study, although as you can see, we do still use it for the considerable overflow of books.’
Quicksilver, taking advantage of his colleague’s less than well received show of sympathy, spoke up, and in a matter of fact business like manner.

‘Now, Maam, I would be grateful if you could help us in our efforts to reconstruct the crime. Now, I believe that the Duke was a tall man? Yes? Well, now, the Chief Inspector is a tall man, is he not? If he sits in the chair, will you direct him to as near to the exact position that you found your husband in?’
Monty Lamb humphed. Not only had Quicksilver taken the lead, he had veritably upstaged him, and now he was the one who had to act the part of the dead man.

‘Chief Inspector; in the chair, if you would be so kind.’
Monty Lamb did not retort, and duly obliged. He sat in the chair, bolt upright, awaiting to be manipulated and mangled by both the duchess and the private detective. He was not wrong.

‘Now, Maam, I will take the Chief Inspector’s head, you will take his arms. First of all, please place the arms in the position they were in when you found your husband.’
Lady Marstock took the Chief Inspector’S right arm and twisted it, and placed it at an unnatural angle across the desk. This actually caused Monty Lamb some pain, but he was determined not to show it, but he dreaded the next phase of the reconstruction, but the duchess simply put his left arm straight out. Monty Lamb breathed a sigh of relief, as quietly as possible. But it was still not over.

‘Now, Maam,’ said Quicksilver, ‘you say he was slumped, but there are many types of slumped, if you know what I mean. First of all, the head: was your husband’s head nestling on his chest, or was he fully slumped over the table with his head actually on the desk?’
‘Yes, fully slumped,’ replied the duchess, but his head was not face down on the desk, it was to one side.’
‘But on the desk?’ 

‘Yes, on the desk.’
‘Like this?’ Quicksilver twisted the Chief Inspector’s head to one side which resulted in a muffled groan. He then moved his head down onto the desk, which produced another groan.

‘No, the other side.’
Yet another groan followed, and then another but purely in dread anticipation of what was to follow. There was a fourth final groan from the Chief Inspector, upon the completion of the reconstruction, as far as manipulating live subjects into the right position that is. The Chief’s head was now the right side down on the oak desk, with his right arm still twisted and was causing Monty Lamb great discomfort. Now, it was a question of staying still, while Quicksilver completed his enquiries.

‘And now, Maam, did your husband have anything in his hand? The stamp, envelope, pen, anything?’
‘No, Mr Quicksilver. He must have managed to lick the stamp and put it on the envelope before the poison could take effect.’
Quicksilver was going to ask if any or all of the items that were on the desk at the time of the Duke’s death, were available to examine. But he groaned inwardly, as he realised his well meaning colleagues from the Metropolitan Police were not as well up as he on the importance of preserving crime scenes. With most ordinary constables and quite a few detectives, ( Monty Lamb excepted. ) if something could be moved, or even wrenched away from the scene of a crime, it was. Quicksilver knew this, Monty Lamb knew this, but neither had the heart to admit this frustrating fact to the other.

‘Now, Chief Inspector, you will be glad to hear you can sit up. Thank you.’
Monty Lamb gave out a sigh of relief, and instead of just sitting up, stood to soothe his aching joints, while glaring at Quicksilver.

The duchess looked on in some amazement. She had finally witnessed, in fact, been part of one of John Quicksilver’s famed but highly unorthodox crime reconstructions. She was about to ask her two visitors if they would like more refreshments, but Quicksilver spoke again before she had the chance.

‘Now, Maam, if I may. Could I impose upon you to leave the Chief Inspector and I alone for a short while? There are things that I know you would not like to hear, even taking into account your strength in adversity.’
 ‘Very well, if you need me again, please inform any of the staff. Thank you.’
The duchess turned and left the room.

Monty Lamb gave Quicksilver the most puzzled look, but past experience had taught him to remain silent. Until the duchess was out of earshot, that is.

‘I’ll get my own back on you, I swear, Quicksilver. My arm and my head are aching like mad,’ said an angry and sore Monty Lamb.

‘I am sorry, Chief Inspector, but it was necessary, take my word for it. Now I have realised one thing. It may not be much, in fact, in the long run, it may turn out to be immaterial, but, I think you would agree, we cannot rule out anything at this stage, no matter how unlikely.’
‘What have you found out, then?’ asked Monty Lamb.

‘If her Ladyship’s description of the crime scene is accurate, then it would appear that Lord Marstock died an excruciatingly painful death. So much so, it somehow resulted in his right arm being twisted most unnaturally.’
‘Well it was cyanide poisoning, old man, that’s got to be painful, surely?’
‘No, Chief Inspector, not always, and in fact, not in most cases.’
‘I still don’t get you. What relevance is it to finding the murderer?’
‘Perhaps a great deal, but, yes, perhaps nothing, such are the vagaries of detective work. Chief Inspector. In my experience, cyanide poisonings are swift and virtually painless. But that is from either of the more common cyanide compounds, either Sodium Cyanide or Hydrogen Cyanide. You have conducted tests, yes? And found, in each case, a postage stamp laced with cyanide. This fact is irrefutable, correct?

‘Yes, of course, we had our best pathologist conduct all the tests, Professor Jacob Book. There’s no-one better.’
‘Oh, I’m not doubting his findings, not at all. Professor Book had no reason to either question the type of cyanide he identified as being used in the murder, or murders I presume, nor to cross-reference his results with anything else, but we do, Chief Inspector, we most certainly do.’
( John Quicksilver actually told a little porkie, but again it was both to save the Chief Inspector any embarrassment, and to protect himself from unfair  accusations of elitism. )

‘Now look, Quicksilver, I allow you certain latitude because that unorthodox brain of yours has been of some considerable assistance to the Metropolitan Police on quite a few occasions, but does that same brain have to protract everything? Get to the point, man!’
Quicksilver smiled. ‘It is my belief, ‘Though I have no proof, yet, that the murderer has not used either Sodium Cyanide nor Hydrogen Cyanide, commonly known as the cyanide salts, but a more primitive form. At this stage I cannot be sure exactly what, nor its source of extract, but I do intend to find this out, and as soon as is humanly possible. 
‘Yes, I see what you mean,’ said the straight-laced, matter-of –fact but secretly impressed Monty Lamb, ‘but I still don’t get the relevance here, why does it actually matter? The murderer succeeded. Isn’t that all that concerns us?’
‘No, no, no, Chief Inspector. The Duke’s death may still have been reasonably quick for the poor fellow, but it was not immediate, it was not instant. It would appear that for anything from two to five minutes, the Duke was in unbelievable agony, contorting and twisting, until death did finally occur. This, I believe, accounts for the very ugly angle of the Duke’s right arm as he lay -  slumped, head to one side, on the desk.’
‘That’s all very well, Quicksilver, but you still have not got to the point!’
‘I believe that the murderer has used a relatively unrefined form of cyanide, which, although still lethal, does not induce death as rapidly as either of the cyanide salts, which are most of the time, the preferred method for either murderers or those contemplating suicide. But this tells us something far more important, although not immediately obvious to most people outside of medical science and crime investigation. The most searching question has to be, why? Why use this less efficient poison, to some degree, when to those so desperate to obtain lethal quantities of rapidly acting cyanide, could no doubt procure enough of either of the cyanide salts from the first crook he or she cared to seek out?’
‘In my experience, anyone who goes to so much trouble to do something which could be done so much easier, is usually whipping up a smoke screen, to put the police off their track,’ replied the not altogether stupid Monty Lamb.

