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PROLOGUE


He opened his eyes.


Water crossed his face and obscured his vision. He felt the wetness against his cheeks.


Occasionally stars were just visible but then would disappear only to come again, shining faintly as a raincloud would pass. Strangely the stars seemed to be turning, rotating in the sky. Perhaps he himself was rotating, slowly or maybe quickly, he wasn’t sure. He had a body, he knew he did, but he couldn’t feel it. Everything vanished and then reappeared again, then he could hear.


He could hear rushing water, roaring at times, then it would go silent and he was in a place of tranquillity. Once more the stars re-appeared and the sound returned. Then the shock kicked in as he realised where he was and what would now inevitably happen. There should have been panic, there really should, he told himself. Instead he felt nothing, there was just acceptance. He knew he was in the river and reasoned that he must actually be floating then submerging, moving around in the current then coming to the surface. That he was slowly drowning seemed logical and he thought with a sense of detachment that even now the water must be entering his lungs. They must be burning, struggling to function and feeling as if they are about to explode. The pain should be horrific, yet he felt nothing, just peace.


The stars re-appeared and glimmered in the sky and maybe that was where he was going, to heaven. He didn’t deserve it but the alternative was a thought that was too hard to bear. He began to pray silently and closed his eyes.


The river, in full spate from a week of heavy rain carried its burden downstream, beneath one bridge then onwards to another. The by now lifeless body hit the pillar of a second bridge, stayed trapped for some moments before being freed by the current.


On it swept down to a weir where it crashed over the edge to be submerged for some moments then tossed like a rag doll before being hurled ever onwards. Here it was pitch black and no one observed the corpse as it drifted for another quarter mile until it was sucked deep by an eddy and lodged deep within weeds along the eastern bank of the river.


A thick submerged tree root caught upon the sturdy leather belt of the dead man’s clothing and stuck there, keeping the body hidden below. There it stayed.









CHAPTER ONE


SPRING 1893


The railway carriage was full. A cross section of humanity filled the confined space with a cacophony of sound. A group of men, alcohol heavy on their breath, argued over the relative merits of their favoured rugby football teams. A woman, respectably dressed, tried without success to control the continual wailing of the three children she held in tow. An elderly gentleman harrumphed and muttered in discontent as he tried to read his daily journal whilst being pressed by the corpulent passenger seated alongside. Incessant chatter seemed to flow like a wave from end to end.


One passenger however, remained silent. A swarthy, unpleasant-looking individual who sat, head resting against the side window of the carriage looking outside to his right, with his cap pulled low on his brow. He gazed at the verdant pastures of the Taff Valley as the train hurtled along. At times it ran parallel to the River Taff and the spring sunshine would glint on its waters before the river disappeared from view only to reappear beyond woods or small groups of cottages.


The silent man felt a tap on his arm and he turned to a florid-faced cheery gentleman who remarked, ‘Well, sir, we are fair clipping along, are we not?’


There was no response.


‘I said, sir, we are fair clipping along,’ repeated the man who assumed he hadn’t spoken loud enough the first time.


This time the response was an icy stare. The cheery man started to repeat himself once again, but slowed the words and gulped as he took in the cold, hard features that faced him.


The silent man turned back to the window. Despite his natural demeanour he raised an eyebrow in surprise as he looked across the valley to see, perched on the hillside, a castle that seemed to have come straight out of a fairy tale. This was indeed a surprising part of the world.


The train was now much higher than the valley floor, clinging to a hillside as it swept along, the carriage swaying rhythmically and the click-clack of the tracks created a soothing effect that helped make the noise generated inside the carriage a little more bearable.


‘We won’t be long at this rate,’ exclaimed one of the men who had been arguing over the rugby teams earlier.


‘We’ll have time for an early snifter in the Clarence I reckon,’ slurred one of his compatriots.


‘It usually slows down near to Devil’s Bridge and if we stop at Treforest station it might be a bit longer – but we’ll have time for a few jars anyway,’ chipped in another.


The silent man returned to his thoughts. It had been a long journey getting this far but as soon as he had got on the Taff Vale Railway train at Cardiff he had felt the comfort of knowing that soon his travels would be at an end.


He absent-mindedly tapped his jacket pocket where he kept his wallet. Plenty of money there, he reminded himself, and importantly nothing to identify himself. His personal documents and most of his belongings were stored safely in the left luggage store at Cardiff station.


The vista outside the train was gradually becoming less bright as the sun fell behind clouds and ahead in the distance, as the train rounded a long gentle curve, plumes of smoke could be seen emanating from the Treforest Tinplate Works.


The train continued to power onwards, not slowing at any point as it continued further down the line. No one could foresee what was about to happen. The continuous wet weather had slowly taken its toll on the hillside and one part, under which flowed an underground stream, had become sodden. Just a few yards of the hillside slipped away, but it was all that was needed.


The silent man, despite himself, had started to relax and let his mind wander, when suddenly he was jolted by a loud bang, an ear-piercing screech of metal grinding against metal and then suddenly time seemed to stand still. For what felt like an eternity he experienced absolute silence and the world appeared to be tilted at a forty-five-degree angle. In fact this occurred in a fraction of a second and his senses soon reeled to a wave of shouts and screams as the carriage, together with the one attached behind, derailed.


