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Away in a Manger
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Christmas 2017
Trying to think of things to give your loved ones for Christmas is
always a challenge, not least when the target is your wife of 36 years.
Most things that she could want, she already has.
Then I remembered that women seem to enjoy receiving things that
have been made by hand for them. I have no skill at all with
handicrafts, but I can tell a story, so here it is.
This is appropriate because Gillian was the first person to believe in
Slonský. Whether she believes in Father Christmas is less certain.
This little Christmas tale is therefore dedicated and offered with love
to the woman who has been my staunchest supporter and my gentlest
critic, and whose hard work and love have made everything that I do
possible.
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Slonský envied Navrátil. His young assistant had just returned from
Mass and had a peaceful look about him. There was a shiny, wellscrubbed appearance about the face beaming at him across the desk,
and he was almost tempted to fling a fist at it to see if he could stop
Navrátil smiling.
‘One more night, sir,’ he said.
‘Is your life expectancy that short? It’s all those cinnamon cookies
you’ve been eating.’
‘One more night until Christmas,’ Navrátil explained.
‘Ten out of ten for observation. Unfortunately peace on earth and
goodwill to all men is not the motto of the Prague criminal
community, so we can’t relax our vigilance just because two thousand
years ago an unmarried mother popped her baby in a shed in the

Middle East.’
‘Stable, sir.’
‘I’m glad you are, lad, but that doesn’t change anything.’
‘The baby, sir – born in a stable.’
Slonský stretched and yawned.
‘Well, it all smacks of a shocking lack of foresight to me. Come on,
lad, get your coat and we’ll go and have a spiced wine to keep the cold
out.’
‘It’s quite warm in here, sir.’
Slonský sighed. The boy could be quite slow sometimes.
‘Yes,’ he explained as if speaking to a particularly stupid five-yearold, ‘but it will be quite cold at the wine stall.’
‘Am I invited too, sir?’ asked Peiperová, who had been keeping quiet

in the background. She knew how much the religious side of
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Christmas mattered to her boyfriend and colleague, whereas she was
hoping that the festive season would bring one or two good parties,
but any excuse to limber up with a glass of wine seemed good to her.
‘Of course,’ said Slonský, who had completely forgotten that she
was there. ‘The more the merrier. Though I don’t think we’ll extend
the invitation to Captain Lukas, who tends to take an old-fashioned
view to work celebrations.’
The lie had been given to this by the Christmas party that Lukas had
sanctioned, apparently unaware that Slonský had only suggested it to
Peiperová to give her something to do. Nevertheless, the consensus
was that she had done a good job of the planning, and could hardly be
held responsible for the small difficulty over Slonský’s bar bill.
The three of them, suitably swaddled in their overcoats, marched

along the corridor, which took them past Lukas’ office. The
eponymous captain glanced up and took in the scene at once.
‘Going out on patrol, eh? First class. There’s a lot of sneak thievery
at this time of year. It’s good to have plain clothes officers right in the
midst of it all, keeping an eye on things.’
He glanced at his watch.
‘Don’t work these young people too hard, Slonský. Why not let
them slip off a little early seeing as it’s Christmas? You and I can see
the shift out, can’t we?’
Slonský had never seen himself as a ventriloquist, but somehow
managed to speak through clenched teeth.
‘Of course, sir.’
‘Jolly good.’

Lukas lowered his voice.
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‘Is Dvorník all right, do you think?’
‘So far as I know, sir. Why?’
‘He volunteered to do a shift on Christmas Day. I’d have thought
that as a family man, he would want to be with his children.’
‘All eight of them, sir?’
‘Ah – you think that has something…’
‘I’m sure of it, sir. The other day Dvorník spoke approvingly of King
Herod’s approach to childcare.’
‘Ah, quite. Well, don’t let me detain you. Get out there and kick
some bottoms. That’s what they say in American detective films, I
think.’
‘Very nearly, sir.’
Navrátil and Peiperová wished Lukas a Merry Christmas and

followed Slonský down the stairs to the front desk. Sergeant Mucha
was, as usual, without his jacket. However, he was also decorated in
tinsel, which was definitely not usual.
‘Auditioning for a role as a piece of scenery at the National
Theatre?’ Slonský asked him.
‘It’s called Christmas spirit. You should try it.’
‘The only Christmas spirit I want to try is flavoured with peach or
pear and comes in a schnapps bottle. However, Captain Lukas wants
us to go out and detect some crime.’
Mucha tutted.
‘What is the world coming to, when doing our jobs is allowed to get
in the way of drinking? I have half a mind to write to the Director of
Police.’