‘And yet, the criminal mind often fails to realise that such actions often allow the criminal to be traced to the scene of the crime, but by a different track, one they have unwittingly marked out themselves; it is the very uniquness, its very singularity which then allows the method to ironically stand out rather than remain hidden in the fog and cluster of red herrings and such like,’ replied Quicksilver.

‘And in the end, all roads still lead to one, eh?’ mused Monty Lamb.

‘Yes, Chief Inspector, exactly!’
‘That’s all very well, Quicksilver, but what do you intend to do about it? Right at this minute, we are no nearer catching the murderer, regardless of which poison was used?’
‘Maybe not, Chief Inspector, maybe not, today. However, tomorrow may put us on the trail, a long way behind perhaps, but at least in front of the smoke screen.’
‘Riddles, now is it? You highly paid private detectives are all the same. Clients pay you by the word, do they? Even if you don’t solve the crime?!’
‘I’ll ignore your sarcasm, Chief Inspector, tomorrow I would like to call in on Professor Book. I would like you to accompany me, if you would, nothing like a little shiny warrant card when the situation merits.’
‘You don’t want me to arrest him, do you?!’ 

‘No, of course not, but I do need to see the test results on the postage stamps. He may be reluctant to share these with me, without a little persuasion from a friendly face, preferably one brandishing the necessary paperwork.’
‘There will be no need for that, Quicksilver, Book and I go back a long way.’
‘Bridge, is it?’
‘Back-gammon, and that’s enough of that! Anyway, if you’re done with crime reconstructions, I think we had better move on and talk to the rest of the household.’
‘Do I have to?’ replied Quicksilver, smiling broadly.

‘Not at all, but you have forgotten two things.’
‘Which are?’
‘Firstly, you wanted to come to do just that, and secondly, you do not have any money to get home. Add to that the fact that I only have a Five Pound Note which you are not getting, and as a delightful finale, last time I checked it wasn’t the done thing to ask a member of the royal family, even just a duchess, if she can see her way clear to lending an eccentric private detective his train fare home. So what do you say to that?’
‘Lead the way,’ replied the sporting and still smiling Quicksilver.

The rest of the day turned out to be fruitless. Everyone’s story, from the family down to the lowliest boot polisher trotted out the same story, verbatim, as they had given previously. Quicksilver had realised that this would be the case, but his sense of duty, and the fact that he was temporarily penniless, made him stay and go through the charade. 

Quicksilver, after asking to see the duchess again, also established the fact that there was nothing untoward with regards to the recipients of the letters the Duke had written that fateful day. Even the one to which he applied the poison stamp was his weekly written letter of opinions and advice to the Prime Minister. It was also time for Monty Lamb to smirk, as the duchess took exception to where Quicksilver was going.

‘So, you suspect ????Lord Melbourne??? now! Really! Maybe you should stay in the bath for the rest of the year!’
IMPROVE BUT KEEP COMMONER ANALOGY

Despite spirited denials, from both men that this is what they, or at least Quicksilver had meant to infer, the duchess turned on her heels and stormed out of the drawing room. They did not see her again that day, and neither man was in any doubt as to why this was. Whatever slim chance that may have existed in more equable circumstances which would have seen Lady Marstock shouting ‘Tata!’ twenty times, while waving from behind the net curtains of her ‘Parlour’, had been reduced to no chance at all due to the double barrelled repetitive questioning from Messrs Lamb and Quicksilver.

Before they did leave, the Chief Inspector had been curious about why no-one had heard the Duke literally dying in his study, but his mind was put at rest by Quicksilver, who explained that even his now known to be agonising death, may only have produced muffled cries of agony which were soaked up by oak, pine, leather and thick parchment adorned walls, rather than lung-bursting screams; such was the paralysing effect of such lethal poisons.

After musing on being upstaged several times throughout the day by his independent colleague, Monty Lamb sighed, and then smiled. He was not one for bearing grudges, and his favourite saying was ‘Let not the moon know the anger of the day.’ As tea and one tiny cucumber sandwich was certainly not the Shire Luncheon they would both liked to have had, patience on top of an empty stomach has its own virtue, and the Chief Inspector duly forked out for a three course meal in the Stag’s Head in Reading, for both himself and John Quicksilver. The private detective was not really a personal friend of his, but he was a good acquaintance, most of the time.

They caught the last train back to London.

Quicksilver arrived home with every intention of studying every chemistry book and scientific journal he possessed, but instantly fell asleep, in the bath. Three hours later John Quicksilver was snoring away in a bathub full of papier mache.
CH SWATTING UP AND SWATTING FLIES
John Quicksilver huffed and puffed into his offices at ten past nine the next morning. The cause of his breathlessness was a stack of books hastily taken off his bookshelves in his apartment. Jack Thrush the cabbie was right behind with an even bigger armful of even more books.

They were strewn onto a small coffee table to the side of his office.
‘There you are, Thrush, that was a great help.’ Jack Thrush was handed a Ten Shilling Note. Thrush felt like saying ‘It was a guinea yesterday, where’s the rest?’ but thought better of it.

‘Sir – Maam - and, er, Sir.’ Thrush doffed his cap to Quicksilver and his two employees and returned to work.

‘What is all about this about, Mr Quicksilver?’ enquired Henry Jenkins. While Letty Flynn just scowled. She had a very good idea of what the day would now entail for both her and the ‘Idiot boy’, which was how she referred to young Henry, regardless of who was present or within earshot, and that included Henry Jenkins.

‘This, Henry, is your work for the day, and most likely tomorrow,’ said Quicksilver, ‘….and, er, you too as well, Letty,’ he added feebly. ‘I’m afraid I have to leave again, immediately.’
‘Huh! And what am I to tell your Ten O’Clock, none other than Sir Miles Holliday?’ demanded Letty.

‘Damn! Sir Miles! I forgot! I know, tell him I am actually trailing his wife and her lover to, er, Brighton!’
‘Ha! You’ll be lucky! For your information, Gwen Holliday and her paramour were dredged up from the Serpentine yesterday, while you were hob-nobbing with her ladyship!’
‘Suicide?! Really? Well I never!’ 

‘Yes, suicide. Get out of this one!’
‘Oh dear, just say, er, well,................’
‘Never mind, Mr Quicksilver, I’ll think of something, don’t you worry,’ suggested Henry.

‘Thank you Henry, I can always rely on you when I’m in a fix.’ 

