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“Linda, my dear, you look terribly tired.” Charles Prior laid his hand on the girl’s arm. 
She did look weary, dreadfully pale and drawn.  
“It’s this wretched job. I can’t afford to give it up, as Mama depends upon me.” Linda 
fought back the tears, a fierce, brave look on her lovely face.  
“There is another solution — we’ve spoken of it often.”  
Charles took her hand, gently caressing it. “If you would only do me the honour…” His 
eyes shone with hope and a desire that, this time, those expectations shouldn’t prove 
forlorn.  
“No — no, my dear. It would never work. I could never make you happy as you deserve to 
be.” Linda patted Charles’s hand, smiled at him as a sister might. “You know that my heart 
will always lie elsewhere.”  
Charles glanced out of the café window, better to observe the man who was coming, with 
an eager stride, down the street. “Shall I go? I wouldn’t want him to be angry with you.”  
“No. I won’t let him be rude to you as he was before. He must understand that you are as dear 
to me as a brother.” She stood up as Ralph Allen came through the door, a huge smile 
lighting up her face, a smile she had never produced for Charles. “I’m so pleased you could 
come. You’ve met before, of course?” She indicated her companion. 

Ralph scowled, fists clenching. “Oh yes, I remember you, Mr. Prior.”  
“Cut!” The director’s voice rang out and everyone relaxed. “That was wonderful, my dears. 
All in one take as well, excellent job. We’ll do the close ups this afternoon, everyone.” He 
came across to where his stars were beginning to laugh and joke with one another. “Alasdair, 
you were marvellous. Your Ralph really did look as if he was going to punch Charles there 
and then. Toby, no-one does unrequited love like you can, dear. And Fiona, that was simply 
wonderful. Now, my dears, go and take a rest so that you’ll sparkle again for me.”  
“Are you lunching with the cast and crew, Alasdair?” Fiona Marsden had eschewed the 
martyred persona she was displaying as Linda Sheringham and was now much more 
flirtatious in voice and manner. 
Alasdair Hamilton shrugged. “I’ll see. I have a bit of a headache coming on.”  
Toby Bowe grinned; he too had reassumed his naturally cheerful face. “Come on, you could 
do with at least a bowl of decent soup — you can’t live on sandwiches forever. Or does your 
housekeeper produce such lavish meals that the studio canteen is beneath you?”  
“I’ll have you know that my housekeeper…” Alasdair didn’t finish his sentence, as the 
assistant director appeared with a message about the last minute re-working of one of the 
afternoon’s scenes. All three of Landseer Studio’s most noteworthy stars came to the 
unspoken decision that they would indeed eat with the rest of the cast and crew, then 
made their way to the dining hall. 

 

The Roaming Heart looked like being another success for the directorship of Alexander 
Rattigan and the romantic triangle of Hamilton, Bowe and Marsden. It would be brought in 
under budget, well in time, and the handsome faces of the leads would soon be plastered all 
over cinemas and billboards in every corner of the kingdom. Toby and Alasdair would no 
doubt be pictured on either side of Fiona, as usual, the former with the expression of a 
spaniel seeking a crumb from its mistress’ table and the latter with the quietly confident air 
of the natural victor.  
It was a tried and trusted formula, delivering a nice dollop of nostalgic enjoyment for an 
audience sick of meat still being on the ration and wars still being fought in the butcher’s 



queue. Hamilton and Bowe had both served, both acquired distinguished enough records, 
although not as glowing as the studio hinted. Fiona had been a volunteer nurse at Netley — 
all the fulsome accounts of her service 



 
were, surprisingly enough, true. They’d made two films together over the last year and a half 
— Wings of Love and Valour Undeterred — both of which had been roaring successes. In 
the first Toby had even got the girl, but only because Alasdair’s character had been killed in 
a dogfight over Kent and she’d been on the rebound, swearing to her best friend that she’d 
make a dutiful, attentive wife even though her heart had gone down with her lover’s 
Hurricane.  
In the second Alasdair was the winner, as formula dictated he normally was, and Toby was 
allowed to suffer beautifully. Female filmgoers inevitably came out of the pictures in floods 
of tears, while male filmgoers were grateful for the opportunity to provide comfort, and for 
the chance of ogling Fiona Marsden.  
The effect of these triumphs had been overwhelming. Already popular with film and theatre 
fans, these three had now become the hottest properties in British cinema; some folk even 
muttered vague rumours of Hollywood beckoning. The postbag of letters from fans had 
swollen and proposals of marriage, alongside other less respectable things, flooded in, not 
just to the female part of the triangle.  
The gossip columns adored them, too. Hamilton and Bowe’s names were linked to a 
succession of leading ladies, members of the nobility and, in one case, a foreign princess. 
There were persistent rumours that one or other of them was involved with Miss Marsden. It 
varied depending on the magazine or newspaper you read, each newspaper having its 
favourite. The devoted readers of these rags would, depending on whether their preference 
was for tall, slim and handsome or short, muscular and handsome, imagine themselves into 
the published stories with their own names linked to Hamilton or Bowe. Not all those who 
held these fantasies were female.  
Fiona was delighted to have the world speculating about her. It was more than pleasant to 
find oneself caught between two such fine-looking and charming young men, to be often on 
their arm at some occasion or the other, particularly now that the wartime austerity was at 
last showing a sign or two of dissipating. And the possibility of Hollywood was a thrilling 
prospect. The only fly in the ointment was that these social occasions seemed to be prompted 
by the studio, rather than by the actors themselves and that, for all the linking of arms and 
dancing cheek to cheek, there was never more than a peck on the hand to end the evening 
with. She was beginning to suspect that the gossip columnists who espoused the secret 
engagement to a foreign princess theory had got it right.  
But at this juncture she sailed into lunch with both of them, like some proud ship of the line 
and her escort of frigates, earning admiring, jealous glances from the makeup girls, dressers 
and female extras. Fiona Marsden was a star and “she’s probably snogging both of those 
two, lucky cow” were the constant watchwords behind the scenes.  
“And does your housekeeper prepare anything to match this?” Toby piled into a particularly 
tasty fricassee, although he wasn’t sure he hadn’t once had ten bob at Ascot on the animal he 
was eating. “She does indeed; perhaps you should come and try it someday. When you aren’t 
out eating with the daughters of nobility.”  
Toby laughed. “It’s my dear Mama makes me do it. She still doesn’t think that the son of a 
baronet being in moving pictures is quite the done thing. Even though I’m the sixth and 
have no real expectations. Could you pass the salt please, Fiona?”  
Miss Marsden obliged, rather peeved that she wasn’t being invited to partake of the 
lady in question’s culinary skills. “Do you have a good cook, Toby?”  
“One without parallel, recommended to me by a friend of mother’s. Mrs Forrest may be 
stout, have wrinkles and be able to grow a more impressive moustache than my father can, 
but her pastry is without parallel in the kingdom. I am truly spoiled,” Toby patted his 
muscular waistline as if to emphasise the fact. Three young women in the vicinity nearly 
choked.  



“And what about the daughters of the nobility?” Alasdair had a small, secretive smile on his 

face 

although only Toby seemed to notice it. “Do they approve of the culinary delights on offer?” 

“They might if they ever were allowed to set foot through the door. I also possess the most 

ferocious 

butler, who will not allow any of the painted minxes as far as the top step. When I meet them 

it’s 

strictly at an away venue.” Toby cleared the last of the fricassee from his plate. “And you, 

Alasdair? 



 
That daughter of the Aga Khan or whoever it is that you trip the light fantastic with — does 
she like Mrs Whatever-she’s-called’s steak and kidney pudding? Assuming Mrs Thingy has 
bribed the butcher again.”  
Alasdair grinned. “Like you, Toby, I keep my pleasures to be partaken of away from 
the family hearth. Doesn’t do to let these ladies become too ensconced at the fireside.”  
“Indeed. Well, cup of something alleged to resemble coffee and back to the Grindstone, I 
suppose. Shame I gave up cigarettes when I was twelve. I quite fancy one at pleasant times 
like this.” For some reason Alasdair began to choke on his coffee. 