The cheery gentleman that had tried to start a conversation was now wedged against him and several people had fallen out of their seats. The woman with the three children was shrieking hysterically and her three offspring were crying loudly.


The carriage stayed derailed but at a stable sharp angle, though being at the bottom of the slant he knew that if it toppled further he would have the full crush of passengers fall on him. Ignoring the screams, shouts and curses he quickly hauled himself up to his left hand side and started to claw his way upwards. A child screamed louder as his boot trod on its small arm and a man tried to hurl him back as he grabbed a handful of hair as he moved upwards. Then, suddenly, the carriage started to move again. Real panic set in and his breathing froze as he realised the carriage was going to go over.


For a second he felt almost weightless as he fell backwards onto the passengers he had just climbed over. There was a loud bang and a shattering of glass which mingled with further screams and shouts of panic as the carriage landed on its side and slowly start to slide down the hillside.


Realising that he wasn’t hurt, the panic started to recede, as although the carriage was sliding he was not at the bottom of the press of bodies. Despite the screams that still almost deafened him he realised that there was a chance that he could come out of this unscathed.


Then, suddenly, there was a stomach-turning realisation that everything was topsy-turvy, the carriage had started to flip over, and once more a feeling of weightlessness came to him as he was hurled around like a leaf in a hurricane. He felt the impact as his leg hit the side of the carriage whilst the bulk of his body slammed through a window, shattering it. Launched through the glass, he felt the pain of the resulting lacerations and of the now-broken leg. Hitting the ground hard he rolled down the slope, daylight obliterated by the blood that seeped into his eyes from his badly cut face. He came to a stop suddenly, aware of other things, whether people or bits of broken carriage he knew not, rushing past him. The air was full of noise and movement. Suddenly he felt a terrible crushing pain on his head and he gasped. Unable to breathe he panicked but could do nothing. It was an experience of pure terror that seemed to last forever.


Then there was a feeling of stillness. He was without vision and wasn’t even sure if he was breathing. He supposed that was the case, because he could hear sound. He could hear groans and cries and screams but there was no pain. At least I’m still alive, was his last thought before darkness came to him.


[image: images]


The crash could not and did not go unnoticed, such was the dreadful commotion.


Some of the workers at the tinplate works down in the valley had seen the horrifying accident happen and ran to tell their supervisors.


Meanwhile, a handful of travellers on the turnpike road which ran on the hillside above the railway line had rushed to the road edge to look down at the scene below them. The more agile of them clambered down towards the railway line whilst others just stood and watched the drama unfold. One occupant in a jet-black carriage with silver trim deigned not to get out but sent his footman down to the site to report back.


At the Treforest Tinplate Works the foreman had notified the works manager who had reacted calmly and efficiently. Despite its name, the works was actually some three miles from the village of Treforest which had actually become a suburb of the large town of Pontypridd a further mile distant. Arrangements were made to send a telegram to the police station at Pontypridd, whilst working parties were put together under control of their foremen and chargehands to attend the site of the disaster.


The sight that greeted them when they arrived was not a pleasant one. Some of the passengers had been thrown clear of the wreck, but those were mainly lying like rag dolls – some missing limbs, others groaning pitifully, some weeping and others perfectly still. Inside the carriages were possibly worse sights. The mother who had been trying to control her children lay dead alongside two of her dead offspring, whilst the third lay alive but crying pathetically. The cheery gentleman lay distorted, his neck clearly broken. There were some groans, some very lucky survivors, but many were silent.


‘What are we going to do with them, Dai?’ asked a young tinplate worker of his older workmate.


‘Simple, Tom, just see if we can find any we can help. We need to sort out who is dead, who is alive and of those, how badly they are injured. Any walking wounded can be cared for back at the works for the time being, but the seriously injured will have to go to the infirmary. The foreman has got a team making makeshift stretchers and I am sure that someone will have arranged for transport. At least the weather is fine today, the rain we’ve had these last few days, especially the storm last night, would have made this far worse’.


Making their way through the carnage, Tom stopped briefly to vomit as he came across the body of a man whose leg was broken at an unnatural angle and whose face had been squashed to a bloody pulp by a broken chunk of metal that was still embedded in his flesh.


‘Iesu Mawr!’ he blasphemed in Welsh. ‘Look at this poor bugger!’


‘No point in helping him; he’s beyond help. Let’s move along to the next one,’ responded Dai.


‘No! Wait! I think I saw his fingers twitch.’


Bending over, Dai checked the body. ‘You’re right. He’s still alive, but only just.


He’ll take some handling though, he is a big lump. We need to get him to the infirmary as soon as we can get a stretcher over here.’
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May Roper had been looking forward to finishing work early at the infirmary when the telegram came in. The infirmary was part of the large workhouse complex on the Graig hill only a few hundred yards above the railway station at Pontypridd, which was very close to the County Court building. Pontypridd had no hospital, the nearest being up the valley in Porth, so the infirmary provided a useful service to the town in case of emergency as well as looking after the workhouse inmates, many of whom were aged or infirm.


As soon as she read the contents of the telegram May rushed into the office of Dr Henderson, the workhouse medical officer.


‘Miss Roper, kindly have some propriety, barging in here like that,’ he snapped.