With a low mumble resembling something like ‘That will be the day’ from Letty, Quicksilver explained to them both that they were to find all references to all four deceased victims of the latest murders and their families, from all of the books he had brought in. This was similar to what he himself had started two days previously, but Henry and Letty were then to cross-reference all their findings, with as much information as could be gleaned from the Newspapers and court circulars going back to the time of the first murder. The job of obtaining all past issues was given to Henry, who was to make a trip to the British Library to do so.

‘And what will you be doing?’ asked the sullen Letty Flynn of John Quicksilver.

‘Today, Letitia, I will be with.....’
‘—And don’t call me Letitia!!’
‘ ...................Sir Jacob Book. I will be back in the office tomorrow to see what you have come up with, if anything. Goodbye.’
‘Goodbye, Mr Quicksilver, you can count on us!’ gushed Henry Jenkins.

‘Creep,’ muttered Letty.

John Quicksilver arrived at Scotland Yard at 9-30am. He was taken down the labyrinth of corridors until he reached the laboratories and mortuary.

‘You are late, sir! I do not like to be kept late!’ said the cold, clinical Professor Book. He was a tall man, taller though thinner than Monty Lamb, with heavily greased black hair, with a V part in the middle of his lank ginger-haired head. He wore a white laboratory coat over his pinstriped suit, white silk shirt and red floral dicky bow.

‘And I’m behind time, too, because of your impunctuality,’ added Chief Inspector Monty Lamb in a gruff voice, while holding his stomach. His face was a deathly pale.

‘The oysters, was it?’ replied Quicksilver, but did not wait for a reply from his over-indulging colleague, instead turning to Professor Book. ‘I am sorry, Professor, please accept my apologies but I have had much to do from an early hour.’
But Quicksilver had not counted on the exact precise manner and mind, (and unfriendly disposition to boot) of Sir Jacob Book, Chief Pathologist for the Metropolitan Police, and Chairman of the Royal London Medical Council.

‘Some apology, sir! You say sorry one second, and give an excuse the next! An apology, sir, is an unreserved and unequivocal admission of fault on the part of the offender, sir! Do you agree?!!’
But Quicksilver had not diced with death on many occasions over many years only to be cowed by the rantings of an over-qualified human-butcher and Port belcher.

‘Shall we, gentlemen? The sooner I can see the results, the sooner you will both be able to begin to put your working day back on schedule.’
‘How damned impertinent, sir! You come here as if you were on a Johnny-Tuppence sight-seeing tour, and late into the bargain! And what’s more, you wish me to show you test results which are supposedly only for the eyes of those with a Queen’s Warrant! Do you possess such a warrant, sir?!’
But Chief Inspector Monty Lamb had heard, and had enough.

‘Quicksilver, please be quiet. Jacob, just show him the results, there’s a good chap.’
‘A GOOD CHAP?!! A GOOD CHAP?!!! Now listen here, Monty, you are not the most senior officer at the club! The Commissioner shall hea............’
‘JACOB, right at this minute I don’t care a jot about your rotten over-grown boys society, nor the Commissioner. JUST SHOW HIM THE RESULTS!’ To show just how serious he was, he thrust a sheet of paper into the pathologist’s hands.
Sir Jacob Book stopped his ranting and raving to read the warrant ordering the immediate release of all documents and/or test results that the Chief Inspector  wished to see, pertaining to ‘The Postage Stamp Murders’ as they had become popularly known. As Sir Jacob did this, Monty Lamb ran to a sluice at the side of the room, and threw up.

Jacob Book quickly scanned the whole document, tutting and shaking his head as he did so. He muttered ‘Issuing a bloody release warrant to one of their own. What next?’ And then looked directly at Quicksilver.

‘Stay here,’ said Sir Jacob, very curtly, ‘Montgomery, if you have quite finished rejecting last night’s fish and chips from the grease-parlour next door to this fellow’s local, then follow me to the evidence safe. We both have to sign the release forms.’
Such gibes were never going to get under Quicksilver’s skin, and as he appreciated even sarcastic wit, he actually smiled. But he would liked to have heard such a gibe repeated within earshot of the proprietors of either The Scurvied Parrot Or Ma Bowley’s Eel Emporium, his preferred drink and food hostelries; not local as such, but worth the twenty minute cab ride to Wharfside, to Quicksilver anyway.

Monty Lamb, wiping his chin as he went, followed his enraged back-gammon partner through a side room to sign out the test results.

A few minutes later, all three men were stood around the table in the middle of the room. John Quicksilver quickly read the most interesting points, from his point of view. He scanned the lists of substances in order of quantities found in both the body, as well as the stamp which killed Lord Marstock. He stopped halfway down, and could barely contain his excitement. ‘Yes’ he said quietly but firmly. He read on, but knew that this was academic, as far as the Marstock case was concerned. He replaced the report back in its large brown envelope, and picked up the next one on top of the pile on the desk. This was the latest report from the latest murder. Lord Marmaduke Hoon, 37th Duke of Bootle.

Jacob Book was about to protest, as he thought Quicksilver only wished to see details of the Marstock case, but Monty Lamb gestured with his eyes to leave him be.

After a few seconds, Quicksilver pursed his mouth. ‘Mm, interesting,’ he muttered. He quickly checked the contents of the remaining envelopes, put the last report away, and looked at his two mystified colleagues of sorts.

‘Thank you, gentlemen. That was most informative. Thank you. Now I must go.’
‘What have you found, man. We’ve a right to know!’ demanded Professor Book.

‘You were right, Professor, Cyanide.’
‘Damned impertinence!’ retorted the Professor. ‘A damn bloody warrant forced upon me, to tell me what I already know! Well, know this, Montgomery, your future place at the card table is very seriously in doubt.’
Chief Inspector Monty Lamb did not reply to this, and just scratched his head as Quicksilver left Scotland Yard as quickly as he could.
chapter four ??????????????????????/

John Quicksilver took the short cab-ride to the British Library, he walked ???????

DESCRIBE BRITISH LIBRARY

After ascertaining the right sections to find books on both poisons and chemical substances, which was an entire subsection within the Science Library, and finally, books on famous murderers, Quicksilver struggled with the many tomes, found a vacant table, sat down and began to read. He did not lift his eyes again until he had read every relevant chapter from each of the books, constantly cross referencing one with another, and then doing the same again. But his task was far from complete, as the five pages of carefully copied notes in his notebook had to then be used as a reference when reading even more books from the natural sciences section.

It was while he was zig-zagging his way through the aisles that he espied Henry Jenkins in the History section, perusing a book on the House of Hanover. It was at times like these, that Quicksilver’s japishness came to the fore. He had not gone to Public School, but his antics would have seen him fit in at Eton or Harrow, very nicely indeed. He sneaked right up behind Henry, put his hand on his shoulder, and went ‘Got Ya!’ down his ear rather loudly.

With something that sounded like ‘Yaarrrrggh’, Henry Jenkins jumped, and the book flew out of his hands, over the top of the bookshelf and landed right on top of an old colonel looking for information on his old regiment’s battles against the French. Seconds later...............

