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ONE



January 1895 - Shropshire


‘Faster, damn you!’ shouted the passenger of the hansom cab as it raced through the darkness towards the river bridge at Atcham. A whip cracked as the driver responded to the command.


‘If only the blasted train had been on time at Crewe,’ the passenger muttered, tapping the sill of the carriage door in agitation. This evening’s event had taken weeks of preparation and everything rested on it. Yet now he was late, but hopefully not too late.


The hansom crossed the bridge and slowed, before turning sharply off the road and through the outer gate of Attingham Estate. Braziers had been lit at fifty-yard intervals to mark the private road across the vast grounds, but it was still necessary for the cab to proceed slowly. Lights from Lord Berwick’s mansion could be seen in the distance and music sounded faintly on the breeze.


The cab’s occupant stroked his moustache and continued to bemoan his bad luck. ‘I should have been back hours ago. This has cost a fortune to set up and if it goes wrong, I’m ruined,’.


The hansom made its way to the front of the mansion and the passenger quickly alighted, embarrassed at having arrived at such a prestigious occasion in a cab rather than a carriage.


Hastily paying his fare, he ran up the steps to the main entrance and threw his hat and coat to a waiting footman.


‘Where on earth have you been Charles?’ demanded a short man wearing pince-nez spectacles. Bald apart from wispy strands of white hair that framed his pate, he used a handkerchief to pat sweat from his brow. Evidently, he was flustered.


‘I had business in the north and my train was delayed. There was barely time to call at my house to change,’ explained the late arrival.


‘You are alone I take it?’


‘Yes Leonard, I thought it best to leave her behind,’ answered Charles.


‘Good, very wise. Come into the dining room and I’ll tell you how we’ve been getting along.’


Before they had chance to leave the marble-walled entrance hall, a tall, fair-haired, straight-backed figure strode up to them from the direction of the drawing room.


‘Charles! There you are! What are you playing at? We’ve finished dining, the gentlemen have finished their port and cigars…’


Leonard Warren became flustered once more. ‘Be discreet Stanmore,’ he cautioned. ‘Come into the dining room. Our guests seem happily entertained and won’t miss us.’


Grunting his agreement, Jeremy Stanmore followed Warren and Charles Landell across the hall into the dining room.


‘I’m glad we didn’t have to pay for all that silver,’ commented Warren to his two business partners.


‘No, it’s all Lord Berwick’s, but we’ve paid for everything else. We’ve provided all the staff, the catering and even paid to decorate half a dozen guest rooms. You’d have thought the old bastard could have provided the staff at least,’ replied Stanmore.


‘That was likely, was it? He hardly ever comes here. It’s only by chance he’s back in the country and not swanning around the Mediterranean on his yacht. His funds are low and so I saw a chance for mutual benefit,’ Charles explained. ‘We desperately need to draw in new investors for our business dealings in South Africa. He’s one of our existing investors and is hard up for cash. If we can get enough capital out of this evening, then I’ve promised we’ll pay him a fee, less our expenses.’


‘I am pleased to say that the evening appears to be a success. Most of the guests are very wealthy and seem to be willing to invest considerable sums,’ said Warren.


‘All of them nouveau riche, with the desire to impress their friends,’ sneered Stanmore. ‘The opportunity to dine with Lord Berwick and to boast that they’ve seen the mysterious Sabrina’s Teardrop appears to have been too great to resist.’


‘Yes Charles, we must thank you for getting Lady Deansmoor to attend, wearing the famous jewel,’ added Warren.


‘It wasn’t difficult. We are related after all, albeit distantly. I think the mansion itself was quite a draw.’


Stanmore scoffed at Charles’s remark. ‘It’s all show. Its timber framed for God’s sake! The granite facing stones hide the fact.’


‘But look at the lighting,’ argued Warren. ‘It’s electricity. In every room. Every single room, even the servants’ quarters,’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s a miracle of modern technology.’


‘I bet we’re financing the fuel for the generator as well,’ grumbled Stanmore. ‘I had a quick look at the expenses for running this event earlier today. Quite substantial.’


Charles Landell held his breath, concerned about what might come next.


‘Nevertheless,’ continued Stanmore, ‘I agree with Leonard. It looks like the evening will be a success.’


Charles breathed a sigh of relief. The expenses for the event had been manipulated to hide the significant sum he’d embezzled from the partnership’s accounts. It was important that there was more investment, otherwise there would be very close scrutiny of the costings and his deception would come to light sooner rather than later. If he was found out in a few months’ time, it wouldn’t matter. By then he would be living in America with new funds under a new name. No longer would he be troubled by his gambling debts. Losing the large house in Shrewsbury would be a pity, but it was mortgaged to the hilt in any case.


‘The food was very good, it was a pity you missed it,’ commented Warren.


‘Good. I only hired the very best staff from the top restaurants in the county,’ replied Charles, which was far from the truth. He had hired some half decent staff, paid them poorly and doubled the actual cost in the account books as part of his plan to cover the embezzlement. The food and wine, purporting to be from the best suppliers had actually come via some very dubious sources.