‘I am ever so sorry, Dr Henderson,’ apologised the attractive auburn-haired secretary, ‘but this is ever so urgent.’ She handed him the card and watched his grey eyebrows rise in alarm. He lifted his corpulent frame out of his chair and stroked his drooping grey moustache.


‘ “Train crash STOP. Prepare many casualties coming your way STOP”,’ he quoted. ‘We had better jump to it, Miss Roper.’


‘Yes, Dr Henderson.’


The doctor had seen action in the military as a younger man before circumstances eventually led him to this current position which, although not well paid, was secure and not too demanding. His experience came to the fore as he rattled out a string of instructions.


‘I’m sure that they will have telegrammed Porth hospital as well but, just in case, send one from us, asking for at least one doctor and half a dozen nurses, plus any suitable equipment they might think appropriate. We have our small theatre room here if needs be, but it is difficult to plan properly on the information we’ve been given. We can take action here on broken limbs and give morphine to the poor devils that need it. Our main role will be sorting the injuries to determine the best way to proceed.’


‘In what way, Doctor?’


‘Well, for instance, even the hospital has limits on what it can cope with in terms of numbers, and so far we have nothing much to go on. For those with broken limbs we can set them here. If they have amputated limbs, internal injuries or head injuries then we can assess if they are mortally injured or if they can survive any more travelling. If necessary I might even have to operate here.’


‘Shall I fetch Nurse Bayliss and Nurse Harris for you to brief them, Doctor?’


‘Yes, at once, and make sure that there is enough space in our cold room for any unfortunates that don’t make it. Take one of the inmates with you to help. Oh, and by the way, I will expect you to work on tonight and man the infirmary entrance to guide in the arrivals’


‘Of course, Dr Henderson. I’ll send a message to my parents later.’ May rushed off to find the two resident nurses, then with one of the trustworthy inmates who acted as porters, went towards the makeshift mortuary, used on a temporary basis when inmates passed away.


Dr Henderson waited for the nurses, and then briefed them, giving them further instructions.


‘We probably will not have enough beds, so get some of the workhouse lads to move the existing beds to one side of the infirmary. Then make up temporary beds on the floor on the other side of the room using blankets and anything else you can lay your hands on.


‘I will assess the patients we’ve already got in and either move them back into their dormitories, or if necessary, they can go on the made up beds on the floor.’


‘All we can do now is wait,’ he murmured to himself as the nurses hurried off.









CHAPTER TWO


It was an hour later when the telegram arrived at St Dubricius Catholic Church in Treforest.


Father McManus had been on the point of leaving the vestry when he met Jenny Norton, one of his parishioners.


‘Hello Father, I have been meaning to have a word with you.’


‘Very well Jenny, I have five minutes now if you would like to go back inside the vestry with me’.


‘Thank you Father. That would be most kind of you’.


Just then their conversation was interrupted by a red-faced telegram delivery boy who clearly had been running as fast as he could.


‘Telegram, Father McManus. It is really urgent and I can’t stop. I need to deliver one to Father Clarke at St Mary’s straight away.’


‘Dear me, if there is something so important that both Catholic and Anglican churches have to be notified immediately then I had better open it.’


He turned to Jenny. ‘Please excuse me, Jenny, whilst I open this first’.


As he began to read the contents his facial expression changed from one of calm benevolence to one of pure horror.


‘Oh dear me, no!’ he exclaimed. ‘There has been a train crash with dozens killed or mortally injured. They are being taken to the infirmary. I must go there at once in case there are any of our faith. I will get what I need from the presbytery.’


‘I will go to Park Street and get a hansom cab for you. There is usually one near Treforest station,’ offered Jenny.


Nodding his agreement, the priest hurried to the presbytery whilst the young woman set off on the relatively short walk towards a small bridge over the railway line that led to Park Street, moving as briskly as her skirts would allow.


Fortunately, there was indeed a hansom cab waiting for fares outside the entrance to the small station, and after she had a quick word with the driver, he set the two-wheeled cabriolet off in motion in the direction of the Catholic church.


As Jenny turned, deep in thought, someone caught her eye and she called across the street to a young man of medium height in workman’s clothes with dark hair, a neat black moustache and a roguish smile.


‘Jack, oh I am pleased to see you.’


‘I’ll come over,’ he responded as he eagerly crossed the road; his voice tinged with an accent that identified him as being one of the many foreign newcomers to the area.


Jack’s eyes scanned the statuesque beauty that was Jenny Norton who lived just two doors away from his own home, on the very street where they stood.


He had moved to the area only a year ago, and had found work at the local Taff Vale Ironworks. Jenny had herself only arrived two years prior but was well settled in, with a clerical job in the payroll office of the same ironworks.


Jack took in her tall figure, lustrous black hair, perfectly proportioned face and dark mysterious eyes. He knew that if she were to smile he would probably become too enamoured to talk coherently. However, she was clearly not about to smile.


‘There has been a terrible train crash, with dozens badly hurt. They are being taken to the infirmary and I’ve decided I would like to offer my help. The infirmary won’t have enough people to cope with an emergency of this size.’


‘Why don’t they take them to the hospital in Porth?’


‘It’s probably too far away for those who are very badly injured. Our infirmary does at least have some facilities and an able doctor. Anyway I have decided that I would like to go but it is early evening now and I don’t want to have to return unattended. Will you come with me?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Jack quickly agreed.