‘Ow! Ow! Ow! By God, what damn fool did that?!!’
‘Mr Quicksilver, si.................’ Henry went to exclaim, but Quicksilver went ‘Ssshhh’, thrust one of his books into Henry’S hand, and gestured for him to follow his lead.

By the time the old colonel had dashed around the end of the aisle, with three burly attendants appearing at the far end, both Henry and Quicksilver were nose-down, deep in concentration, reading up on the by-products of  whale-blubber, and the life and times of  Pierre Le Djouf, the famous French acrobat and hammer-murderer respectively.

After suspicious looks all round, John Quicksilver and Henry Jenkins were on their own again.

‘Mr Quicksilver! What do did you do that for! And what are you doing here anyway?! said Henry in a forced whisper.

‘Sorry about that, couldn’t resist. I’m here to check on a few facts to do with the case, and I’m not finished yet. How about you?’
‘It took longer than I thought, but I’ve got all of the back copies of what you wanted, and I was just seeing if anything here would help before I went back to the office.’
‘Good job, Henry, oh, er, how did the meeting with Sir Miles go?’
‘Sir Miles? Oh dear. I promised Letty I would be back by ten. I’m sorry, Mr Quicksilver, I forgot. The time just flew by. What shall we do?’
‘We, Henry?’
‘Thanks a bundle,’ sighed Henry, who could be surly in front of his employer when the situation warranted.

But Quicksilver smiled. ‘I can’t do anything about shielding you from the wrath of Letty Flynn, but I can certainly buy you luncheon. Come on, I’ve had enough for the morning.’
‘I’ve had enough for the whole day,’ lamented Henry; glad of the proposed diversion, but equally aware that putting off facing the music can also make things a million times worse.

After buying the condemned man his last meal, Quicksilver returned to the British Library.  
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GERMANY? BONN?

****

The summer of 1836 was long and hot, which was very unusual for the Kingdom of Bavaria.


Sixteen year old Francis Charles Augustus Albert Emmanuel, son of the Duke of Coburg and his elder brother Ernst, had given the Royal Governess the slip, as they wanted to experience the vibrant street life of Coburg, especially on such a wonderful day.


There would be no repercussions for Ernst, ( he hoped ), as he was already finding his own way in life, and attended the University of Bonn and was simply home on study leave, but for Francis it was a different matter. When word reached his strict disciplinarian of a father of how he had neglected his education, and wasted a significant amount of the Royal Treasury on unfulfilled tuition, then he certainly would be left in no doubt as to the error of his ways. But that was later, tomorrow, next week, but most importantly to Francis, it was not now.


They laughed as they ran down the rarely used stone staircase on the East Wing of Castle ?, out onto the East Lawns which sloped down onto the lane which would take them into Coburg.


They startled the gardeners, who then cursed under their breath as the boys unintentionally scattered the gathered cuttings from a hard morning’S toil. 


The boys slowed down as they neared the eight foot high stone wall which surrounded the castle as well as the whole estate, which then provided the boys with their next challenge. There was not a gate or opening or way through of any kind for over a quarter of a mile. But the Duke of ? had not raised priceless gibbers who would never know scraped knees or bellyache from stolen apples. 


The boys then sped up again, and launched themselves at the wall, finding cracks, niches, holes and small ledges which they duly and expertly grasped, climbed on and clung to and within seconds they were over, and away.


As the red-faced Frau Beiden, arms folded, with a face like a gorrilla during a banana crop famine looked out from the window on top of the East Tower, the boys, arms around each others shoulders, sang, laughed and joked all the way into town. 


‘What shall we do first, Ernst? Can we go to the beer-hall?’ asked the hopeful Francis.


‘Erm, no, we’d better not,’ replied a now slightly worried looking Ernst, ‘you’ll, er, we’ll be in enough trouble as it is, we’d best not make it worse by going there. Besides, I thought you had told father you would take the pledge?

‘Trust you to remember that. Well, where can we go then?’asked a disappointed Francis.


‘First of all, I want to see Barrabas the baker.’

‘Barrabas! Is that his real name?’ 


‘No, his real name is Klemp – Oliver Klemp, but that’s what everyone calls him.’

‘Why?’

‘Because when his great-grandfather bought the bakery nearly a hundred years ago, the currency of Coburg was just different sized silver coins. Barrabas’s grandfather paid 30 pieces of silver for the business. Now do you see?’
‘I would if he was called Judas, yes.’
‘Oh yes, forgot, he as well as the rest of his family are or were, as thick as pig muck.

‘Ha ha! Ok, yes, but that was his grandfather, why is his grandson called Barrabas as well?

‘Many questions, my curious Royal brother. The thing is, it’s become a tradition. The grandfather was nicknamed Barrabas, his eldest son was called Barrabas, and his son, the current owner, he’s Barrabas, too.’

‘I wonder what they will call his son when he gets the business?’

‘Moses, probably,’ joshed Ernst, with Francis nodding his head in agreement, until something clicked.


‘Hey you! Stop messing about!’
???????????????????????????/IMPROVE

The ridiculous conversation was now curtailed as they had reached the edge of the main street which ran right through Coburg.


Although Ernst had been along the main street many times, his brother had only ever seen it fleetingly from the Royal coach as it trundled through town. He wondered whether it really would live up to images he had seen in books of pretty young frauleins carrying baskets of bread from shop to home, or of swarthy red-faced butchers menacingly sharpening their cleavers on strops, giving the most sinister glares to strangers as they passed by. 


Francis was to be disappointed, a little. Up close, the buildings were much the same as he had imagined. Narrow but tall, as if this has been deliberate to cram as many shops and houses onto as many of the narrow streets and alleyways as possible. But there were no young maidens leaning out of the upper windows, laughing merrily at their suitors below in the street, with their offerings of freshly cut flowers, or the occasional pot of  something ??? . 


The main street, in fact, all of the streets and alleyways were busy enough, but it was not quite what the impressionable Francis had imagined. In books, everyone was happy, bubbly and singing as they worked, even those who did the most menial of tasks, even the poor who begged on the streets. But instead, there was a dull-like atmosphere. There was noise all right, but somehow, it was absorbed into the buildings. For Francis, it was his first taste of everyday reality. It wasn’t depressing as such, for even the most woeful miseries re-gain some spirit on a fine sunny day, but work and play are for the greater part, different entities. The main street was very definitely in the realm of work, apart from one place - the beer-hall.

Francis and Ernst walked past the widest of all the buildings in the main street. This one architectural exception was indeed deliberate. To keep the fat-bellied Bavarian beer drinkers in the one place, the drinking room; in fact, one large oblong room with several smaller rooms connected, had been made as wide as the owners deeds allowed, and on the ground floor.