‘You have half a mind, full stop. And I won’t hear a word said
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against the Director, who is a very nice man.’
‘Yes, we all know you’ve met him. And for once it wasn’t at a
disciplinary hearing.’
‘If you’re going to be sarky I won’t tell you where we’re going and
you’ll miss out on a Christmas drink at the end of your shift.’
‘That would be spiteful, particularly considering that the wife’s sister
is spending Christmas with us.’
Slonský felt a pang of conscience at having abused the saint standing
in front of him.
‘You poor beggar. What did you do to deserve that?’
‘I don’t know,’ replied Mucha ruefully, gently rubbing his chin. ‘I
must have been slow to put my foot down. I think she asked me during
a Slavia match and I didn’t give her request my full attention. That’ll

teach me.’
‘She did ask, then, before inflicting the Evil Witch of Kutná Hora on
you?’
Mucha scratched his head doubtfully.
‘I think she must have done. She wouldn’t invite her sister for
Christmas and not say anything to me about it, would she?’
Slonský clapped him sympathetically on the shoulder.
‘Courage, mon brave. We’ll be in Old Town Square when you finish.
If you can’t see us, have a look in one of the bars along Celetná.’
‘If I can’t see you? In Old Town Square? With the Christmas market
on?’ cried Mucha.
But he was speaking to a swinging door as Slonský and his
ducklings headed out into the snow.
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The square was, predictably enough, heaving. There was a jostling
sea of humanity that ebbed and flowed according to which particular
group of shoppers was able to push hardest, but Slonský, who was
taller than average, seemed to know where he was going, so Navrátil,
who was shorter than average, trustingly followed. Peiperová, who
was tall for a woman, could see Slonský’s hat but not much else.
‘This way,’ bellowed Slonský, barging his way through the crowd.
‘Where are we going?’ asked Peiperová.
‘There’s a wine stall over there. That’s a good place to start.’
After some minutes of heaving the trio were reunited in front of the
stall, and Slonský, who had arrived first and placed an order, shoved a
paper cup of hot, spiced wine in each of their hands.
‘I thought Captain Lukas said we were on duty and we were to

mingle with the crowd, sir,’ Navrátil protested, though he sipped the
wine happily first.
‘Look around you, young man. Lots of people, and some of them
have cups of wine in their hands. What better way of blending in than
to do exactly the same? Happy Christmas, by the way.’
He took a gulp of wine and spluttered.
‘God, that’s hot.’
The stall-keeper mutely pointed to the sign reading “Hot Wine”.
‘Yes, I know,’ said Slonský, ‘but I thought that was just advertising
puffery. After all, it also says “Tasty sausages” and I know better
now.’
Peiperová cradled her cup and looked about her. Seeing an unwanted
crate, she turned it upside down and stood on it so she could see better.

‘Looks peaceful enough. Plenty of city police about, sir. I don’t think
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there’ll be much for us to do.’
‘Exactly,’ said Slonský. ‘The perfect place to do your policing,
where there are already plenty of other police. But,’ he added, ‘from
another branch of the police so we don’t look inefficient.’
‘Oh, look!’ squealed Peiperová, ‘a nativity play. Can we go and
watch?’
She was pointing to the end of the square, somewhere near the
House at the Stone Bell.
‘Yes, run along, children,’ Slonský replied, ‘but play nicely and
don’t get kidnapped and sold into white slavery. Especially you,
Peiperová – you’ve got previous on that one.’
This was a reference to Peiperová having been snatched by criminals
in the early summer and from anyone else it might have been thought

to be in poor taste, but Slonský also had previous, so the comment was
overlooked by its recipient who was, in any event, dragging Navrátil
through the crowd towards a group of young actors who were, indeed,
performing the nativity story. Rather unbiblically, they wore several
layers of skiing thermals under their robes, but Prague in December is
a very different place from Bethlehem and authenticity had to yield to
a natural human desire to stay alive. Not to mention, of course, the
difficulty the actors would have had in pronouncing their lines through
chattering teeth.
Slonský had seen an old friend standing in front of the Grand Café
Praha, and made his way across to greet Valentin.
‘Are you barred from here too?’ he asked cordially.
‘I’ve just come out,’ Valentin explained. ‘It’s like the moon in there