‘There isn’t a train due, so it’ll be quicker to walk down to the Tram Road and catch a brake,’ suggested Jenny.


They both set off down the north end of Park Street, along Fothergill Street until they reached the broad Tram Road which was the main route to Pontypridd.


They were very lucky, in fact, to catch one of the wagonette brakes that regularly provided transport into the town, because many had been commandeered by the authorities to help transport victims of the tragedy. One rattled past as Jack helped Jenny up the tailboard steps of the vehicle. They made themselves comfortable sat facing each other on the longitudinal seats, the driver cracked his whip, and the horse-drawn brake set off.
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May stood at the door of the workhouse infirmary. It had taken some time for the casualties to be recovered and transported to Pontypridd. It was very slow progress for some, with a fine balance having to be made between getting them back quickly to alleviate their pain and, on the other hand, taking care not to make their injuries worse by jolting them as the various carriages travelled down the Tram Road. This complication meant that there was a mixture of injuries arriving depending on the ease of transporting them. The workhouse governor had arranged for staff to be on the main gates directing the carriages to the infirmary. Six corpses had already been sent to the cold room, two of whom had died on the journey. Another fourteen had come with fractured limbs or ribs. Two others in comas. In the chaos, May had also had to deal with organising a number of ad hoc visitors offering to help. These included two local chapel ministers, the Catholic priest from Treforest, the vicars of St Mary’s and St Catherine’s, a local private doctor and of course, the press.


‘No, Mr Morgan, you cannot go in. This is an infirmary and no one is in a position of being able to talk to you’.


‘Well, my lovely, I only want to help, see.’


‘First of all, I am not “your lovely” and secondly, you only want a story. I suggest you go and speak to the governor because if you don’t go away I will have you removed.’


This was said with such determination that the reporter muttered something of likely obscenity under his breath and moved away, hoping to catch a word with one of the drivers who were waiting in the yard. Just then, a jet-black carriage with silver trim drawn by two large perfectly groomed horses entered the yard. Out stepped an immaculately attired young man in a grey velvet collared frock coat, carrying a black cane in one hand and a top hat in the other. He strolled almost casually over to May and made a slight bow of his head.


‘Excuse me, miss. I have a fellow in my carriage who is not in the best of health. Frankly, he might be dead. I wonder if you could tell me what to do with the chap.’


For a moment May didn’t respond. There was something about the man’s bearing and appearance that was quite striking, particularly his face. He was quite simply the prettiest man she had ever seen. Not handsome, that would imply some form of masculine attraction. He was undeniably pretty. A face that was delicate, with a flawless complexion, clean shaven, with eyebrows that had been trimmed and shaped to perfection.


‘Miss…?’


May was jolted back to present matters.


‘Oh, certainly…’ she faltered. She called over her shoulder to a pair of inmate porters, ‘Evans, Walters, there’s a patient in the black carriage over there. Move him inside, get him stripped and in one of the beds. Apparently he is in a bad way.’


The two porters moved somewhat lethargically down towards the carriage, carrying a stretcher.


‘May I ask how you came to help the injured gentleman?’


‘I was on my way to my temporary residence when I heard a commotion. I sent my footman to enquire and, looking over the roadside wall, he could see that there had been an accident on the railway line below. In order to get down below the railway and help, I had to continue into Treforest itself, under the railway bridge there and then back around via the road to the tinplate works. This particular fellow was in such a bad way that they needed a vehicle with a well-sprung frame to give him a chance of surviving the journey’.


They watched as the porters carried the injured man from the carriage into the infirmary. May blanched as she saw the pulped face go past.


‘Would you mind terribly if I was to stay awhile, just to see what transpires with the fellow? I promise not to get in the way,’ added the stranger with an expectantly raised eyebrow. ‘After all, having gone to the inconvenience of bringing him here I think it is understandable that I am rather curious to discover his fate.’


‘Well I don’t know…’


‘I am terribly sorry, I have failed to introduce myself. My name is Mr James Dorsett, and I am a guest of Mr Crawshay at Forest House.’


The Crawshay family name carried a great deal of weight and May decided to acquiesce.


‘Very well, you may wait in our office for the time being. My name is Miss Roper. May I take your hat and cane?’


‘There’s really no need, I’ll keep them with me,’ Dorsett replied, fingering the weighty top of his cane which was in the form of a beautifully designed silver leopard’s head.


Whilst the conversation took place, May could hear Nurse Harris’s shrill voice in the background.


‘Evans! Hurry up with that patient and get the screens around him.’


Dr Henderson was busily tending to the injured so May was able to escort Dorsett to an empty office, before returning to her post.


A fresh casualty was in the process of being carried in. A woman with a face contorted with pain was being carried in on a stretcher by two workmen from the tinplate works.


‘We think it’s her insides, miss,’ they explained.


May directed them to Nurse Bayliss who attracted the attention of Dr Henderson.


Having second thoughts about allowing Mr Dorsett to loiter in the office, May quickly went back inside. She noticed that the screens were now around the patient that he had brought in, so she approached the visitor.


‘Mr Dorsett, the man you fetched in is now in bed. You can take a quick look to see that he is comfortable but then I must ask you to leave.’