Ernst went to walk on but Francis was mesmerised. He stopped to peer in through the large smoke-glass window. He couldn’t see much, but he could just make out throngs of men standing by the bar, others around tables which were set out randomly over the whole room, drinking out of a variety of steins and tankards. Serving maids carried trays with up to five glasses on each, from table to table. Others carried trays of hams and loaves, and roast pork and chicken. Despite it being the afternoon, there were a group of particularly red-faced imbibers who had imbibed admirably since before lunch, and were now singing their hearts out. For such Bavarians, beer and song were inseparable twins. Francis looked on, realising that the story-tellers had got something right at least. His nose was now pushed right up against the glass, but then pulled back in momentary shock, as the proprietor rapped on the glass with a cane, telling him to be off. If Francis was shocked, then seconds later, the proprietor was even more shocked as he realised who he had just remonstrated with. He immediately made his way to the door to try and repair the situation, but Ernst, not wanting any public embarrassment,, and with his strict father in mind, yanked his younger brother by the collar and dragged him down the nearest alleyway, out of sight.


‘If father finds out about this, then we really will be for it. Right, let’s get to the bakers, I’ll finish my business with him, and then its home.’Said a now regretful Ernst. He had made many trips on his own to Coburg. Sometimes he was recognised, sometimes not, and even when he was, there seemed to be a general dis-interest from those who knew their fellow stroller. ???IMPROVE That was, until they reached either home or the beer-hall, then it was ‘Do you know who I’ve just seen?!’IMPROVE

‘Business? What business?’asked a curious Francis.


‘Never you mind, my Royal sibling, the less you know, the better, for both you and I.’

After waiting a minute or two to allow the beer-hall owner time to realise that there would be no need to bow and scrape today, Ernst led Francis back onto the main street, crossed over, down the next alley, and into the premises of one Oliver ‘Barrabas’ Klemp, Baker and Confectioner.


As it was a shop as well a bakery, Ernst and Francis were now standing in a small square low-ceilinged room, with a counter at the far end, beyond which was the bakery itself.


Oliver Klemp, a totally bald, tall, muscular but pot-bellied man was putting a variety of loaves on the shelves which ran right around the shop. He looked up on hearing the door open.


He immediately recognised his royal visitors.

He moved quickly to shut the door, passing a bemused Francis and his knowing brother. He then turned to face his guests and bowed.


‘Your Royal Highnesses, welcome!’

‘Don’t give me that, Barrabas, have you got my money?’ replied Ernst, but with a smile.


 Barrabas glanced nervously at Francis, which Ernst did not miss.


‘Not a word, Francis, not a word. Promise?’asked Ernst of his younger charge, and now a captive fellow in shady deals.


‘I promise,’ replied Francis, not having a clue as to what he was promising.


Barrabas relaxed and gestured for his guests to follow him to the back of the shop.


The three walked on, past a group of bemused bakers and confectioners, who recognised the elder boy but were not sure of the younger, but guessed him to be the younger of the Duke’s sons.


‘No-one said to stop working! Get those loaves out for Madam Metz, or there’ll be trouble!’


The eleven combined bakers and confectioners were in fact well ahead of the day’s orders, but Barrabas loved to show his authority in front of important guests.


He led them to a small room at the back of the bakery. Here there was a stove in the corner, and a small plain table and four wooden chairs in the centre.


‘Please, sit down, I will bring you some food and drink. Er, usual is it?’ asked the uncertain Barrabas of Ernst.


‘Oh, er, yes, that’s right, tea,’ replied Ernst winking, which did not go unnoticed by Francis.
A few minutes later, the two Viscounts? and their host were enjoying a simple but enjoyable lunch of ham and bread. Steam rose from one of the teacups, Francis’s in fact, while the other two cups were strangely lifeless.

As the last of the half-ham had been reduced to just bone, gristle and fat, Barrabas spoke up.

IMPROVE’ Well now, Your Royal Highness, I expect you are impatient to see what old Barrabas has got for you.  I managed to get 50 to 1 for that horse you mentioned, The Duke,. It won the English Grand National at 5-1, but clever old Barrabas managed to get 50-1. I tricked that idiot Weisen the Turfer into thinking it was useless. He has no real way of checking on the form at such a distance. So, that means at 10 marks, we won 500. My share is 50 marks, leaving you the grand sum of 450. IMPROVE
Barrabas stood, went to a cupboard, took the salt jar from a shelf, and out from the jar, he took out a little leather string-pull purse. He emptied the coins from the purse on the table and began to count. Francis was both shocked and delighted. Although he and Ernst had never wanted for a thing, and were never likely to, they were denied the one thing which would give them a little bit more independence. Disposable income - in cash. Or perhaps pocket money when in the hands of minors. Although all of their needs were paid for in full by the Treasury, Francis had never yet been given pocket money of his own, nor the opportunity to spend it if he had. Ernst was only ever given what was needed to cover his expenses while away from home, which did not leave anything for any of the diversions his fellow students revelled in and duly wasted their generous allowances on. But despite the known generosity and even debauchery of the Duke of Coburg, he saw no need to CONTRADICTION / IMPROVE provide anything more than the bare necessities in the upbringing and education of his sons, much to the chagrin and frequent embarrassment of Ernst, when he, a son of a Duke had to say no when his friends asked him to go on a wondrous array of nights out, days out, holidays and other frivolities, but no it had to be. But not now. His closest friend from University, Lenhardt Dern, was the son of a race horse trainer. Of the 8 tips he had passed on to his royal friend, seven had won. He even loaned the money to Ernst so he could place his very first bet, via another of course, none other than Barrabas’Cousin who lived in Bonn, and who did a roaring trade courtesy of the sons, and sometimes daughters of the German aristocracy. 

Stefan Klemp duly confided in Ernst that when at home, there was someone there who could also help him enjoy the sport of kings.

Barrabas had only just finished counting out the winnings, when all hell let loose. There was a crashing noise as the front door to the shop was simply bashed in, and screams from the women, who duly dropped their trays and ran.

‘BARRABAS! OUT HERE NOW! IF THE YOUNG DUKES ARE HERE, THEN YOU ARE IN BIG TROUBLE, MY FRIEND!’


It was Captain Andre Spier, the captain of the castle guard. A furious Duke of Coburg had gone apoplectic upon hearing how Francis had skipped yet more tuition and, more importantly was costing him a fortune seemingly for nothing. And he did not reserve his anger just for his younger son, Ernst was to be punished severely for being a bad influence on his younger brother. But first, he had to find them. He summoned Captain Spier to the Council Chamber and told him to mount an immediate search, and not to return unless it was with both of his sons in tow.


Capatain Andre Spier did not order his men to search every house, shop, cafe or even the beer-hall, but instead marched them straight to the bakery of the one named Barrabas.

‘BARRABAS! I’M WAITING!’ yelled Spier, just as two of his men followed him into the bakery, which was not Spier’s plan at all.


‘Not in here, clowns! Wait down the lane in case they scarper out of the back and come back around!’

‘Yes Captain!’ came the reply, as the two soldiers withdrew and went out into the street once more.


‘That should just about do it,’ muttered Spier to himself. He strode past the shocked workers and over to the room where Barrabas had served up the impromptu lunch, and the winnings.