 

The close ups were eventually completed, Toby being praised over and again for the way 
that he expressed such stiff upper lip and repressed emotion. Alasdair’s eyebrows seemed to 
have acquired star status in their own right and were put to the test from every angle and in 
every way.  
At last the action was wound up for the day, people repairing to dressing rooms to be 
changed, pampered and praised, emerging eventually as something less than they had 
appeared on set, something like ordinary folk.  
“Are you two lads out with your girls tonight?” Fiona spoke lightly, but the question was 
loaded with hidden agendas.  
“I’m washing my hair.” Toby said, using a voice which exactly mimicked one of the starlets 
who had that particular line to employ in the film and who had milked it for all it was 
worth.  
“Alasdair?” Fiona was nothing if not determined; years of trying to break into films had 
eliminated all elements of natural English reticence from her.  
“Prior engagement for me — not like this old stick-at-home here.” Alasdair poked 
Toby’s ribs. “I appreciate a bit of romance and joie de vie.” He lifted Fiona’s hand and 
kissed it. “Till Monday, then.” 

 

The butler answered the door to the gentle knock, visibly relaxed when he saw who the 
visitor was and quickly ushered him indoors. This was one of the few people allowed over 
Toby’s threshold. Outside it was raining pell-mell, a fortuitous thing as it kept the streets 
free from gawping eyes; not many fans knew where their idol lived, but those who did made 
things jolly awkward.  
“Thought you’d get here, deluge notwithstanding.” Toby came into the hall, helped divest 
his guest of his Mackintosh. “Can you rustle us up some coffee, McGuire? Decent stuff, not 
like that chicory-infested rubbish they deliver at the studio. I won’t enquire too hard as to 
where you got hold of it.” The butler nodded, took the coat and shimmered away.  
“We had a bit of an inquisition today.” Alasdair slumped into his favourite seat by the 
fireside and started to thaw out a bit. It wasn’t a particularly cold night yet the rain had 
gone through him. “Do you think Fiona suspects?”  
Toby grinned, then settled down in the chair that was alongside his friend’s. “No. I think 
she’s just been reading too many magazines, assumes that we spend every night chatting 
up some lady or other and would like a piece of that particular action. Wants to make 
those tender moments on screen spill over into real life.”  
They sat in quiet companionship until the butler had brought them some excellent coffee 
and then been dismissed for the rest of the evening.  
“Staying the night?” Toby laid down his cup, sauntered over to his friend’s chair, plonked 
himself down in Alasdair’s lap. Strong arms closed around him and he snuggled his head into 
his lover’s neck. “If you want me to. No filming tomorrow means no car in the morning. No 
doubt I’ll read in the paper that I was at some club up west seeing in the dawn with an 
heiress. Or Fiona.”  



Alasdair lifted Toby’s face to his, the better to kiss him. It wasn’t the sort of tender, 
butterfly kiss which was all he was allowed to share with Fiona on screen (for which 
eventuality he was very grateful). This was passionate and raw, all the better for being 
shared behind closed doors and with the world locked out. And with the only person he had 
ever loved.  
His eager fingers started to make their way down the row of Toby’s waistcoat buttons. 



 
“Now Mr. Hamilton, what would your adoring fans say if they knew what you were 
about?” “They’d say that I was jolly lucky not to get pins and needles with you sitting in 
my lap. I dread to think how much you weigh, but it’s all solid flesh.” He prodded Toby’s 
chest, enjoying the feeling of the firm muscle beneath his touch.  
“Then do you wish to repair to my boudoir? Or as Fiona said in her first film ‘fancy a 
fourpenny one?’”  
“She never did.”  
“No. Actually she was playing an odalisque and said ‘would you like to partake of a 
sherbet?’ although the basic meaning was the same.”  
“I think I’d like to sit down on that rug by the fire. It was only a short walk from where I 
parked the car but I got pretty well soaked.”  
“Then take off your shoes and socks and we’ll both toast our tootsies.” Toby quickly bared 
his toes and sat in front of the hearth, feet turned towards the homely blaze. Alasdair joined 
him, sliding an arm around his shoulders, resting head against head.  
“At least that rain meant that we were spared any watchers at the gates. Not even the most 
ardent of Toby Bowe fans would brave that downpour for a glimpse of their pin-up.”  
“And at least that meant you didn’t have to scoot around to the tradesman’s entrance. 
McGuire hates it when you have to pretend to be a delivery boy.” Toby grinned, twisting his 
lover around for another kiss, while Alasdair began to get to work on more buttons, Toby’s 
shirt this time.  
“And what are you up to now, Charles? Does Linda Sheringham know that you’re such a 
maniac for bare flesh?”  
“No, she doesn’t and she’ll never get a chance to find out. I just have a fancy to see the very 
vest that made, according to the Daily Mail, three women faint when it was paraded in 
Valour Undeterred.” Alasdair soon discovered that it wasn’t that particular grey silk vest 
which Toby was wearing but a fine white linen one, in comparison to which the other was 
positively monastic. “This is new.”  
“Bought it for the latest film. I always hate the ones that wardrobe try to foist upon me.” 
Toby pushed his lover down onto the Chinese rug, wreaking havoc with his fingers to 
Alasdair’s tie, his shirt buttons, fly buttons. “Shame we’ll never get the chance to play a 
scene like this for the cameras.”  
“They wouldn’t even allow me to play one like this with Fiona. One little kiss then fade to 
black. Not,” Alasdair fought to get his words out against mounting breathlessness, “I 
hasten to add, that I’m complaining.” He didn’t fight the depredations of Toby’s keen 
hands.  
“It would be nice though, don’t you think? Playing the characters that we did in Wings of 
Love — a pair of squadron leaders — but instead of dancing with Patricia Morgan or 
whoever La Marsden was supposed to be, dancing with each other and smooching a bit.” 
Toby’s fingers had found a particularly succulent piece of flesh to assault.  
“How am I supposed to answer sensibly when you do that?” Alasdair gasped. “It’ll never 
happen. They’d never dare show such a thing on film, even one of those avant garde French 
ones. Now leave off a moment.” He eased Toby’ shirt and vest off his shoulders, letting 
them follow where the jacket and waistcoat had gone. “It’s just as well, you know, all this 
censorship. This,” he jabbed a finger at the rug, as though it were responsible for their 
actions, “is strictly between us. I would never want anyone knowing what went on behind 
our own closed doors.”  
“Given what usually happens, that’s probably just as well.” Toby’s strong chest pressed his 
lover hard against the rug, his mouth unleashing a barrage of kisses on any part of Alasdair 
he could reach. “No need to put on a show for the cameras now. Just you, me and the fire 
with no necessity to repeat things again and again till we get them perfect.”  



Alasdair, breathless, husky voiced and about to lose all rational faculties, considered. 
“Actually, Toby, that wouldn’t be a bad idea…” 



 
The Case of the Forgetful Genius 

An Alasdair and Toby story 

Charlie Cochrane 
 

“Holmes and Watson. In a pantomime.” Toby Bowe cuffed himself on the ear, as though 

something in it was preventing him hearing correctly. “Is the world going mad?” 

“Probably, but we’ll have to temporarily embrace its lunacy.” Alasdair Hamilton raised his 

heavily insured eyebrow in the cynical manner he’d used the last time he’d portrayed the 

great detective on the silver screen. “Sir Ian has commanded and we must obey.” 

Sir Ian Sheringham, head of Landseer studios, the keeper of the contracts and the main 

engine by which both actors kept their bank accounts full, while still maintaining secrecy 

about their relationship. A man whose whims should be indulged, indeed.  

“I suppose it will raise a ton of money for charity, so we shouldn’t complain, but do we play 

it absolutely straight or mug to the best of our abilities? Behind you! And all that.” Toby 

grinned in sudden remembrance of childhood trips to the theatre and how they had enchanted 

him, paving the way for his eventual career.  

“I don’t have a lot of experience to draw on, but I’ve heard it said that the best comedy is 

played with as straight a face as though one were taking the part of Othello or Hamlet.”  

“Should be right up your street, then. The Man with the Golden Frown. Have you seen a 

script for this farrago, by the way?” 

“They’re supposed to be arriving today, by courier. All very hush hush at the moment in case 

any other studios get wind and rush through their own version. Steal our thunder and all that.” 

Alasdair employed the famous frown. “Fiona will be principal boy, I suppose.” 