They made their way out of the office to the relevant screen and May turned to speak to Dorsett. However, before she could say a word she noticed him suddenly stiffen and his lips moved as he muttered something to himself.


Instinctively May turned around, to see a young man and woman walking through the door.


‘Excuse me, but who are you?’


Both new arrivals had already halted hesitantly and there seemed to be a flicker of recognition in both their eyes.


‘My name is Jenny Norton and I was with Father McManus when the telegram came informing him of the crash. There he is, talking with the vicar of St Mary’s,’ said Jenny, pointing to the far end of the room where Father McManus was indeed in close conversation with another clergyman. ‘I came to offer some help and this is my friend, Jack Ross.’


‘Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?’ asked May.


‘I don’t think so,’ replied Jenny quickly.


‘Perhaps we had better go if we aren’t needed,’ suggested Jack.


‘I think I was about to be asked to leave,’ said Dorsett softly, ‘but I was just going to take a look at the injured man I brought in first’.


Just then there was a commotion at the door as another arrival was being brought in, screaming in pain.


‘Take a quick look and then please go. We’ve got more medical staff arriving shortly and we need room to work.’


‘Yes, Miss Roper, of course,’ replied Dorsett.


May dashed off leaving the other three by the screen.


‘Would you care to join me,’ suggested Dorsett with a smile. He gestured Jack and Jenny to come behind the screen, and there lay a pitiful large figure with unrecognisable facial features. His clothes were piled clumsily on a chair at the side of the bed. The sheet was turned back showing cuts and bruises on his torso and underneath the sheet it could be seen that one of his legs was at an unnatural angle. He was very still, the only movement being the odd twitch of his fingers.


Jack turned white and initially stepped back but then went forward to lay a hand on the shoulder of Jenny who had sat on the edge of the chair and instinctively grabbed the hand of the patient. They lingered a little while at the bedside until Dorsett gave a polite cough and spoke.


‘I don’t think we should stay. I do believe he is not long for this world.’


Dorsett ushered them out, went over to the bed one last time, patted the sheet and then left.


More casualties were arriving as they made their way towards the door as were a number of hospital nurses.


‘Can anyone not directly involved in the medical treatment of patients please leave immediately!’ exclaimed Dr Henderson.


They went outside.


‘Can I offer anyone a lift in my carriage? My man will have cleaned the furnishings of anything unpleasant whilst I was inside.’


‘If that would not be too inconvenient,’ answered Jenny with a smile. ‘I wouldn’t normally enter a strange carriage but as Jack is with me.’


Dorsett looked at her companion and raised an eyebrow quizzically.


‘I have to go,’ said Jack, politely nodding before turning and walking to the main gates.


That is odd, thought Jenny. Jack seemed to want to follow her around whenever he could find an excuse. Wiping the thought from her mind she nonetheless smiled at Dorsett and let his footman help her into the carriage.
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Next morning Dr Henderson went straight to his office.


‘You are in early, Miss Roper.’


‘There is so much to do, Dr Henderson. I need to type the records of those treated here to send off to the hospital. Also some of the patients will be staying with us because they aren’t well enough to move. A few have yet to be identified so we are unable to contact relatives.’


‘What was the final total? Frankly I lost count.’


‘I am sorry to say, sixty injured and fifteen dead.’


‘Hmm, I see. Well I think I’ll quickly do my rounds. I’m interested in the fellow with the disfigured face. When he first arrived he could merely twitch his fingers but just before I left last night he could move one arm.’


May hesitated.


‘I am sorry, Doctor, but I am afraid he passed away in the night. Nurse Harris found him dead this morning.’


‘Oh what a shame,’ commented Henderson, genuinely saddened. ‘Do we know who he was or where he came from?’


‘I searched his clothes myself to try and find out some details for my records.’


‘And…?’


‘There was nothing in his pockets other than an empty wallet and a pocket watch. His name was engraved on the inside of the watch. Apparently the unfortunate gentleman’s name was Michael Blake.’









CHAPTER THREE


SPRING 1895


Thomas Chard absent-mindedly scratched one of his sideburns as he stared out of the train window. There was nothing to see, the damp spring weather had made for a murky, depressing outlook during the day and now night was starting to close in.


‘I should have set off sooner’, he told himself as he glanced at his Bradshaw’s Handbook and tried vainly to catch a glimpse of the fairy tale folly that was Castell Coch across the valley.


Was he really doing the right thing, uprooting himself from his native Shropshire to come here, somewhere so relatively strange compared to his rural community? Shrewsbury, where he had worked, was a busy county town admittedly. However life in the small town of Wem, where he had lived, was decidedly quiet.


It wasn’t that he was unfamiliar with Wales. Shropshire was a border county on the Welsh Marches, but the rural communities of Mid Wales were a far cry from where he was heading.


His reverie was interrupted by a sharp call.


‘Tickets, please’, demanded the conductor, a rotund, fussy-looking man with pince-nez spectacles.


Chard reached into the ticket pocket of his waistcoat and handed it for inspection.


‘Thank you, sir. Newbridge Junction.’


‘That is close to Pontypridd I understand?’ enquired Chard as the conductor began to turn away.


‘Yes indeed, sir. In fact it is Pontypridd itself.’


‘So why is it called Newbridge Junction?’