As Spier entered the room, Barrabas was still at the table, but there was no sign of the boys. But Barrabas did not seem unnerved by this sudden intrusion. In fact, he was now counting out the contents of another purse, and then split it into two piles, of 90? and another of 10?


‘Ah, we won again, thanks to our unwitting tipster! I’m sorry about the door, I’ll persuade, let’s say, Hagen the Carpenter to repair it for free. He won’t refuse, not after seeing him with Lady Schneider last Tuesday.
‘…. I’LL BE BACK BARRABAS, MARK MY WORDS, IT WILL COST YOU YOUR BAKERY!’ yelled a smiling Spier, at Barrabas, who also smiled, but rubbed his ear at the same time.


Spier withdrew, and for Barrabas, it was back to business as usual, one broken door notwithstanding.


Meanwhile, the boys had been ushered down a flour chute and into the basement. After dusting themselves down the best they could, they went up the back stairs and were about to leave for home when they saw one of the soldiers, desperate to please his Captain, and the Duke, by finding the errant brothers. They ran back down the stairs when they heard a loud whisper.


‘Quick. In here, they won’t find you here.’

A young girl, no more than sixteen, was standing in the middle of the basement, holding onto the raised panel of a trap door. The boys needed no further prompting, and without knowing what was below, simply dived down the opening. The girl closed the trap-door, and quickly pulled a sack of flour over it to keep it from view from any prying eyes.


The soldier did come down into the basement, and was about to make a thorough check of the flour sacks, and may even have found the trap door, when the order went up to return to the castle.


A few moments later, the girl opened the trap door.


‘It’s safe now, they’ve gone, you can come out.’

Ernst and Francis climbed up and yet again dusted themselves down, rubbed their aching rumps, and dabbed their cut elbows, which they cut on the jagged edges of a broken bottle as they landed, elbows out, on the lower floor. The room below the trap door had been the original basement, for which the level had to be raised to try and prevent a rat infestation from putting the bakery out of business.


‘Thank you very kindly, Miss, that was quick thinking,’ finally said Ernst.


‘Yes, thanks,’ said the now bashful Francis.


‘Erm, what is your name, by the way, Miss?’asked Ernst.


‘Hilda. Hilda Gremmen., Your Highness,’ she curtsied as she said this.


‘Oh, you recognise us, then?’ groaned Ernst.


‘Of course!’ giggled Hilda. ‘Doesn’t everyone?’

‘I suppose they do, although I wish they did not.’

‘Erm, well, I must go. Barrabas will be wondering why the pots aren’t washed and dried yet.


‘Don’t go, not yet. Stay and talk. I’d like to know how we can repay you for helping us out.’

‘Oh, there is no need, honestly. I’m just glad the guards did not find you, although you will have to go home eventually.’

‘Yes, but not just yet, that’s the worst thing we can do. It’s best we wait until father’s temper has cooled.’

‘Well, all right, but I’ll have to go back to work soon. Here, sit on the sacks and get comfortable. It’s what I do when Barrabas has been shouting a lot. I come down here to get some peace and quiet.’
The three sat on sacks against the wall. 


Francis had been quiet all the time since he and Ernst had come back up from the trap-door. He wasn’t shy with girls from the Royal circle he was part of, but he was shy with strangers. But when she wasn’t looking, or thought she wasn’t, Francis looked closely at Hilda. She was tall for a girl, about 5 foot 7, and was very pretty with her long blonde hair in pony tails. Her smock and blouse, a uniform of sorts, was spotlessly clean, and her boobs, made more ladylike with pink laces, were highly polished. Suddenly, Hilda stole a glance at Francis, who blushed and turned his head away. Hilda just smiled.


‘Erm, I know this may sound strange, but do you have a home away from here? A mother and father?’ asked Ernst.


‘Of course I do! Silly!’ smiled Hilda. ‘My father is the blacksmith, Johanes Gremmen. Surely you know him, he tends to the Duke’s, er, your horses.’
‘Oh, of course!’ lied Ernst, in a way. He now vaguely recalled the man in question, and had even paid several visits to the stables to see him; but the truth was, he would not have been able to recall his name if asked at that minute. 

‘I know him,’ suddenly spoke up Francis. ‘He’s a nice friendly man. He hid me once in the castle forge which he occasionally uses. Father was on the rampage after I said to the Chancellor he looked tired and that father wouldn’t mind him taking the rest of the month off!’

‘You did that?! No wonder your father was angry!’

Francis immediately went quiet again, and again blushed and turned his head away.


‘I suppose you will have to return to University soon,’ said Hilda to Ernst.


‘Yes, tomorrow in fact. The way things have gone today, I’ll be glad to do so, if father lets me, that is.’

‘Surely he wouldn’t stop you going back?!’

 ‘No, I suppose not, but you can never be too sure what father will do or say, in his anger anyway.’

‘Pity. I was hoping you would both visit me again. I’ve enjoyed talking to you both. But I suppose this is just accidental, maybe Royal Protocol would not allow you to come here to visit officially.’

The defiant Ernst now came to the fore. ‘Protocol Schmotocol!! If I wanted to come here again, which I do, I will jolly well do so!’

‘Ah, you say that now,’ sighed the wise beyond her years Hilda Gremmen. ‘But tomorrow? I think not.’

‘He’s just told you! He’s going back to Bonn tomorrow!’ spluttered the somewhat uncultured Francis, while Hilda and Ernst both laughed.


‘Hilda is talking figuratively, young brother who has missed too much tuition. Tomorrow, as in, the future.’
‘Oh,’ replied Francis, both embarrassed and annoyed at his own lack of subtlety. Yet again, Hilda looked directly at him, and smiled.


‘Well, I think we had better go and face the music after all. Are you sure there is nothing we can do for you to show our gratitude?’ Ernst asked of Hilda.


Hilda thought for a moment, smiled, and then whispered to Ernst, who also smiled, and whispered something back, which unnerved Francis. Although seeing the younger boy’s puzzled expression, Hilda was undeterred. She whispered again to Ernst, who stopped, thought, and then turned to his brother.


‘Now, young Francis, close your eyes and count to ten.’
‘What?! What do you mean? And what were you whispering about?’
‘Trust me. Close your eyes and count to ten.’ Ernst then jangled the illicit winnings in the purse, now in his pocket. Francis’s eyes were closed in an instant, and he began to count. ‘One, two thre..’Francis froze. He felt the warm, sweet breath of Hilda Gremmen, followed by a little pressure and heard a slight squishy noise. Hilda had kissed him gently on the cheek. Francis went to open his eyes, but his brother went ‘Ah-ah’ staccato style, and again jangled the considerable contents of his prize purse.


‘...........................nine, ten!’

Francis opened his eyes, but Hilda was gone.


‘What did you let her kiss me for?!’

‘Because she asked if she could, that’s why! In fact, she asked me to ask you to kiss her, but I knew you wouldn’t. Now don’t tell me my little brother didn’t enjoy it.’

Francis blushed, and smiled, but said nothing.