‘It’s a pity that bounder Harry Foden was invited for the after-dinner soirée,’ said Stanmore. ‘He took a considerable sum off one of our guests in a few hands of cards over the port and cigars.’


Warren nodded his agreement. ‘I’ve done business with him privately. He’s very influential in parts of Birmingham and is looking to extend his interests. I wouldn’t have invited him here though. That’s down to Charles.’


‘He’s a personal acquaintance and I had no option,’ grimaced Charles, not wishing to explain further.


‘If you aren’t too pleased to have him here, then I’ve got more bad news for you. Let’s join the others in the drawing room,’ suggested Stanmore.


Warren and Charles followed the taller man out of the room, and crossed the entrance hall once more. As they did so, the under-butler hired for the evening exchanged a glance with Charles which he hoped had not been noticed by his companions. Then the servant turned and disappeared downstairs to the servants’ quarters.


***


John Kelly had been well paid and promised a glowing reference for future work. Sacked from his previous employment for drunkenness, he was lucky to be under-butler, even on a temporary basis. Tonight though, he was sober and determined to follow his instructions to the letter, however strange they seemed.


Rushing through the servants’ quarters, he exited into the rear courtyard which was in darkness. Young, fit and of a wiry physique, Kelly sprinted out of the enclosed courtyard and into the grounds beyond. Turning to the right he ran around the Eastern boundary wall of the mansion, past the stone colonnades, until he was outside the wall of the drawing room. Reaching out, Kelly grabbed the lead drainpipe that ran from the roof and began to climb. He had no fear of falling, as he had taken a practice run the previous evening in preparation. Reaching the first floor he took a couple of steps along a ledge, the most precarious part of the climb, placed a cloth against a specific section of window and gave it a gentle tap. Having used a glass cutter to prepare the window on his practice climb, a small circular section of glass fell into the room, making the slightest of sounds. Kelly paused, waiting to see if someone would enter the room and switch on a light. It was unlikely, for the valets and ladies’ maids of the small number of overnight guests were in the servants’ kitchen; and would remain there until the party ended.


‘Here goes,’ he muttered as he put his hand through the opening. Carefully, Kelly undid the catch and pushed the sash window open until it was wide enough to squeeze through. Immediately, he retreated to the drainpipe, scurried down it and went to the nearest bush. Bending down, he picked up an old shoe he’d hidden earlier, and placed it close to the wall where it would easily be found. Taking a deep breath Kelly sprinted back the way he had come, and as he reached the servants’ quarters he lit a cigarette.


‘Having a crafty smoke are you Mr Kelly?’ asked the cook as he entered the kitchen.


‘Just had a minute by the back door Mrs Evans,’ he replied.


He had been absent about ten minutes, though it had felt like an eternity. Just one more thing to do later in the night; a quick visit to the generator located in the laundry room, and then his assignment would be complete.


***


Warren smiled as the three partners entered the drawing room. ‘Everyone seems to be having a good time,’ he observed, dabbing his sweating forehead with a handkerchief once more.


Everything was indeed in full swing, with two dozen of Shropshire’s elite in ebullient mood. The room’s magnificent crystal chandelier sparkled above the revellers, and the enormous mirrors at each end of the room made the gathering seem even larger.


A fire had been lit whilst the guests had been dining, and now heat radiated from the marble fireplace, causing some of the male guests to adjust their collars.


‘That’s Dunstan the property magnate, and he has agreed to double his initial investment,’ said Stanmore. He pointed to a grey-haired worthy who must have been at least in his seventies. The magnate had settled at a piano and was merrily playing a polka tune, to the delight of several ladies who clapped in time.


‘And there, gentlemen, is our prize main attraction,’ added Stanmore, drawing his companions’ attention to an elderly, aristocratic figure in the far corner. Charles Landell followed Stanmore’s gaze towards his great aunt, Lady Deansmoor, who was holding court before several enraptured guests. Not that they were fascinated by what the haughty dame had to say; it was what she wore that drew their attention. Around her neck, Lady Deansmoor wore a necklace on which was suspended a large teardrop sapphire. It sparkled with such brilliance that Charles was temporarily speechless.


‘I assume you’ve seen it before Charles,’ stated Warren, lighting a cigarette.


‘No, never. It is usually kept in a safe. It took a lot of coaxing before I finally managed to persuade her to bring it along.’


‘It was certainly worth it. Lord Berwick is also playing his part. They’ve set up the card table and he seems fairly affable.’


‘Perhaps for now, but your guest, Foden, is joining the game. Charles, I don’t like him. Can’t you get him to leave?’ asked Stanmore.


Landell grunted. ‘I only wish I could,’ he admitted. ‘But….’


Suddenly he froze, ‘Christ! What is he doing here? Why didn’t you warn me?’ he exclaimed.


Stanmore rested his hand on the startled man’s shoulder and gave a sarcastic grin. ‘I did mention earlier that I had more bad news for you.’