“She has the legs for it. It’ll be a real money-spinner—think of the chaps who’ll dig deep in 

their pockets to see her in tricorn, short coat and tights.” Toby, who’d been draped elegantly 

across a green leather sofa, relocated himself to sitting on Alasdair’s lap. “If she’s principal 

boy she gets to kiss the leading lady—on the cheek, I’m guessing or the censor would never 

allow it—rather than you. The censor wouldn’t allow Watson to kiss Holmes, either, so we’ll 

have to keep those for the privacy of our own homes. And would you believe it, one of those 

is where we are now.” Suiting the action to the words, he landed Alasdair a juicy smacker. 

“I’ll need a steady supply of those to see me through this ordeal.” Alasdair rubbed his lover’s 

cheek. “Perhaps we should have persuaded them to put on A Christmas Carol, instead of 

Cinderella. I’d have enjoyed playing Scrooge.” 

“And I’d have enjoyed being Bob Cratchit. No capacity for La Marsden’s legs to be on 

display, though.” Toby gave him another kiss, but any opportunity for the relatively chaste 

embrace to develop into something that the censor would definitely have fainted at 

disappeared as the knocker sounded on the front door. 

“That’ll be the scripts, no doubt,” Alasdair said ruefully. “Come on. We’d better see how the 

great detective and his equally great chronicler have been shoehorned into the production.” 

As it turned out—and much to everyone’s relief—the shoehorning had been well done. 

Nothing excruciating, such as Holmes taking the place of the Fairy Godmother just an 

additional pair of roles in which they not only helped Prince Charming (Fiona, as predicted) 

to find his princess but also discovered that Cinderella’s stepmother had married Baron 

Hardup bigamously and that his first wife was alive, well and being kept prisoner. Happy 



ending all round and carrying a—still fairly topical—hint at people who’d been reported as 

missing, presumed dead during the war who might still turn up unexpectedly. 

The script itself proved witty, with a wonderful blend of silliness and drama, the jokes being 

pitched mainly at a child’s level but with enough that would sail over their young heads and 

find harbour in an adult brain. The Lord Chamberlain’s office might find one or two lines 

they’d like to cut but that was probably for the best as it would keep them busy. And distract 

them from some of the lines that would no doubt sail right over their heads as well, including 

a joke about a cottage. 

“I think this production will work well,” Toby said, as he reached the final scene. “You’ll be 

able to play it entirely dramatically—they’ve even worked your eyebrow into the stage 

directions!” 

Alasdair nodded, happily. “They say a change is as good as a rest and I still need to recover 

from the Pellew film.” That production had been bedogged by murder and mayhem, although 

both actors would confess to having enjoyed playing real-life amateur sleuths in the process. 

“I believe I’m going to enjoy this.” 

“Alasdair!” Toby slapped his arm. “Go out of the door, turn around three times, then come 

back and say Mother, may I? or whatever else you do when you’ve tempted fate and want to 

untempt it. You’re courting disaster.” 

 

*** 

 

Toby’s words proved prophetic—if on the exaggerated side—though not until rehearsals 

were well under way. They should have known, Alasdair reflected afterwards, that the 

peculiar way one of the chorus boys kept looking at them signified something, although 

they’d assumed it was because he fancied one or both actors: that wasn’t unusual in their 

experience. What was unusual was the appeal when it came. Not a pass, which was just as 

well, given that it happened on the pavement outside the theatre, but a plea. 

“Sorry to bother you, but Johnny Fisher says you’re just the men for solving a puzzle.” The 

chorus boy—Freddy, Alasdair had heard him called—had taken off his hat, turning it 

nervously in his hands.  

“We’ve certainly helped solve one for him in the past,” Toby replied, with a smile. “Although 

I’d say it was more a case of good luck combining with whatever brains we possess.” 

Alasdair admired the way his partner had been friendly without actually offering to help. 

They were both busy, with the pantomime on the horizon and a new film going into 

production in the new year. Still, a mystery was a mystery and neither of them had regretted 

the two they’d been involved in solving previously. 

“You see,” Freddy continued, “it’s on behalf of a pal of mine. Frighteningly bright chap. 

Probably involved with hush-hush stuff during the war given it was a bit all I can tell you is 

that I can’t tell you.” 

“If he’s that clever, can’t he solve his own puzzle?” Alasdair asked. 

Freddy, laughing, shook his head. “Alas, no. Thing is, he’s got a brain the size of St. Paul’s 

dome, but he doesn’t have the common sense of a kipper.” 

“I’ve known a few like that,” Toby admitted. “Fine with the abstruse and the theoretical, 

construction of the universe and all that, but give them some practical problem that the 

average charlady could sort out without breaking sweat and they’re lost.” 



“Exactly. That sounds just like Andrew. He’s put something in safe keeping and now he can’t 

find it again.” 

Alasdair and Toby shared intrigued glances.  

“I think,” Toby took both of their arms, “that this is a story we need to hear. Let’s find a bar 

with a quiet corner. Not that we promise we can do anything.” 

“No, I understand that,” Freddy said, as they started off walking. “I appreciate that you’ll take 

the time to listen. It’s an odd tale.” 

“That’s exactly what we’re hoping, eh, Alasdair?” 

“Indeed, Toby. Something more than elementary.” Ignoring the heavy nudge from his very 

own “Watson” that the remark produced, Alasdair picked up the pace. A pint of beer and a 

puzzle were waiting. 

 

*** 

 

The Savoy bar was decided against on the grounds of being the sort of place they’d be too 

likely to be both noticed and interrupted. A dingy little pub down by the embankment was 

much more suited to clandestine conversations.  

Once settled with their pints, Freddy took up the tale again. “My friend Andrew. In the early 

stages of the war he thought there was a real risk of us being invaded and, as a consequence 

of that, currency being pretty worthless. He decided to convert a proportion of his money into 

something that would retain its value. Silver.” 

Toby nodded. “I knew of folk who took a similar approach.” 

“Ah, but did they then go and bury it in the woods by night?” 

“I have no idea. They were far too circumspect to go into those details. Rather like the people 

who stowed away the crown jewels. I daresay we’ll never be told where they were hidden.” 

“I thought they went to Thornbury castle.” Alasdair employed his trademark frown. “Perhaps 

I was misled. But this Andrew buried his?” 

“Yes.” Freddy took a sip of beer. “In the woods, at night, all on his own. He drew a map so 

that when the war was over, whatever the outcome, he would know where to go and get it 

again. Only when the end of the war came, he couldn’t make sense of some of the stuff he’d 

put on his map.” 

“Then how are we supposed to?” Alasdair asked. “The nearest either of us get to solving 

obscure puzzles is completing the crossword in the newspaper.” 

“When I spoke to Johnny Fisher about it, he said that you two had a different way of looking 

at things.” Freddy appeared oblivious to the warning glance Toby and Alasdair shared. Had 

Johnny been indiscreet, hinting at the true nature of their relationship? Even if Freddy—or his 

friend, or both—shared the same inclinations as they did (and as Johnny himself did) there 

was still the need to tread with utmost care. 

“Any idea what he meant by that?” Toby asked warily.  

“That you had a down-to-earth attitude. No high faluting ideas or complex theories. He said if 

either of you had buried a hoard of treasure in a wood, you’d have had no trouble finding it 

again.” 

Toby hoped his sigh of relief wasn’t too loud. “Very decent of him to say so. Although in this 

instance, we weren’t the ones who did the burying or drew the map.” 

“Would you give it a go, at least,” Freddy pleaded. “Andrew’s not had an easy time of it 

recently. I don’t want to go into things, but he had a bit of trouble with the police. I’d call it 



desperately unfair—the fault was in his stars and not himself, you might say—although not 

everyone would be as understanding. Johnny knows all the details so you can ask him if 

you’re not sure whether you want to act on behalf of someone who is technically a felon.” 

Toby, who’d put two and two together and was pretty certain he’d got four, said, “If Johnny’s 

happy that we should help, we’ll accept his judgement.” They’d check with him later, though, 

in case the answer was an unexpected five. “Alasdair, what say we give this puzzle three days 

of our time? Make it a sort of a quest?” 

Alasdair raised the uninsured eyebrow, then nodded. “Three days only. If we’ve not solved it 

by then, it’s beyond our skills.” 

 

*** 

 

Two days later. D1, as Alasdair had termed it, being the first of the three days they’d agreed 

to set aside to work on their latest case. Freddy had provided a tracing of the original map and 

a general location—a wood in deepest Buckinghamshire—for where the treasure had been 

buried. They were at Toby’s, poring over it with the aid of a pot of excellent coffee.  