– no atmosphere.’
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‘Yet I detect that it took you some time to determine that. Has the
gutter press run out of lies to print?’
‘Heavens, no. But we’re not publishing tomorrow so I thought I
would come out and look for something to write a colour piece on for
the St Stephen’s Day edition.’
‘How about “Latest – Good King Wenceslas looks out”?’
‘Very droll. And he wasn’t a king anyway. Just a duke.’
‘Why this sudden penchant for accuracy? It’s never marred your
reporting in the past.’
Valentin sighed.
‘I’m coming towards the end of my career, Slonský. I’ve written
millions of words, and it suddenly struck me the other day that when
I’m gone nobody will remember a single bloody one of them.’

‘Intercourse.’
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Intercourse. That was one of your words. I read it in a court report
you did. I particularly remember because I was surprised you knew the
word. Normally you just say…’
‘I know what I normally say, but you can’t put that in a newspaper.
And it doesn’t alter the point that the output of a newspaperman is
necessarily ephemeral.’
‘Come again?’
‘It doesn’t last. Look at Kafka – pegs out at forty having scribbled a
few books, and people study his work incessantly. Or Jaroslav Hašek.
He writes The Good Soldier Švejk and pops off at thirty-nine, and the
damn thing is still in print eighty years later. My words get recycled

within days and nobody gives a toss about them.’
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‘Oh, I don’t know,’ mused Slonský. ‘You’ve saved some families a
fortune in toilet paper.’
Valentin glowered at him.
‘Some comfort you are to an old friend undergoing an existentialist
crisis.’
‘I love it when you talk dirty,’ Slonský replied. ‘Would you refuse a
cup of hot wine?’
Valentin nodded at the cup in Slonský’s hand.
‘I’d refuse that one. It’s muck.’
Slonský peered into the interior.
‘Actually, you’re right. It’s pretty foul, even by street wine
standards. Let’s go and find something more palatable.’
Valentin drew his coat around himself and stepped into the crowd.

‘Where are the kiddies?’
‘It’s my day to have custody of them,’ Slonský told him. ‘I sent them
away to watch the play. They like theatre. They’ll sit happily for
hours. It’s almost as good as the cinema, though I notice they often
can’t tell me a damn thing about the film they’ve allegedly seen.’
They were skirting the edge of the square, when they came upon a
uniformed policeman who was being harangued by a middle-aged
woman in a ghastly pink suit. Her hair was tinted to match, as could be
seen by the portion that was blowing in the breeze as it poked out from
under the hood of her jacket.
‘Everything in hand, Officer Krob?’ asked Slonský.
Krob sprang into a salute, which led the woman to conclude that she
now had a superior officer to whom to complain. Since her complaints

were in English, a language of which Slonský understood next to
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nothing, this was even less successful than addressing Krob, who at
least knew what she was telling him.
Slonský held his hands up to cajole her into silence and conveyed
with hand gestures that he wanted to speak to Krob. Krob reinforced
the plan verbally.
‘My officer, she wishes to speak to me firstmost,’ he explained.
The woman, while puzzled, nodded assent, so Krob turned to
Slonský.
‘This lady has had her purse stolen, sir. She says it happened only
five minutes ago and we have to run because the criminal will be
getting away.’
‘Through this crowd? A confounded serpent would have trouble
slithering away through this lot. How does she know it was only five