‘Come on, let’s see what the old blusterer has got cooked up for us.’

The two walked back up the lane, did not sing, joke or mess about, and as if in keeping with the boys’Foreboding, the sun went in and it began to rain.


As is the case in most situations like this, the punishment is never as bad as what the transgressor thinks it is going to be. Francis simply lost one week of his summer holidays to catch up on his missed lessons, while Ernst, on his next return home, had to do a week’s guard duty with Captain Spier and his men, without any of the privileges of his position as Viscount Coburg. He slept in the guard-room, he ate the same meals as the men, and was limited to using only the same facilities afforded to the castle guard, which was basically a bowl, a bucket, a bar of soap and a towel. This was made a little easier at least, by conversations with Captain Spier, who, for some reason, was keen to talk about the relative merits of a number of different race horses.


For the remainder of the summer holidays, Francis could find no way of getting out again to make another secret visit to the bakery, or more accurately, to see Hilda Gremmen. Although doing just that was the only thing on his mind. Even during his hated lessons with Frau Beiden.

................

‘.................... and so, the Romans, having been beaten back once by this fierce tribe of females, were not going to allow this to happen again. The leader of the Icene, who was, Your Highness?’ asked Frau Beiden.

‘Hilda,’ replied Francis.


‘Your father will hear of this, young man!’ retorted the Governess.
********************************
Hilda Gremmen had an idea. The proverb involving mountains and Mohammed came to mind.

****


‘But Father! I’ve seen many country blacksmiths whose wives and daughters help out! One day a week can’t do any harm!’

‘But why on earth do you want to learn to be a blacksmith for?! A girl! A blacksmith! Aren’t you happy at the bakery?’

‘Yes, Father, but Tuesday is just a waste of time. Barrabas has threatened many times to close the shop and the bakery on Tuesdays, as he hardly sells a thing! I could help you on Tuesdays’

‘Tuesdays! That’s when I work at the Duke’s stables. You wouldn’t be able to come, they wouldn’t allow it.’

‘I don’t see why not! Hagen the Carpenter takes his daughters along, all three! He says they are cheaper than apprentices! Please, Father, it’s only one day, and I won’t cause you any bother!’

‘Now listen here, young lady, if you’ve got notions on that royal layabout, you are out of luck, he’s at University. And anyway, he wouldn’t be seen with the likes of us!’

Hilda smiled, and was able to indulge in a little trickery involving the truth rather than untruths, in a way.


‘That was never my intention, Father, honestly.’

Johanes Gremmen looked searchingly at his bright but wit-ful daughter. She was telling the truth in a limited sense, although committing the lie of omission, and doing so with great dexterity.

‘You get some crazy ideas, young lady, very well. But I am only agreeing because I know very well that one week in the Duke’s forge and stables will have you so sick of hot metal and the smell of horses and horse shi...oes, you will not want to go back again.!’

‘You couldn’t be more wrong, Father. I intend to go with you every Tuesday, for the rest of the summer at least.’
‘HA!’ uttered the father in mock contempt.. ‘Now be gone! Before I change my mind!’

Hilda knew when to diplomatically withdraw. That time was now.


The next Tuesday came, and Hilda kept her promise. Her next problem was finding a way of letting Francis know she was in the castle grounds at all. And would he be pleased anyway? ‘Nothing ventured,’ said Hilda to herself, as she patiently watched her father lay out all of his tools in the castle forge.


‘What did you say, lass?’

‘Oh, nothing.’

‘Well make yourself useful and start filling the barrel with water from the well. I’ve got to find the Equerry to tell him not to allow Meteor out today, he needs all four shoes replacing and that will take time.’

‘I’ll go, Father!’ suggested Hilda, seeing her chance to roam the castle.


‘You, lass?! Don’t be ridiculous! The Duke will have me horse-whipped for letting you wander off!’

‘I know where the Equerry’s office is, Father. Don’t forget, Mother and I came up here to tell them when you were not well. I’m sure he’ll remember me.’

Johanes Gremmen scratched his chin. He did want to crack on, as he had also promised Captain Spier he would sharpen all of the swords and pikes in the armoury. To Johanes, he could not afford to differentiate between the trades of farrier and blacksmith, he had to be both to support his wife and five children, of which Hilda was the oldest.


‘Very well, lass, go straight there, don’t go nosing around, tell the Equerry and come straight back here, understand?’

‘Yes, Father!’ And off she went. In fact she ran. This was to allow her time to find Francis, as well as deliver the message.. She ran up the staircase in the East Tower, along the passageway, and up to the door of the chamber which was where Francis was taught by Frau Beiden. The trouble was, it was a large oak door, without a window, and the wall separating the chamber from the passageway was solid brick. But Hilda was not to be deterred.

Frau Beiden had just finished writing out the entire German Royal family and aristocracy on the blackboard and was about to grill a bored Francis on the order of assention to the throne, when there was a knock on the door.

‘Enter,’ said a mystified Frau Beiden who up until then, had never had her lesson interrupted by anyone, the Duke himself included.


‘Pardon me for interrupting, Frau Beiden, but I work with my father in the forge, and he thought that his Royal Highness may like to see the horses re-shoed. His brother used to come down occasionally ( which was a fortunate truth ), and my father doesn’t want Franc’, er, his Royal Highness to miss out. What answer shall I give my Father, Frau Beiden?’ said Hilda, with a sickly smile at the Governess, and a big grin at the shocked but delighted Francis.


‘You may tell your father, young Miss, that Frau Beiden does not like having her lessons interrupted in any way, for any reason. But, fortunately, it is too late to start finding out if Francis knows who shall be our next Monarch. He has that singular honour in our next appointment tomorrow. So begone, both of you, and quick about it as I need to prepare my notes.’
In an instant, both were out in the passageway.

‘What on earth are you doing here? Why are you here?’ spluttered a surprised Francis.

‘I told my father that I wanted to help him at the forge every Tuesday. I’m hoping we can spend Tuesday lunchtimes together.’
‘Well, I’d like to, but, not being funny or anything, I’m not sure if I’ll be allowed.’
‘Let’s worry about that later,’ said Hilda. ‘For now, we had better get back to the forge, Father is waiting for me. Oh, first of all, can you take me to the Equerry’s office? I need to pass a message on.’ Hilda did not know where it was after all.

A short while later, Hilda and Francis arrived back at the forge.

‘Father, this is Viscount Francis. He was hoping you would show him how to shoe horses, just like you did for his brother?’
Johanes Gremmen groaned. He remembered Ernst’s many visits, at the Duke’s suggestion not his, and had reason to wish never to have to entertain such high patronage ever again. But Johanes was no lily-livered cap doffer.

‘Very well, young sir, but know this. The forge and stables, whether my own shop or here, are my domain. I do not have time to bow, scrape, bend, say yes when I mean no - or wipe the ducal nose. Is that understood?’
‘Yes, Sir. I understand. I won’t give you any trouble.’
‘Good! Now go with Hilda and fetch the water.’
The two needed no further prompting. The rest of the morning was spent making various runs from the well to the forge, holding the new horse-shoes in place and getting several nasty kicks from Meteor, a small but compact shiny black ? horse. And then lunchtime arrived.