“Not even an x marks the spot on this, apart from a wonky sort of a mark slap in the middle 

and I assume he’s already tried there” Alasdair observed, contemptuously. “Not even a scale 

or compass points. Or anything else remotely useful.” 

“We could compare the thing to an aerial photograph of the site, to establish how accurate it 

is,” Toby replied. 

“Well, let’s just magic up one of those like the Fairy Godmother.” Alasdair paused, only now 

registering that Toby had spoken in a suspiciously airy manner. “You’ve brought one, 

haven’t you?” 

“Yes.” Toby picked up his briefcase and from that produced a large manila envelope.  

“Well, this is going to knock my Ordnance survey map of the area into a cocked hat.” 

“I’m sure we can use both. Here.” Toby laid out a large photograph. “Ropley Wood and 

environs, circa 1938. Courtesy of an old pal who worked in aerial reconnaissance during the 

war.” 

Something in the way Toby had used the words old pal registered, too. “Simply a pal?” 

Toby chuckled. “Am I that easy to see through? More than a pal in those days. Those pre-

you, pre-found-my-Prince-Charming days.” 

“I thought you were my Prince Charming. He didn’t demand services rendered in return for 

this, did he?” While Alasdair would never doubt Toby’s loyalty, it had to be admitted his 

partner was a stunning chap and occasioned many a man of a similar persuasion to chance his 

arm. Including Johnny Fisher, but that was a whole other matter.  

“No. He’s entirely besotted by some naval officer. Based at the Admiralty, so there are no 

long months of empty beds. I may have told a small untruth in order to obtain the photograph, 

though.” 

“How small an untruth?” And did it involve Alasdair? 

“That it was to do with a possible upcoming film about clandestine activities in the area pre-

war. At some point I’ll have to tell him the project has been cancelled. Accidentally too close 

to the truth so Landseer has been told to halt plans for production. Wartime secrecy always a 

good trump card to play. Anyway, Andrew’s depiction of the area itself seems pretty accurate 

and the top of the map is north, as it should be. Mind you, it’s an odd shaped wood so he’s 

done well to replicate it.” Toby rubbed his chin. “Perhaps our absent-minded genius had a 



similar photograph to base his map on or else he’d have had to be an efficient cartographer. 

He might have been involved in exactly that sort of work, of course.” 

“If so, he’s doubly bloody useless given that he can’t find where he put the stuff.” Alasdair 

studied the map again. As he’d said, no obvious mark to show where the silver might be, but 

some strange squiggles and symbols all over the place. “I suppose it’s possible he came up 

with some code so obscure that nobody else could break it but years later he’d no idea how to 

decrypt it.” 

“To be fair, at the time all our minds were on something far more important.” Toby turned 

the photograph in his hands. “I can imagine he was pretty confident he’d recognise the burial 

place again, code or no code. Trouble is that mother nature’s a riotous old girl. Things 

change.” 

“Not everything. Streams tend to keep to the same course within this timescale, unless 

somebody reroutes them. This line crossing the whole map probably denotes what appears to 

be a stream in your photo.” 

Toby nodded. “I accept the point about the stream—and about field boundaries which can go 

back hundreds if not thousands of years—but other things are ephemeral. A tree gets blown 

down in a storm, brambles grow up, badgers come and dig a sett. When you return, the area 

looks totally different.” 

“There’s always the possibility that somebody else has been along and removed the stuff, of 

course. Either fortuitously—that tree getting uprooted exposing the hoard below—or 

deliberately.” This was worth a flick of the insured eyebrow. “Who else knew what he’d done 

and where he’d done it?” 

“Your thoughts, oh great detective, echo mine. I wonder how trusting this Andrew chap is. 

Would he naturally suspect a mate?” 

“Considering how he got himself in trouble with the police I’d say he’s far too trusting for his 

own good.” They’d heard everything from Johnny Fisher: the old, sorry story of a chap who 

preferred his own sex getting involved with a younger man who’d subsequently tried to 

fleece him. A chap who’d been naïve enough to go to the police for help and ended up being 

charged with an offence himself. Such a tale had made them more determined to try to help if 

they could. It also added to the picture of Andrew as someone lacking in common sense. Too 

full of clever thoughts to be any practical use, as Toby’s mother would have put it.  

“Then that’s the course we have to steer. I refuse to go poking about in Ropley Wood and I’m 

no use at code breaking, but I can talk to people and you can charm the pants off them.” 

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Let’s see if Freddy can supply us with a name or two.”  

“I don’t see why we can’t talk to this chap Andrew at first hand. I did ask, but Freddy was 

very cagey about the prospect. I wonder if he’s in jail?” 

Alasdair shook his head. “No, it’s not that. Johnny told me that the chap’s sentence—if one 

can call it that—involves medical treatment. Freddy wants to present him with this problem 

all nicely solved as a present, to buck up his spirits.” 

“How desperately sad. Johnny never mentioned that to me.” Toby employed the pout he used 

onscreen for when Watson was having something explained to him. 

“He knew it would upset you.” 

“He’s right. Although it makes me even more determined to give this our best shot. Short of 

digging in the woods, of course.” Toby traced over the photograph with his finger. “You 

could be excavating there all year and still be none the wiser.” 

“Did your old pal mention anywhere of note in the area?” 



Toby glanced up from his studying. “Not particularly. Although I suppose if this was near 

where Andrew was living and he was up to his neck in secret stuff then there must have been 

some establishment of note close by.” 

“There was an airfield five miles to the east.” Alasdair smirked. “You’re not the only one 

who has a network of informants to call upon.” 

“I should hope so, too. If we were picking the same brains, we’d be halving the potential pool 

of information. What else did you learn?” 

“That woods weren’t safe places during the war. Bombers heading home after a raid would 

have lightened their load by dropping any unused ordnance after a bombing run. If they 

suspected troops were being encamped there, said wood could made an excellent place to get 

rid of the things.” They’d such a crater in the New Forest when they’d been filming on 

location. “The hiding place could have been blown to smithereens and the silver scattered for 

any or everyone to nick before Andrew could return there to retrieve it.” 

“Wouldn’t he have noticed a ruddy great hole like that, though? I don’t think anybody can be 

quite such an absent-minded genius that they can’t spot a bomb crater.” 

“It may have disoriented him.” Alasdair wasn’t pleased to have his thoughts challenged. 

Especially when his light of love was doing the challenging. And was probably right. “So, 

what next?” 

“I’m going to use your telephone—if I may—to call Freddy and find out if Andrew had a 

partner in clandestine silver burying. Then I shall contact my pal to see if he’s come up with a 

more recent picture of the wood.” 

“Feel free to use whatever you wish. I’m going to sit and think for a moment. If it’s good 

enough for Sherlock Holmes, it’s good enough for me.” 

“Imitate him all you want, so long as you avoid the seven per cent solution.” Toby ruffled 

Alasdair’s hair. “We’ve seen too many careers—acting or flying—disintegrate because of 

some drug or other.” 

Alasdair grabbed Toby’s hand, to kiss it. “God forbid either of us would go down that route.” 

 

*** 

 

By the time D2 arrived, Toby might have been glad of a little chemical stimulation. Freddy 

was still trying to winkle an answer out of Andrew regarding collaborators—which was 

suspicious in itself—and the chap in reconnaissance didn’t have anything more recent to 

offer. There’d been nothing for it but a visit to Ropley Wood itself, although Toby had put his 

foot down at taking any digging tools with them.  

They’d hardly set foot in the wood itself when the nature of Andrew’s problem became 

apparent. A number of well-worn tracks wove their way between the trees, but once you were 

off those, the undergrowth formed a dense mass which appeared in parts to be impenetrable.  

“It all looks the same. See, Alasdair.” Toby took his lover by the arm, walking him along ten 

yards. “This spot looks exactly the same as the place we’ve just walked from. There are very 

few visual clues to get your bearings by.” 

As ex-pilots, they appreciated the importance of that. 

“Hm.” Alasdair studied their copy of Andrew’s map. “He’s marked several areas on here 

some of which are no doubt red herrings, but I wonder if that wonky x type marking is where 

two paths cross?” 



“It could be." Toby had brought the photograph, but within the wood it proved little help, the 

tree cover being so dense in places. “Ah, now is that our stream ahead?” 

The track they were following—running just a few degrees of north-south—must have been 

sufficiently important in the past to justify a little bridge being built to take it over the 

watercourse.  