minutes ago?’
Krob asked the question in something approaching English and
received a voluble answer.
‘She says she bought some postcards and stamps in the shop behind
me, and the shop assistant told her she could just catch the next
collection at the postbox if she could get them ready in ten minutes.
It’s now five minutes to the hour, so that must have been five minutes
ago.’
Slonský could not fault the logic, though he checked his watch to see
if the clocks in sight were accurate. Finding that they were, he asked
his next question.
‘And she couldn’t have left her purse in the shop?’
‘We’ve asked. The assistant says this lady put her purse in her

shoulder bag in front of her.’
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‘Okay. There’s damn all chance we’ll see it again but we’ve got to
do something, I suppose.’
He took out his mobile phone and called Mucha, asking him to radio
all the police in the square to tell them to watch out for sneak thieves.
‘As if they aren’t already doing that,’ said Valentin.
‘I know, but now they’ll know there really are some,’ Slonský
responded.
The woman was nodding approvingly and appeared to be telling
Krob that if he had telephoned Mucha himself at once this would be
turning out very differently. Krob was placating her as best he could,
given that his English was unequal to the task. Having told her that she
must not become deranged, he assured her that the Prague police
would do all in their power to see that she was reunited with her

bucket as quickly as possible, if not soonerer.
There was a certain amount of commotion from the corner of the
square where it joined Dlouhá. Climbing onto a chair, Slonský could
see a slim, energetic figure in black waving his arms about and
directing the erection of barriers at the exits to the square. He reached
across to Krob’s lapel to speak into his radio.
‘Štajnhauzr, is that you?’
‘Who’s that?’
‘Who’s that, sir, you mean. Lieutenant Slonský. What are you
doing?’
‘We’ve had a string of complaints of thefts in the last hour. We’ve
been closing off the exits. If need be I’ll search every man, woman and
child in the square, sir.’

‘I admire your ambition, Štajnhauzr, but some of them will die of old
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age before you get round to them. Stay where you are, and I’ll come
over to meet you.’
Fending off the American lady’s pleadings to him to arrest the entire
population of Prague on suspicion, Slonský began to push his way
from one side of the square to the other, closely followed by Valentin,
who grabbed hold of the belt of Slonský’s coat.
‘Do you have to do that?’ barked the detective.
‘I’m a citizen,’ Valentin snarled back. ‘I’m as entitled to police
protection as anyone else. “To help and protect”, isn’t that your motto?
So help and protect me. I may not have much, but what I’ve got is in
my wallet and if it’s going to get stolen I’m going to have the best
detective I know a metre away poised to nail the criminal.’
Slonský was quite taken with the description so he dropped the

subject and resumed his muscular way. As they traversed the crowd
they caught a glimpse of Peiperová and Navrátil watching the play.
Navrátil was making small jumps at intervals to see over the crowd in
front of him, looking for all the world like an overexcited rabbit.
Peiperová experienced no such difficulty, though she had to crane her
neck to see all the action. The Three Kings were moving among the
crowd with baskets soliciting donations, presumably for their own
pockets. It seemed something of a perversion of the biblical tale where
the Kings brought gifts for the infant Jesus, but no doubt they had to
fund their pursuit of the Star somehow.
Suddenly Slonský stopped.
‘Where’s something to stand on?’ he snapped.
‘Why ask me?’ Valentin replied. ‘You’re taller than I am.’

‘But anything to stand on will be on the ground, and you’re nearer to
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it than I am.’
Slonský had spotted an elderly lady sitting on a chair. Waving his
police badge, he asked her to stand up for a moment. With difficulty
she obliged, and he stepped up to stand on the seat, asking Valentin to
hold it steady.
Hopping down, he charged forward with renewed vigour.
‘That’s very interesting,’ was all he said in explanation. Even
Valentin’s famed investigative skills could not prise more from
Slonský’s lips until he met up with Štajnhauzr at the corner of the
square. By this time Valentin had lost touch, so he heard nothing of the
conversation that took place, but was amazed to find the two
policemen coming towards him as Štajnhauzr gestured to other
policemen to head in various directions.