‘I’ve no doubt that young sir has some veritable feast lined up somewhere, but for Hilda and I, were off to town for a quick jar, of, er, jam. Ready, lass?

‘Oh, I’ve brought bread and ham for both of us, Father. I didn’t think you would have time to go into town.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry, lass, but I always meet Wolfgang on Tuesdays, for a quick, er, luncheon.’
‘It’s all right, Father,’ replied Hilda feigning disappointment. ‘I will be quite happy here.’
‘Well, I’ll be back in an hour,’ said the awkward looking Johanes.

‘I’ll walk with you, Sir, we have to pass the main door anyway.’
‘If you must,’ grunted Johanes.
No sooner had Johanes disappeared down the slope towards the gate, Francis ran into the castle, informed the serving staff he would not be having lunch and dashed back to the forge.

Hilda was delighted at her friend’s return. ‘I thought you said you wouldn’t be able to have luncheon with me?’
‘I don’t think I’m supposed to, but Father doesn’t know, does he? We’ll be all right as long as he doesn’t question why I miss lunch every Tuesday, which looks as if it’s going to be the case.’
‘Well, you’re here now, let’s not worry about next week. Here, have some ham.’
The two friends, now secret sweethearts, laughed and joked over their ham and bread and a full can of fresh, creamy cows milk.

The next few weeks saw both royalty and commoner living on their wits so as to be able to continue their secret friendship.

Hilda could rely on her father going off to see Wolfgang, a draper, for their ‘Lunch’, but for Francis it was not quite so easy. Although the Duke rarely ate lunch, rarely did not mean never. On the one occasion he did appear at the dining table, he enquired as to the whereabouts of his young son.

With a nod and a wink between the butler and the varied serving and kitchen staff, the Duke was told that Francis had become attached to the visiting blacksmith, and chose to enjoy an ‘Earthy luncheon’ with him in the forge. It was lucky for Francis that the domestic staff, although not able to stray too far away from the truth, were good sports and would help as far as they could.
‘Poor Fellow. I hope he’s more help than his brother was; oh, well, kippers, I think, Mata.’
A year went by. Even after the summer holidays had finished, Hilda surprised her father by still learning the art of smithying every Tuesday. 

Fortunately for both Francis and Hilda, another year meant a little more independence. Francis was allowed into town on his own, so was Hilda. They met in Hilda’s friend Yvonne’s house, who was only too willing to swear to secrecy as long as she could meet the eligible Viscount. And their friendship and their love, deepened.

MORE NOTEY THAN DIALOGUE / NARRATIVE, TO BEEF UP

In the summer of 183?, Francis was summoned to the castle’s Council Chambers. Francis was worried. What had his father found out? What action was he going to take? For Francis, this was one occasion when the reality did not fail to match up to the apprehension. For Francis, the reality was a million times worse.


‘But Father! When I marry, I want to marry for love! Not for the sake of the country, or for Europe, or the whole world! You cannot make me do this, Father, it is unfair!’
‘UNFAIR!’ boomed back the Duke of Coburg.’UNFAIR!’ he repeated. ‘We are not on this earth to please ourselves, young Sir! We have a duty to Germany, and yes, to Europe and the world, to do what is necessary to maintain peace and harmony, to stop dread war from destroying us all. My God, man! Look around you, look at what is happening!’
‘EXACTLY! The world is falling apart anyway, no matter how many Royal marriages are arranged! It is a futile gesture, Sir! They have always been futile gestures and they always will be! My marrying some unknown Princess, a stranger, will not prevent what is likely to befall this country or the whole of Europe anyway. I will not do it, Sir! I will not!!’
‘By God, Sir! You will! If you defy me any further, then not only will you not   be welcome any further in this house, you will be disinherited, stripped of your title, and all of your privileges. You can join your mother, Sir, then you will soon wish you had had a greater sense of solemn duty to your country, as you were born to have. But by then it will be too late, as you will no longer be a son of mine! DO YOU UNDERSTAND, SIR?!!’
Francis, dispensing with the usual formalities, stormed off to his room. The next morning, a tearful Francis was being consoled by his father.

‘I do sympathise, Francis, but it is your duty, and as you now realise, duty has to take precedence over the choices we would make, if we were free to do so, which, sadly, we are not. Now, please, do as I ask, make ready for your trip to England. Ernst will be with you, which I know you will be glad to hear, so you will have nothing to worry about.’
The Duke walked out of the drawing room and back to the Council Chambers. Francis walked slowly back to his room. What was he going to tell Hilda? This problem remained at the forefront of his mind, as he gave some rather lacklustre instructions to the domestic staff as to his travelling requirements. Thankfully, his elder brother gave a more comprehensive list of what was needed before they travelled.

Francis kept his clandestine appointment with Hilda as promised. But it was immediately obvious to her that something was dreadfully wrong.

‘Francis! What is wrong?! What is the matter?’
Francis buried his head in Hilda’s shoulder and wept bitterly.

After recovering to some degree, Francis managed to tell Hilda that his father had made him promise to go on a ? month trip to England. But fatefully, he could not bring himself to admit that its primary purpose was to find a suitable wife, of which the ensuing union would supposedly aid the House of Coburg, Germany, Europe and the world, in providing some semblance of a peaceful co-existence.

Hilda, now crying herself, weighed up the situation and concluded that although  ? months apart would be unbearable, it was not the end of the world.

‘There, my Darling, no more tears. Go to England, write often, and we’ll be reunited upon your return.’
Although neither Francis nor Hilda realised this at the time, this was the worst thing she could have said when taking into account the horrors yet to unfold, as it gave Francis, and thus, Hilda new hope. False hope.
Francis went to England. He was introduced to a young Princess. But this did not go well. He did indeed write to Hilda, swearing his undying love, and telling her how he ached for the moment when they were to be together again.

Francis returned home, and they resumed their secret friendship. But the Duke grew impatient. The next summer Francis was forced to go to England again, but this time, there was an even stronger resolve. Before leaving, he asked Hilda to marry him as soon as he returned. She cried tears of joy, and said yes. Hilda even told Yvonne, as both Hilda and Francis had decided to let the whole of Coburg, and the whole world, know of their love.

INSERT LETTER FROM B TO A HERE, FORCED BY DUKE

Once more, Francis left for England to appease his father.

Soon, the whole town was immersed in gossip concerning the young Royal and the pretty commoner. Soon, rumours, which had travelled from town to castle, had reached the ears of the Duke and his Council.

Not long after, the letters stopped. Not long after that, Francis Charles  Augustus Albert Emmanuel of the House of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, and Victoria, Royal Princess of the House of Hanover, had reached an understanding. In 1840, they were married, and Francis became Albert, Prince Consort to Queen Victoria, Queen of Great Britain and Ireland 

The broken-hearted Hilda Gremmen never married, and never smiled again.
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