“It appears to be.” Alasdair studied the track ahead. “In which case it must be no more than 

half a mile to where the map is marked. I’m not hopeful we’re making any progress, but we’ll 

plough on.” 

“I’m not hopeful either,” Toby said, as they set off again, “but I’m enjoying a lovely romantic 

stroll through the woods with you, one that nobody can view suspiciously as we have proof 

it’s in a legitimate cause.” He waved the photograph. “Props and all.” 

The wonky x did indeed appear to mark where two paths crossed. The one that cut across at 

right angles seemed more important, given its width and generally better condition, and must 

have held some significance, given that there were two young men poking about on it not 

fifty yards away. 

“Treasure seekers?” Alasdair whispered. 

“Let’s go and ask them. Hello there!” Toby said cheerily. “I wonder if you can help us?” 

“We’ll try.” A thin, bespectacled lad, earnest in expression and carrying a trowel with which 

he’d clearly been scraping away the earth. 

“This path. Is it—” inspiration struck, “an old road?” 

“Yes. There was a Roman road here originally. That’s why there are ditches along the path 

and that’s why we’re digging here.” 

“We’re from the local university,” his friend—a sturdy young man who must have been 

handy with a spade—explained. “It’s a standard part of our field work to come and dig a 

stretch that nobody’s dug before, so we can understand the layers and analyse any finds. 

Cutting our excavational teeth.” 

“So has this digging been going on for years?” 

“Since Noah was a boy.” The first lad took off his glasses to wipe them. “It’s a wonder 

there’s any bit of the road left untouched.” 

“Has anybody turned up anything odd in the last few years, would you know?” 

“Odd?” Glasses gave his pal a quizzical glance. “Not that we’ve heard of, eh, Clive?” 

“No.” Clive shrugged. “What did you have in mind?” 

“Something valuable a friend of ours lost.” Alasdair left the explanation at that. “Did people 

dig here during the war?” 

“I don’t think so. I have feeling the whole area was off limits,” Clive said. “Wasn’t your 

brother a pilot around here, Jack?” 

“Yes.” Jack rubbed his glasses again. “He was based at Ropley airfield. He reckons there was 

something hush hush going on at Setley Manor and they wired off a large area, including this 

wood. One of his mates found out for himself when he had to bail out over here and almost 

ended up being shot by his own side. Soldiers were patrolling the place and suspected he 

might have been a German spy.” 

“How curious.” Alasdair’s face was a picture of perplexed innocence. “And how fortunate. I 

recall hearing about a chap called Nicolson who downed his hurricane and, while he survived 

the crash, he was nearly finished off by one of the local defence volunteers.” 

“My brother reckons this man has always been lucky. Came through several prangs 

unscathed and then won the football pools. It’s not fair.” Jack grinned.  

Indeed it wasn’t. Especially when men like Andrew appeared to be serially unlucky. Alasdair 

touched his finger to his forehead in a minimal salute. “Thank you for your help. Good luck 

with your Roman road.” 



Once they were out of earshot, Toby said, “The woods were wired off? I wonder when that 

came down? After the war, but not long after at a guess.” 

“Which means that if the silver didn’t disappear recently then it was taken by someone who 

had legitimate access to the site because they worked here. As Andrew must have had.” 

Alasdair cast a sweeping glance around him. “We should follow this main path through the 

wood for the sake of completeness, I suppose.” 

“Agreed. We might meet some more students whose brains we can pick.” 

They didn’t, nor did they find anything remotely resembling a clue. While they’d prepared 

themselves for that eventuality, it still came as a disappointment as did the fact that neither 

could remember when Andrew was supposed to have gone to look for his treasure again. 

Alasdair was certain he’d asked but had a feeling the subject had been changed. 

“We’ll need to telephone Freddy when we get home,” he said, as they turned to make their 

way back. “Ask to have all these points cleared up.” 

“I think we should insist on talking to Andrew himself.” Toby kicked at a pine cone. “It’s 

impossible to try and solve this at one or two steps removed.” 

“I agree. It ties our hands.” 

They carried on walking in silence, frustrated at the likelihood that they’d never be able to 

solve this riddle. As they crossed the old road, they heard a shout and, turning, found the 

students hailing them. 

“Excuse me.” Clive waved excitedly. “We’ve had a thought. Dr. Slade—he’s one of our 

lecturers—knows all this area like the back of his hand. He’s due out to visit us soon, to see 

how our excavation is progressing. Perhaps if you are able to wait, he might be able to help?” 

“There’s more,” Jack said, glasses bouncing on his nose. “There’s a rumour he was based at 

Setley during the war. One of the other students lives locally and saw him cycling in and out. 

We don’t know what he was doing, of course, and I don’t suppose we’ll ever find out. 

Officially it was something to do with radios so perhaps they were listening in on the 

Germans. Anyway, Dr. Slade’s a good chap and I’m sure he won’t mind you picking his 

brains.” 

“Thank you. I’m sure we can linger a while, eh, Alasdair?” 

“Indeed. And by the look of it we won’t have much of a wait.” 

They all turned, to see a man—much younger than Toby had expected—cycling up the path. 

Introductions were effected, with a gasp of surprise from Jack as the actors gave their names, 

then Alasdair stated their business, casually dropping Andrew’s name into the mix.  

“Is that Andrew Robshaw?” Dr. Slade’s eyebrow shot up, almost as dramatically as 

Alasdair’s might. 

“Yes. Do you know him?” 

“I do. Once met never forgotten.” Slade eyed his students. “Do you remember Dr. Panesar, 

who came to lecture earlier in the term?” 

Jack nodded. “Yes. Old chap. Devastatingly clever and mad as a hatter.” 

“That’s the one. Andrew’s just as eccentric. Must be the Cambridge connection.” 

“Eccentric?” Toby’s ears pricked at the word. “Peculiar enough to have buried something and 

then not been able to find it?” 

Slade stuck out his bottom lip in thought. “Possibly, although the notion doesn’t necessarily 

sit well given that he supposedly tied his mug to the radiator in his office.” 

Toby flashed a glance at Alasdair, who said, “That seems rather unusual.” 

“No, it was entirely sensible. I worked in the same place during the war and things had a 

habit of disappearing. They were always putting a call out for people to return their 

crockery.” Slade gave his students a wink. “I could never work out if people were forgetful or 

downright thieves. Anyway, Andrew seemed eminently careful about his possessions.” 



“These woods were sealed off during the war, we understand,” Toby said. “Is it acceptable to 

ask whether they could be accessed from Setley House itself?” 

“I don’t see why I can’t tell you the answer to that. Yes, they were. A favourite place for 

courting couples, I believe, although there was always the risk of being caught by one of the 

soldiers on patrol. I would imagine that dulled someone’s ardour.” Slade rolled his eyes. “I 

found it rather frustrating for other reasons. I’ve long believed there’s an iron age settlement 

beneath these woods—we get the pottery turning up in the ditches alongside this road—and I 

was desperate to get in here and dig it during what leisure hours I had, but the powers that be 

weren’t keen. You imply that your friend buried his whatever-it-was somewhere around 

here?”  

Toby nodded. “Yes. You seem surprised.” 

“I am. He must have done well to evade the attention of the squaddies. Although perhaps he 

got permission to be in here when I couldn’t.” 

“Have you found your iron age settlement?” Alasdair asked. 

“Not yet. Although I’ve barely surveyed a quarter of the wood with walking the ground and 

putting in test pits.” He swept his arm round. “Plenty more to cover.” 

“None of your test pits turned up silver?” Alasdair pressed him. “Has anybody from your 

department found anything like it?” 

“Not that I’m aware of, although if they had they’d keep the fact to themselves. Unless they 

thought they’d happened across a Saxon hoard, in which case we’d never have heard the end 

of it.” Slade stroked his chin. “Interesting business. One of the subjects I lecture on is the 

matter of treasure troves and why people might have buried something and not subsequently 

retrieved it. The usual theories are around them having died without revealing the burial place 

or perhaps having deliberately left their valuables as a votive offering. I’d not considered the 

case of simply forgetting where the burier had put it. I must amend my notes forthwith.” 

“Glad to be of help.” Toby gave a little bow.  

“One more thing, please,” Jack said, timidly. “Might I have your autographs for my sister? 

She loves your films.” 

“I’m sure we can do better than that,” Alasdair replied. “If you give me your address, I’ll 

have a couple of signed pictures sent to her.” 