‘Because Pontypridd was called Newbridge until they “Welshified” it,’ he retorted. ‘The new maps may have us as Pontypridd Junction but we aren’t going to change the name of our stations willy-nilly, so it stays as it is. I take it you have not been down this way before, sir. Are you visiting Pontypridd?’


‘I am going to live there, hopefully for some time to come.’


‘So it is your first time and you are arriving on a Saturday night,’ he replied smiling mischievously. ‘Good luck’.


‘Why do you say that?’


‘You’ll find out in good time, sir.’


With that he walked off, moving in cadence with the train as it rattled along the track at significant speed, leaving Chard to return to his thoughts of his beloved Shropshire.


‘Perhaps when the scandal blows over.’


The train swept on, the dark sky illuminated by the red glow of the tinplate works as it travelled to Pontypridd, and soon after it pulled in at the small Treforest station, where two or three passengers alighted, before proceeding to Pontypridd/Newbridge Junction where it arrived a few minutes later.


Chard turned the solid handle of the train door and stepped down onto the platform.


On taking advice he had already sent his luggage ahead the previous week and it should in theory have arrived safely at the New Inn in the centre of Pontypridd.


The station was larger than he expected and as with all stations the air was heavy with the smell of burning coal. The air was chilly so Chard did the buttons up on his overcoat, adjusted his derby hat (which he felt was more stylish than many British bowlers) and set off towards the footbridge to the other side of the tracks.


He wished he had arrived earlier because the refreshment bar facilities were now closed and he had a ravenous thirst, so he would have to take his chance in the town.


His feet echoed down the broad exit staircase which seemed to go forever downwards, for the railway was perched high above the town. As he progressed he became aware of a gradual increase in noise that started as a background murmur but expanded to a discordant roar. As he emerged into the station yard and out onto the street he was taken aback by what confronted him.


Nothing could have prepared him for the pandemonium that met his eyes and indeed his ears. Every other building seemed to be licensed premises. Indeed there was one in the station yard behind him, there were a couple down the road to his left, on a corner across the way was a short squat building, its sign ‘The Clarence’ painted on its wall was lit by an adjoining gas lamp. Light and music came from premises named The White Hart directly facing him and another licensed establishment premises with a painted dog as its emblem. Closer to his right was the well-signed Half Moon in a curious rounded shape which in turn was next to the Red Lion.


The streets were rowdy and Chard’s eyes were drawn to a series of individual dioramas, the sum of which made him feel inclined to retrace his steps back to the station platform and take the next train out of town.


A heavily bewhiskered man sat upon a rearing horse, yelling loudly with one hand on the reins whilst the other grasped a beer bottle; two women fought, grabbing each other’s hair whilst a small crowd gathered around cheering them on; in the shadows there were glimpses of women, bodices cut low, trying to entice passers-by; one man in a flat cap was vomiting against the foot of a lamp post, another was urinating openly in the street.


Chard took in the wider view. He was standing on a junction of several roads. The main thoroughfare seemed to be a broad roadway running from his right front, bearing around to disappear northwards to his left. To his front left there seemed, by the light of several premises and the limited gas lighting, to be a narrow road leading down to what he presumed to be the town centre. Finally, behind and to his right there was a road leading underneath the railway station bridge and up a steep hill on the other side. It was from this direction that a two-horse carriage suddenly appeared at terrific speed causing him to jump back in alarm. Horses foaming at the mouth and the driver cracking his whip, it swung to the left in front of him heading north at such speed Chard felt sure that the carriage would fail to take the change in direction without overturning. In fact his premonition almost came true for the vehicle went up on two wheels before crashing down again on making the turn and disappearing into the night.


[image: images]


Not too far away in the town hall a polka was in full swing at a charity dance attended by the higher echelons of society. The sons and daughters of local industrialists and owners of nearby estates danced energetically beneath gaslight chandeliers whilst their elders mixed convivially at the outer edges of the dance floor.


‘Nice to see you back again, James,’ commented a white-haired worthy to his much younger companion. ‘You seem to be coming to visit ever more frequently. When you first came about three years ago I thought, “Hello, this chap is just down here to splash a few sovereigns, make a killing on his investments then clear off back to England for good” but you can’t seem to get enough of the smell of coal.’


‘Well, you know I have to keep on top of my interests, Mr Kelce,’ replied an elegantly attired James Dorsett.


‘That’s one interest I wouldn’t mind keeping on top of,’ replied Kelce with a nudge, as a petite blonde would-be debutante passed closely by in the arms of her beau.


Dorsett gave an amused smile.


‘You really are quite incorrigible you know,’ he scolded light-heartedly.


‘We must find you some pretty little thing. There you are decked out in your finest yet no young lady is hanging on your arm.’


‘There really is no need…’


‘But I insist, my boy. Ah, I have it! I know just the person. Now, I am going to a little soiree towards the end of the evening and I think if you come along you won’t be disappointed. Distant relation of Lady Llanover, a lovely girl.’


‘I am afraid that I have other interests that must attract me away a little later, but I thank you for the kind offer.’ With a polite smile Dorsett nodded and turned away towards the refreshment area where punch was being served from an ornate silver serving bowl.


‘He’s a strange fish,’ muttered Kelce to himself.