It took a couple of minutes for all the men to move into position, but
finally they were all in place and Štajnhauzr gave the order to move in
and arrest their targets. A shocked crowd gasped as the Kings were
grabbed by the police and pushed towards the Holy Parents, who were
packing up for the journey into Egypt that would take them away from
King Herod’s clutches.
Following some more shoving, Štajnhauzr and Slonský, pursued by a
wheezing Valentin, managed to make their way to the front of the
crowd.
A puzzled policeman addressed Slonský.
‘They’re clean, sir. Nothing on them.’
Slonský was acutely aware of hissing from the crowd who were
bewildered by the abrupt break in the performance. He had been so

sure that he knew what was happening, but now it looked as if he had
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it wrong.
Suddenly an idea came into his head. He yelled for Navrátil and
Peiperová to join him. The young couple responded with waves to
show their presence and came towards him, Peiperová’s hand held
aloft to show their progress.
‘Navrátil,’ said Slonský, ‘you don’t miss much. Is this the first time
the Kings have collected money?’
‘No,’ replied his assistant. ‘One or other of them has been around
most of the time.’
Slonský took in the scene at a glance, then charged onto the stage
area, pushed past Joseph and Mary, and grabbed the innkeeper. He
yanked at the sash round his waist and pulled the costume open. To
everyone’s surprise there was another costume underneath.

‘Four Kings?’ said Štajnhauzr.
‘That’s what I saw from the chair,’ said Slonský. ‘There were only
three in the play but there were four in costume. At any given time
three were in sight but the fourth one was here behind the scenery.’
Shrieks of horror filled the air as Slonský picked up the baby Jesus
and threw it to Štajnhauzr. Lifting the manger up, he inspected its
contents and smiled before tipping the contents out. Several wallets
and a number of banknotes fell on the snowy ground. With a sharp tug
he pulled the baggage off the donkey and opened it. A trove of
glistening electrical items, small purses and credit cards greeted his
eyes.
‘While we were watching the play, the fourth King collected the
stolen items from accomplices in the crowd. He took them round the

back and hid them anywhere he could, initially in the manger, but after
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the Holy Family arrived at the inn he had to stow the rest in their bags.
Navrátil, Peiperová, book the entire cast.’
Navrátil goggled. It was all too much.
‘People have been robbed by Mary and Joseph?’ he whispered. ‘And
by kings?’
‘You’re Czech,’ Slonský replied. ‘You shouldn’t find being fleeced
by respectable men in positions of responsibility so hard to believe.’
Slonský retrieved the doll from Štajnhauzr.
‘I think you can let the baby Jesus go,’ Slonský said. ‘He’s innocent,
just like the real one.’
It was a long evening, but eventually the Holy Family, Kings,
shepherds, King Herod and innkeeper were all under lock and key in
the cells. Lukas, who had helped with taking the statements in order to

expedite matters, rubbed his weary face and reached for his coat, then,
with unexpected nimbleness, ran to the windows and threw them open.
‘What are you do-?’ Slonský began, but stopped as the sound of
church bells filled the room.
‘Midnight,’ said Lukas. ‘Happy Christmas to you all.’
They shook hands, except Navrátil and Peiperová who exchanged a
long, lingering kiss. Too late, they realised that officers who work
together are not supposed to form “attachments”.
Lukas shrugged his coat onto his shoulders, winked at Slonský and
announced ‘I saw nothing, did you, Josef?’
‘Not a thing, sir.’
‘Well, I’m off to my home and bed. A job well done. What are you
doing for Christmas, Josef?’

‘I thought I might come in and keep Dvorník company for an hour or
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two.’
‘Well, after you’ve done that, come over for lunch. You know where
it is. You two are welcome as well.’
‘Thank you, sir, but our mothers are expecting us,’ said Navrátil.
‘Aren’t you spending Christmas Day together?’ said Slonský.
‘Yes, sir,’ Peiperová explained. ‘We’re having lunch with my
parents, then we’re driving across to see Navrátil’s mother for the
evening. It’ll mean two Christmas meals, I’m afraid, but we can’t let
either down.’
Navrátil grimaced.
‘It’s going to be a long Christmas Day,’ he said. ‘But a good one,’ he
added, slipping an arm around Peiperová’s waist and drawing her just
a little closer than was customary among serving police officers.
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