Toby rubbed his hands. “Let’s go the whole hog. We’ll drop in some tickets for the 

pantomime Landseer is putting on. You and she can come along and see us make fools of 

ourselves.” 

“That’s so kind of you,” Jack beamed. “She—we—will be delighted.” 

“Our pleasure.” Which was no word of a lie. They’d been given some important information, 

which increasingly pointed at it being someone who also worked at Setley House who’d done 

the deed. If it wasn’t simply a case of Andrew getting himself confused about exactly which 

of the many identical trees he’d buried his silver under.  

 

*** 

 

Despite a lot of reluctance from Freddy about arranging a meeting, D3 saw the two actors 

face to face with Andrew at last. Alasdair had been expecting some figure of pathos, a broken 

man, one who needed to be protected from the buffeting of a cruel world but Andrew 

appeared to be none of those. He was slightly scruffily presented, although that appeared to 

be his nature rather than a temporary state of neglect and shyly handsome, if that was the 

right term. He seemed delighted to meet them if a touch embarrassed at their having been 

landed with his problem to solve.  

Before they could turn to the matter of missing silver, the more pressing matter of 

refreshments had to be addressed, Toby—who’d booked a private sitting room in a discreetly 



opulent hotel—taking charge of that and leaving Alasdair to be regaled with Andrew’s latest 

subject of research. While the role of numbers in nature, specifically number series in regard 

to growth, was no doubt fascinating, Alasdair soon found himself lost. And rather 

discouraged. If such a clever man couldn’t find his own treasure, what hope had they got? 

He reminded himself that genius wasn’t everything and that some of the brightest sparks in 

his squadron had been the fastest to extinguish, some of them almost useless in a crisis, 

whereas the slow and steady practical types had been worth their weight in gold. 

“I do like your films,” Andrew said, suddenly changing the subject from the construction of 

flowers. “It’s a pity Alasdair always ends up with the girl and not you, Toby. I mean you 

ending up with him, not ending up with Fiona.” 

Alasdair was too shocked even to raise the insured eyebrow. Yes, they were in a private room 

but the refreshments could arrive at any moment and any such talk in a public place was 

always unwise. Had Freddy mentioned something he shouldn’t have? In which case, how did 

Freddy know the true state of affairs? No matter how much Alasdair disliked Johnny Fisher, 

he didn’t have him down as the type who’d expose their relationship.  

Toby, face unusually serious, said, “Whether one agrees with the sentiment or not, about 

which I couldn’t possibly comment, it’s not the sort of thing to be discussed outside a private 

forum.” 

“I suppose not.” Andrew worried at his fingernails. “I assumed you’d be sympathetic, being 

actors and all. Perhaps my impression of the industry is too sweeping, based on too small a 

sample of data.” 

Alasdair heaved a sigh of relief. A stab in the dark, then. One that had hit home. “Indeed. An 

easy mistake to make, though, but best not to make it in future.” 

Andrew nodded. “I find it so baffling that we can’t simply speak the truth without it coming 

back to haunt us.” 

“We do understand. As you say, what you speak of is not uncommon in our profession.” 

Toby’s voice, pitched low, felt smoothly consoling. “It’s a crying shame for anyone to have 

to live half in the shadows, depicting themselves as something other than they are. We do that 

as our line of work, but to base a life on it…” 

An illuminating conversation. If Andrew was so loose with his tongue when discussing his 

personal life, which had clearly led to him into falling foul of the police, then would he have 

openly spoken to a colleague about where and what he’d hidden?  

“I hear you had trouble pinning me down,” Andrew continued. “Or rather, you had trouble 

getting Freddie to let you pin me down. He’s rather overprotective. Thinks I’m a wilting 

flower that needs to be nurtured.” He snorted. “Au contraire.” 

Toby nodded. “Glad to hear it. For somebody who was so keen for us to help you, he’s not 

been as obliging to us as he might have been.” 

“Frustrated male lead,” Andrew replied, unexpectedly. 

Toby glanced at Alasdair, bemused, then back at Andrew. “Sorry, I’m not following you.” 

“He wants to be centre stage, in the limelight. I doubt he’ll get there in his career—certainly 

not in the short term—so I suspect he’s trying to star in his own show.” Andrew grinned. 

“Perhaps he was hoping that you’d find a solution that he could present as his own.” 

“Cheeky bugger! Such perfidy.” 

“I only offer that as a theory, Toby. Let’s not assume it’s correct.” 

All very interesting, but it was getting them no further. Alasdair asked, “If I might change the 

subject to your missing silver…can you pin down the time when it disappeared?” 

Andrew frowned. “I buried it in August 1940. I chose the woods because they were fenced 

off from public access and I was certain I could find my way back to the spot. I was going to 

return as soon as the war was over but I’d been reassigned to…to somewhere else, you’ll get 

my drift, so I couldn’t go back there until early 1946.” 



“Were the woods still fenced off then?” Toby asked. 

“Yes. Operations at Setley didn’t wind down entirely until that summer.” Andrew ran his 

hands through his hair, leaving it sticking up at every angle. “Trouble is that I couldn’t read 

the code I’d used on my map. I’d made some squiggles that were simply red herrings and 

others that were significant but I couldn’t make out what the significant ones were meant to 

tell me. I had to go merely on memory. I recalled choosing a spot maybe halfway between the 

edge of the wood and the place where the paths crossed, then I struck off into the 

undergrowth to the left, maybe twenty yards or so. I assumed it would be easy to recognize 

the spot when I went back but I couldn’t believe how much an area could change in barely six 

years.” 

“At what time of day did you make the original burial?” Alasdair guessed it wouldn’t have 

been at night, because if whatever was going on at Setley was top secret, the powers that be 

would have watched the grounds like hawks. “And did you make a note of any things that 

would help you pin down the spot?” 

The arrival of the waiter and the pouring of coffee delayed the response but once they were 

alone again, Andrew said, “That’s what those notes of mine were about. Something to point 

me to which bush of the many I’d chosen.”  

“The time of day?” Alasdair pressed. 

“Twilight. Why?” 

“Simply trying to picture the scene in my mind. Half-light is the worst light, as far as I’m 

concerned. Distorts the size of objects, for one thing.” Alasdair had dreaded take-off or 

landing during the early morning or evening. If Andrew had retained an inaccurate mental 

image of the scene, that wouldn’t have helped him find the site again. Perhaps more 

importantly, he could have been observed more easily at twilight than at night. If Alasdair 

had been the one concealing a hoard, he’d have taken a camera with him, making sure he had 

enough photographs of the spot to be able to triangulate its location. 

“Did anybody know what you’d done?” Toby asked, casually handing around the plate of 

biscuits. 

Andrew took one, then eyed it as if unsure whether he’d prefer to nibble it or chomp on his 

nails again. “My friend, Alice. She said I was an idiot and that Hitler was never going to 

invade and anyway wouldn’t a bank have been safer? She was right, of course, as she was on 

so many things.” 

“It’s a horrible question to ask but ask it I must.” Alasdair asked. “Is it possible she could 

have retrieved the silver herself? Or told somebody else about it?” 

If Alasdair was renowned for his Golden Frown, then Andrew could have almost equaled that 

with a Silver Jaw-drop. “No. That’s out of the question. For a start she’s far too principled a 

person and for a second, she didn’t know where I’d buried it. Nobody did.” 

“Andrew, can you swear that’s true?” Toby leaned slightly closer, using the same tones he’d 

employed many a time when consoling Fiona onscreen. “Could somebody have got wind of 

what you were up to, followed you and made a better note of where the silver was?” 

“I’m absolu—” he paused, evidently racking his brains for some elusive point. “We had a 

small unit of soldiers who patrolled the site. I remember speaking to one of them as I was 

coming out of the woods. He wanted to know what I’d been doing.” 

“What did you tell him?” And what chance would they—or anyone—have of locating that 

soldier again or recovering the silver which Alasdair suspected was long gone. 

Andrew, grinning sheepishly, said, “I told him I’d gone for a run—I had my athletics kit on in 

case of being stumbled over—and that I’d been caught short, so I went for a pee where I’d be 

hidden by the trees. He seemed to accept the story, as I used to go running quite a lot.” 



“But it’s possible—a theory, as you corrected me before and one which we won’t assume is 

correct—that this soldier went to have a look and found the freshly turned ground?” Toby 

asked. 