Sometime later James Dorsett quietly left via a back door, checked he wasn’t being followed, then slipped into the darkness.
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The small boy looked up at the well-dressed, slightly stocky man of medium height who was looking into the street with such a grim expression on his face. That visage didn’t seem to hold much promise, but he thought it worth a try. He put on the most pathetic expression he could muster.


‘Can you spare a penny, mister?’ he asked hopefully.


Chard looked down at the waif who had somehow appeared at his side unnoticed.


He took in the boy’s skinny frame, grimy ragged clothes and wide-eyed pathetic expression and guessed he was about ten years old.


‘What’s your name, boy?’


‘Dilwyn, mister.’


‘And how old are you?’


‘Twelve and a half, sir.’


Clearly undernourished, thought Chard. He gestured towards the ongoing chaos. ‘Is this normal for the town?’


‘Well, it’s Saturday night up the Tumble,’ he replied


‘The what, boy?’


‘The Tumble. It’s what they call this bit of town. I don’t know why. Mam used to say that it was because so many carriages used to crash here but I think she made it up.’


‘And where is your mother?’


‘Dead, sir. She passed away with the typhoid a couple of years ago.’ He worked harder on the pathetic look and felt more hopeful.


‘What about your father?’


‘He’s got a job, but it’s night work, so I’m on my own.’


‘Well then, young Dilwyn, I am new in town so perhaps you can give me a recommendation. I have accommodation but I always like to find somewhere that I can go for a quiet drink when I want a bit of peace and where I am not going to get my throat cut. Do you know of such a place?’


The boy held his hand out expectantly.


‘Name first, payment after,’ insisted Chard.


‘The Ivor Arms, mister. Gwen will look after you. It’s right up the far end of town and over the bridge, but as you are a stranger I would leave it until the daytime to go looking for it.’


‘Gwen?’


‘Trust me, mister,’ he replied holding out his hand once more.


Chard put his hand in his pocket and with a smile hovering on his lips, he took out a threepenny piece and put it in the boy’s hand.


‘Diolch yn fawr, mister,’ thanked the lad, clearly delighted.


Chard watched the boy turn and scamper up the road and then turned his mind as to what he should do next. He could go straight to his accommodation at the New Inn which purportedly was in the centre of the town, or he could forget about the boy’s advice and go looking for this Ivor Arms rather than wait until daylight. He decided on a third option. He needed to get used to this town, which would be his home for the foreseeable future, so why not face up to the worst it had to offer, and quench his thirst at the same time? Scratching his sideburn by his right ear, he looked around at his options. He should have asked young Dilwyn which of the pubs on the Tumble should definitely be avoided, but he hadn’t, so it was down to pot luck.


He started towards the Half Moon, but seeing a couple of ladies of negotiable affection heading towards him, he veered to the right and headed for the Red Lion. A man hurrying past towards the railway bridge nearly knocked him over. Chard turned to remonstrate but the man was already under the bridge, looking nervously over his shoulder as he walked quickly on. Chard decided to ignore the incident and carried on towards the Red Lion.
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The nervous man stopped just under the bridge and watched Chard enter the pub. He kept staring back towards the Tumble. He was sure he was being followed. Was that a movement in the shadows across the road? He shivered as a train rumbled overhead and his footsteps echoed off the white-tiled walls of the underpass as he walked quickly up towards the Graig hill. He looked once more over his shoulder to see if he was being followed and that was his undoing. A large fist came out of the shadows and dragged him into a narrow alley. Though it was almost pitch black he could make out the silhouette of the man in front of him. He wept as he soiled himself for he knew who the man was and what he wanted. The crying man never saw the hammer being swung low, but he heard the cracking, splintering sound as the metal hit his kneecap, and felt the white-hot pain, the indescribable agony as his body collapsed, writhing to the ground.
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Chard gripped the brass door handle and turned it firmly.


The door was stiff in its frame, needing a shove with the shoulder to force it open. There was a step down into a smoky room made welcoming by a roaring fire in an ornate wrought-iron fireplace. Three aged men sat close to the flames conversing in whispers, oblivious to the newcomer’s entrance.


Wall mounted gas lamps lit the way through into the adjoining bar area. A group of four men stood at the right hand side of the bar, cursing and arguing amongst themselves, clearly the worse for having had too much to drink. Chard made his way to the left hand side of the bar where a customer leaned, holding two terriers by a lead. He bent down to pat them.


‘Careful, or they’ll take your hand off,’ warned their master, but they just wagged their tails delightedly and licked Chard’s hand.


Straightening up, he placed a foot on the metal footrest and gestured to the barman.


‘I’ll take a pint of pale ale, please.’


The barman, a scruffy young man with a goatee beard, nodded an acknowledgement and pulled a pint of golden liquid that looked enticing.


‘That’ll be tuppence,’ grunted the barman.


Chard put two pennies on the bar and took a sip of the beer, savouring the delicate hoppy flavour. He gave an appreciative nod and moved to the far corner of the bar, taking a seat where he could observe the room. An old man and woman sat at a table close by. This clearly wasn’t the most popular pub in town and perhaps the reason for that was manifesting itself at the opposite end of the bar, where a group of four men was creating a commotion.


‘They’re a bad lot,’ commented the old woman who could see that Chard was staring in that direction.


‘Local men, I take it?’