“It is possible.” Andrew frowned, clearly not having previously considered such an 

occurrence. “Although if we accept that make have happened, then anybody might have been 

walking in those woods and stumbled over it. Maybe I didn’t hide my digging sufficiently.” 

“When you say anybody might have been walking in the woods, that seems at odds with what 

we’ve been told,” Alasdair pointed out. “Wasn’t access to that area discouraged?” 

Andrew shrugged. “It was, although that didn’t stop people. Lovers used to nip down there, I 

believe, although I’d have hardly thought it the most comfortable place to go frolicking.” He 

paused, eyes narrowed. “Who told you about the restricted access?” 

“Dr. Slade, from the university.” 

Andrew’s face lit up. “Ah, I remember him. Good looking chap, if a touch boring. He used to 

drone on about iron age settlements that the woods had grown over and how he was itching to 

be allowed to get back in there to carry on his research.” 

“That’s the fellow.” Toby said, encouragingly. 

“He gave me the idea of hiding the silver in those woods. So long as I was sufficiently far 

from his Roman road or anything else that looked like a man-made ditch or bank, I assumed 

I’d be safe from students happening across it. I’d not considered mother nature bamboozling 

me.” 

“Did he know that you’d buried a hoard there?” 

“Not as far as I’m aware. How could he?” 

Alasdair waited. When no more was forthcoming, he said, “I’m not sure what further help we 

can be to you, despite Freddie’s enthusiasm regarding our abilities. Neither of us can shed 

any light on that map of yours and what your marks might signify and we know from our 

own observation how confusing the undergrowth is. However, we must consider the 

possibility that somebody who worked at Setley—perhaps one of the soldiers who patrolled 

the area—dug your treasure up shortly after you buried it, in which case it’s likely to be long 

gone.”    

Andrew studied his hands briefly then looked up. “I fear you may be correct. Thank you for 

your efforts, anyway. I’ll just have to keep working on my map—if I can decrypt that I can at 

least establish whether I’ll ever see that silver again.” 

 

*** 

 

“Sad story,” Alasdair observed, as they headed from the hotel to the latest pantomime 

rehearsal. A short stroll but a welcome one. 

“Indeed.” Toby knew how upset his lover was at their failure to solve the case. It had always 

been the longest of long shots, but how elated Alasdair would have been if they’d hit the 

target. Still, matters weren’t quite at an end.  

“It has to be one of the soldiers, surely? I don’t suppose we’ve a cat in hell’s chance of 

finding him even if we could establish who had the job of patrolling those woods.” Alasdair 

kicked at a leaf which had dared to drop on the pavement. “He’s hardly likely to admit to 

what he did, either.” 

“Indeed.” 

Alasdair halted, giving Toby an inquisitive stare. “What is it? You’re trying hard to hide that 

secretive grin but I know you too well, Mister Bowe.”  

“I’ve had a thought. I wish I’d had it half an hour ago, because I’d like to know exactly which 

day Andrew buried that silver but I’m sure we can perhaps extend the three days we gave 

ourselves to work on this and ask him. D4, 5 or however many we need.” Toby shone on 



Alasdair the particular smile that was never employed on the screen. The one he kept for his 

lover alone and which always ensured he got his own way. 

“I suppose so. If we feel it would be a worthwhile use of our time. Why is the exact date 

important? Don’t tell me you have a contact who can supply the duty rota of who was on 

patrol every day of August 1940,” Alasdair snorted.  

“No, I don’t. But I might know somebody who can access the log books of the local airfield. 

I’d love to know exactly when a certain pilot had to bale out over Setley woods.” 

“Why? Oh…yes. Yes, I see.” 

“I knew you would, Sherlock. As a solution it’s quite elementary, of course. Although 

possibly entirely wrong.” They set off again. “I’ll contact my pal to see if he can give me a 

date and a name. Better that than contacting young Jack again. If we’re right, we don’t want 

his brother’s pal to get the wind up.” 

“Very true. I’ll give Andrew a call once rehearsals are over. He might know when the pilot 

came down, anyway. Surely a story like that would have got around the place.” Alasdair 

nudged Toby’s elbow. “I don’t suppose you’ve got one of your special contact at any of the 

pools companies, have you?” 

“Alas, no. But perhaps Landseer would like to organize a promotional tour of them. Have we 

got any gambling or football related films on the cards?” Toby grinned but he knew how long 

a shot that would be even if it were managed. Would the company actually reveal whether a 

particular person had scooped the jackpot? No doubt if the police asked, they’d have to 

supply an answer but Andrew wouldn’t want the police involved in solving a theft: according 

to Freddie that was exactly what had led him into trouble with them in the first place. “All 

joking aside, I’m not sure we’ll ever establish the truth of things unless this chap confesses.” 

“I’m afraid that I have to agree.” 

It was a sombre pair of actors who headed for their rehearsal. 

 

*** 

 

Once every last scene had been gone through, every cry of, “Where is he?” executed and 

Cinderella safely got to the ball and hooked up with her prince, Alasdair appeared to be much 

happier. The penultimate scene, where Holmes and Watson tied up all the loose ends, 

promised to be a great hit.  

“Nicely done,” he said as they made their way backstage once the finale had been put through 

its paces. “The quip modest scene fits in seamlessly.” 

Toby nodded. “It does indeed.”  

Played in front of the curtain, not only did it give the studio a chance to get in a shameless 

plug for the two actors’ next film, it allowed both scenery and costumes to be changed for the 

big, sparkly climax. Just as Touchstone and Jacques scene together towards the end of As 

You Like It—the theatre of Will Shakespeare’s time was fundamentally the same as that of 

the nineteen fifties.  

“I had an idea, watching the You shall go the ball! bit,” Toby said, as they hailed a taxi 

afterwards. “About this impasse with Andrew’s silver.” 

Alasdair squinted at him sidelong. “Really? You’re not suggesting we summon up a fairy to 

wave her magic wand?” 

“Not quite. I had in mind someone who straddles both sides. Hold on.” They got into the cab, 

gave Toby’s address then settled down before he resumed. “Dr. Slade. That rather handsome 

archaeologist so obsessed with surveying Ropley woods.” 

“Do you think he dug up the hoard?” Alasdair’s insured eyebrow performed a jig.  

“No. Although that’s a possibility. My first impression was that he was far too decent to do 

anything like that but I admit that first impressions can be deceiving.” 



“You fancy him,” Alasdair said, sotto voce but good-humouredly.  

“So what? I bet you do, too. Before I explain my idea, I need to know whether you genuinely 

suspect him of being the thief?” 

“It crossed my mind. Means—already knew the woods before the war and could easily have 

moved the silver to another location from whence he could remove it piecemeal. Motive—” 

Alasdair shrugged, “I don’t suppose academics earn that much and any man might be 

tempted by a little extra money. Opportunity—he had access to Ropley woods by dint of 

working at Setley.” 

Toby heaved a sigh. He’d honestly not considered the possibility, probably distracted by 

Slade’s undoubted physical charms. Not that he’d admit the fact to Alasdair. “Probably not a 

good idea to ask him to pump Jack about his brother’s friend’s sudden influx of money, 

then.” 

“Possibly. Although meeting him might be an act of genius. If we could somehow present the 

situation to Slade so cleverly so we raise an element of doubt in his mind about whether 

we’re seeking his help or believe him responsible, we might get behind his guard.” Alasdair, 

who’d been looking out at the busy streets, turned around. “We must be able to contact Slade 

through the university and ask for a meeting.” 

“Sounds like the job for you. I’ll see if my connections in the RAF have anything to say 

about this particular airman although I don’t hold out much hope.” Toby shrugged. “It would 

be a shame to blight Advent with a failure.” 

Alasdair gave him one of his special smiles. “All’s not lost, not yet.”  

 

*** 

 

Two days later, the tiniest ray of light shone on their endeavours. They’d got hold of Slade, 

who said he’d be delighted to meet them and could he impose upon their kindness—at this 

season of goodwill—to provide a signed photograph for his wife Carol, who adored their 

films. Alasdair said they’d be happy to oblige, double checked that the date, time and venue 

were clear, then put the phone down slightly puzzled. There’d been no hint that Slade had felt 

any surprise at being approached. In fact, he gave the impression that it was the most natural 

thing in the world to have one of Britain’s leading screen actors ringing him to talk about 

Ropley woods. All very curious but at least he and Toby would only have a couple of days to 

wait before the meeting, with a costume fitting and delivery of the script for their next film 

booked in the interim. There’d be no time for worrying although little time for preparation, 

either. They’d have to play this as improvisation.  