‘They work at the new slaughterhouse across by the Tram Road. It only opened last year,’ informed the woman who then went into a series of hacking coughs.


‘That big one there with the black beard, he’s Slitter,’ chipped in her companion through teeth heavily stained with tobacco. ‘You know, Slitter Watkins. He plays in the front row for Cilfynydd rugby. You must know him,’ he insisted.


‘Sorry, I don’t. I’m not from around here. Charming name, by the way.’


‘Well, it’s his job, isn’t it?’ rejoined the old woman. ‘Kills the animals in the slaughter house. I wouldn’t do it. It would drive me twp,’ she said firmly, tapping the side of her head.


‘He’s not got all his marbles, that’s for definite. Just look at him now,’ added the man drawing their attention to Slitter who had one of his companions by the throat.


The other man was much smaller and he stared with goggle eyes as he tried to breathe. His fingers grabbed desperately at the fist that held him. Meanwhile the other two were holding on to Slitter’s arms trying to make him let go.


‘He didn’t mean it. It was only a joke,’ said one of them who wore a blue workman’s jacket.


‘Yes, cool head now. You don’t want to kill him,’ cajoled the fourth man who, with grey hair and a creased face, looked much older than the others.


The pressure was not being eased and from his seat Chard could see that the small man was having the life choked out of him.


Chard was not a particularly big man, but he had been blessed with a fine pair of lungs and a commanding voice when he chose to use it. He stood to his feet.


‘Put that man down! NOW!’ he boomed.


Everything went quiet. Slitter and his companions stood stock still. Slowly he let go of the man who slipped to the floor with a thud. After a pause that seemed to take forever, he turned around.


‘Who the fuck are you?’ he shouted, spittle spraying from his mouth.


Chard considered his options. Ideally he would try and calm the man and talk his way out of the situation, but looking in his eyes, that wasn’t going to be likely. The man was too drunk and too angry. This was not going to end well because the only real option was going to be to fight him, and he hated violence. However, that wasn’t to say that he didn’t know how to use it. Slitter was taller and heavier but he was drunk which hopefully would even the odds.


‘I said…’


‘I know what you said.


‘The name is Chard, Thomas Chard. Maybe we should calm down, have a drink… and sort things out quietly.’ Perhaps there was a chance of avoiding violence.


There wasn’t.


‘Calm down, my arse,’ grunted Slitter as he stepped forward and threw a haymaker of a punch.


Chard dodged the blow and instinctively aimed his straightened fingers at his assailant’s throat. The attempt was ill-timed and had been made without taking proper aim and as a result it missed, his hand landing harmlessly in mid-air. Slitter gave a roar and, picking up a bottle from the bar, aimed a swing at Chard’s head. The heavy blow also missed and took him off balance, the momentum carrying him past his target. Chard saw his opportunity and, grasping both hands together, brought them down in a hammer blow on the top of Slitter’s back. The impact clearly had an effect as he dropped his weapon, which rolled across the floor and under a table. He straightened up, turned to face Chard and cracked his knuckles.


‘I’m going to make you wish you’d never been born. I’ll have your balls for breakfast.’


His face full of fury, Slitter made a grab for Chard’s right arm but he easily twisted out of the grip, grabbed an ashtray from a nearby table and slammed it down on his opponent’s left collar bone. Slitter let out a bellow of pain and made a lunge for Chard who calmly stepped to the side, evading the attempt easily. He then aimed a punch to the side of Slitter’s head which should have felled him, but it was like hitting a tree. Chard drew back, nursing the bruised knuckles on his right hand.


His opponent tried to seize the advantage this time with a clever kick which looked like it was going for his stomach but, as Chard drew back out of the way, it missed its original target and caught him on the inside of his right thigh instead.


‘That’s got yer!’ Slitter cried, before following up with another kick, this time to the left shin. Chard gave a yelp and reached out a hand against the wall to prevent himself from falling over. With a triumphant shout Slitter threw a punch at his ribs but Chard was able to block it with his free arm, deflecting it outside the point of intended impact. Then quickly putting his thumb on the inside of his attacker’s wrist, with his other fingers on the opposite side, he twisted, putting his opponent into a wristlock.


Using this as leverage he slammed Slitter into the edge of the bar with all the force he could muster. There was a tremendous bang like a trap door slamming shut and Slitter slid to the floor, out cold.


Chard breathed a sigh of relief and, rubbing his bruised shin, he turned around. He had a smile on his face which soon vanished as he saw the bottle coming towards him and suddenly everything went black.


‘He put up a good fight, but we’d better throw him out before Slitter comes round or we’ll be witnesses to a killing,’ said the man in the blue workman’s jacket.


‘Aye, chwarae teg, he gave Slitter a good lamping there. We’re doing him a favour. I hope I didn’t hit him too hard with the bottle,’ worried his grey-haired friend.


They took him by the arms and legs and the small man who had been in danger of being choked opened the door for them. With three swings they let go and Chard landed in the gutter.


He was woken only five minutes later by the prod of a boot in the ribs.


‘Hello, what piece of gutter shit do we have here?’


Chard shook his aching head and cleared his vision. He looked up at the decidedly unpleasant face of a man in a police uniform.


‘The piece of gutter shit that will make your life hell if you don’t help me up. I am your new inspector.’
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