When the appointed time came, the two actors entered the Savoy bar to find Dr. Slade 

looking even more handsome than previously, draped elegantly in a chair before springing to 

his feet to shake their hands. “Gentlemen, thank you for suggesting this meeting. I was 

wondering when you’d be in touch.” 

Could this be an unexpected confession of guilt? The sort of thing that happened in the type 

of books and which stretched the readers’ credulity? Alasdair shot Toby a triumphant glance 

and said, “Why was that?” 

“Because I think you’re both intelligent enough to follow a trail that ends up with me. You’ve 

a history in solving puzzles, haven’t you?” Slade flashed his charming smile. “Carol’s cousin 

works at Landseer. It’s common knowledge there that you helped solve George Howell’s 

murder, so when I saw you at Ropley I guessed the game might be afoot again. It soon turned 

out I was correct.”  

Toby threw up his hands. “Are we that obvious?” 

“Not at all. It’s a matter of having inside knowledge. My students would have had no idea 

until you started to ask them about buried treasure. Possibly still oblivious.” 



Alasdair leaned forward in his chair, hands clasped in his best let’s be serious pose. “Andrew 

Robshaw’s silver. You know something about what happened to it.” 

“I do. Let me put an enigma before you. There never was any silver buried in the woods.” 

Slade sipped his beer and waited for a response. 

“Are you saying Andrew lied about it?” Alasdair asked. 

“No. Andrew is renowned for telling the truth, even though it can lead him into difficulties. 

He will have told you what he believes.” 

“Then what—” Alasdair didn’t get the chance to complete his sentence, Toby having grabbed 

his arm. 

“Did he bury something he thought was silver, but it wasn’t?” Toby’s face lit up as Slade 

nodded. “Tell us more.” 

“That would be my pleasure, only you must promise not to hare round to Andrew and divulge 

what we’ve said. What happens next—whatever that is, because I’m unsure of how best to 

act—will need tact and delicacy.” Slade eyed them both. “You depict those traits in your 

films. Can you demonstrate them in real life?” 

Alasdair glanced at Toby before promising, “You have our word.” 

“Thank you.” Slade took another draught of beer. “Forged silver ingots. A colleague of mine 

at the university bought some in the run-up to the war from…well, let’s just call him a spiv. 

He lost hundreds of pounds in the process and was unable to track down the man he’d bought 

them from. I was all for calling the police, but he felt too ashamed of being hoodwinked. All 

he’d tell me was the man he’d bought the fakes from had a distinctive white streak in his 

otherwise black hair. When I saw Andrew in a pub with someone who fitted that description, 

I was naturally curious. A certain furtiveness about their conversation did nothing to quell 

that curiosity.” 

There were other possible reasons for that furtiveness, given what they knew of Andrew’s 

nature, but Alasdair wouldn’t mention those. 

“So, we’re not the only ones who like playing at Sherlock?” Toby raised his glass. “More 

power to your investigational elbow, Dr. Slade. What happened next?” 

“I kept my eyes and ears open. I heard that he’d been talking about how he was worried that 

the value of paper money might crash and how he was looking to find something that would 

maintain its value. You can understand how alarmed that made me.” 

“Indeed.” Alasdair suffered a pang of jealousy at the thought of the academic tackling exactly 

the sort of problem that was right up his street. “You thought it likely he’d fallen for the 

forged silver trick?” 

“I did. I had no idea what he was going to do with the stuff, though. A safe deposit box might 

have been the answer, although that wouldn’t necessarily have been secure enough in the 

case of a German invasion. Then one of the soldiers who patrolled the site—another of my 

ex-students—came to consult me over the fact that he’d found Andrew coming out of the 

woods and wasn’t convinced he’d been told the truth about why he’d been there. Should he 

report it to his senior officer? I made a joke about Andrew possibly having a weak bladder 

from all the running he does, then suggested we go and look over the woods together, to put 

his mind at rest that there wasn’t anything going on there.” Slade drained his glass. “After our 

inspection, when I told him I could see nothing suspicious, the soldier naturally believed me.” 

“But you spotted something?” 

“I did. A freshly dug area, the location of which I noted. When that pilot came down in the 

woods two days later there was a lot of tramping around in the rescuing of him, so I grasped 

my opportunity. I went to see the top man at Setley, expressed my concern that clodhopping 

airmen and soldiers had potentially damaged a valuable archaeological site. He gave me 

permission to go into the woods and check.” Slade grinned. “So off I set, with my excavating 



bag in hand—those on patrol that day checked the contents of that, of course, but they didn’t 

see a need to check it again when I emerged.” 

“With Andrew’s fake ingots inside it?” 

“Exactly.” 

Alasdair whistled. No wonder England had won the war with men of such ingenuity on her 

side. “And where are they now?” 

“Safely stored at the university. Have been since just after I dug them up. One of the 

technicians there tested them for me a few days after I procured them. I’d have had ample 

time to return the things if they’d turned out to be real, but they didn’t.”  

“Why not tell Andrew?” Toby asked, voice clipped. “Put the chap out of his misery.” 

“Would it, though? Carol worked with him at Setley. She says he’s had enough struggles in 

life—you may be aware of the latest one where he was cruelly treated by a young man—so 

letting him know he’d been duped again, at a time he was serving his country, seems 

callous.” Slade spread his hands. “Isn’t it better to leave him with hope?” 

Toby inclined his head. “You have a point. If he got his so-called treasure back it would be 

pretty well worthless, anyway. He’s no worse off financially.” 

“What happened to the spiv? Did nobody bring him to justice?” Alasdair asked. 

“I believe he died in an air raid.” Slade narrowed his eyes. “A broken neck. One might 

speculate whether it was one of Hitler’s bombs that got him or a dissatisfied customer.” 

Or Slade himself? He’d make a most effective murderer: nobody would believe him capable 

of the act.  

“So, we are left with the issue of what we tell him,” Toby said. “Alas, neither Doctor Watson 

or the fairy Godmother appear to be providing me with inspiration at this point.” 

“I heard about your pantomime. Carol’s already got us a box. I’ll try to restrain her from 

leaping onto the stage.” Slade flashed a grin, before turning serious again. “I leave what you 

tell Andrew to your discretion. Only don’t upset him. Carol is among those who would never 

forgive you.” 

Alasdair bowed. “Then we must oblige her.” 

 

 

*** 

 

“So, do we present this as a case left unsolved or a solution left undeliverable?” Toby swirled 

his whisky, so it caught the light. His whisky, his home, his lover by his side on the sofa. 

What more could a man want? And how unfair that Andrew hadn’t seemed to have found 

such happiness? 

“I think we use our wits. Easy enough to say that we were unable to proceed further in the 

investigation because of the secrecy surrounding the Setley site.” Alasdair flicked up the 

insured eyebrow. “Gosh, that’s a tongue twister. I’m glad I’ve not had to deliver that 

onstage.” 

“Risk of soaking the front row of the audience.” Toby sniggered. “Yes, that would do nicely. 

A serviceable lie. Do you think Slade himself killed that spiv?” 

“It crossed my mind. As did Carol in the same role. I suspect we’re best keeping well out of 

this business.” Alasdair slipped his hand over Toby’s. “I’d hate to have survived the war to 

find ourselves under threat in the peace. For our lives or for our reputations.” 

“Indeed.” Toby nestled closer. “Perhaps the world will transform one day, like the scenery 

transforms behind the curtain for the final act of the pantomime. A world in which men like 

us won’t have to hide.” 



“I’ll drink to that.” Alasdair chinked his glass against Toby’s. “To a world where we can all 

go to the ball.” 

 

 

 

 

This tale was inspired by the story that Alan Turing converted some of his wealth to silver 

during the war, buried it in the woods and then couldn’t find it again. While some folk find 

this an unlikely scenario, my experience of very bright people at Cambridge tells me it’s 

entirely plausible. You can find lots of information about this online, including: 

https://www.johnwinter.net/jw/2016/04/alan-turings-treasure-the-enigma/ 

 

BTW, the solution presented here isn’t what I think happened. I suspect it was simply a case 

of forgetfulness on Turing’s part. His mind was too occupied with other matters.   
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