The object of Charles’s displeasure was a well-built, dark-haired man in his early thirties with large side whiskers who stood partially obscured by the men near the fireplace. He held a large glass of brandy and was talking to, or rather being talked to, by an attractive dark-haired woman of a similar age.


‘Inspector Chard has been sent here by the Shrewsbury Borough Police Force to keep an eye on the famous ‘Sabrina’s Teardrop’. God knows why. If anything, it should have been the Shropshire Constabulary’s responsibility to send a man. Not that I think it’s necessary anyway.’ Stanmore tapped the side of his nose. ‘I detect Mrs Ferguson must have had a word in the ear of the Chief Constable. She certainly has been monopolising the inspector at every possible opportunity.’


‘What do I do now?’ demanded Charles.


‘Just keep on the fringes and get into conversation with the guests. He’ll be occupied with Mrs Ferguson and at the rate he’s drinking I doubt he’ll trouble you.’


‘Yes,’ added Warren, ‘just enjoy the party. In a while you’ll be as relaxed as everyone else. Just you see.’


Charles nodded, but was concerned what the night ahead would bring.


***


By one o’clock in the morning, the guests were still in ebullient mood, some regretting they’d called for carriages to be ready at 2 a.m.


Inspector Thomas Chard poured himself yet another brandy and cursed inwardly. ‘Load of pretentious bastards!’


He had never been the worse for drink on duty before, but tonight things were different. Five years ago, he had returned to his home county of Shropshire, having made a name for himself as a detective sergeant in Manchester. He’d been appointed as an inspector in the Shrewsbury Borough Police Force and life couldn’t have been brighter. Yet now, everything in his personal life was in turmoil and he didn’t know how to deal with it. To make matters worse, he had been ordered to attend this function on the pretext of ensuring no-one stole Lady Deansmoor’s sapphire. He’d been puzzled at first, as Atcham was outside his jurisdiction, but then all became clear as soon as Della Ferguson pounced on him.


The inspector gave a wry smile as, through an alcoholic haze, he noticed her approach once more.


‘Thomas dear, put that glass of brandy down. You’ve nearly drank a whole bottle of the wretched stuff. Come and dance with me.’


‘I am sorry Mrs Ferguson, but I am on duty,’ came the slightly slurred reply as the inspector straightened his posture.


‘Stop calling me Mrs Ferguson, Thomas. You were happy to call me Della once upon a time, and many other things besides,’ giggled his admirer. ‘If you don’t want to dance, then just take my arm and let me lead you somewhere more private.’


Chard had to admit that Della was a very beautiful woman, He still found her smile captivating. Warm, welcoming, it drew him in, and without thinking he allowed himself to be led through a door into the adjoining chamber.


The Sultana Room was a quiet retreat from the boisterous drawing room and only two ladies were present, taking a discreet inhalation of cocaine at a far table.


‘Let’s go into the alcove,’ suggested Della, leading them to a long low Ottoman settee upholstered in red silk.


The inspector let himself be guided to the alcove and he did not resist when Della sat alongside him and held his hand.


‘Where is Major Ferguson?’ he felt obliged to ask.


‘Reginald doesn’t like these sorts of things. He can be a real bore sometimes,’ complained Della. ‘Anyway, he is away on business, so couldn’t have come. I’m glad you know; because I’ve had rather a lot of champagne and he would not have approved,’ she added, wagging a finger.


Chard gave an involuntary grin at the admonishing expression on Della’s face. She always was able to make him smile; something he hadn’t done in weeks.


‘I’ll tell you a secret, Thomas. You’re only here because I persuaded nice Superintendent Edge to let you come. No-one really wanted a policeman to guard Lady Deansmoor’s sapphire.’


‘I’d guessed you had something to do with it,’ grimaced Chard. ‘There are other things I should be doing.’


‘Your superintendent agreed because he is concerned about you. It’s a break from your troubles, just for one night.’


Chard smiled. ‘Perhaps you are right,’ he conceded.


‘Then come with me.’


Taking his hand, Della led Chard from the alcove, grabbing a half-finished bottle of champagne which had been discarded on a table. Exiting by a different door, Della led Chard to the foot of the grand staircase.


‘If a man can’t hit his own wife then who can he hit? The country’s gone to the dogs!’ ranted Lord Berwick, out of sight in the adjoining picture gallery.


‘Quick, before we are seen!’ urged Della.


Befuddled by the brandy, Chard followed her obediently up the staircase, steadying himself by holding the gilded rails. At the top there appeared to be a dead end, just a scarlet blank wall.


‘I can’t find the knob,’ giggled Della. ‘Ah there it is.’


A concealed door opened and Chard now found himself in a narrow corridor.


‘Where are we going?’ asked the inspector, feeling strangely vulnerable.


‘We’ll have some privacy in one of the rooms, just for a few minutes.’


All of a sudden, everything went black and Chard was unable to see a thing. ‘What’s going on?’ he demanded, a hint of panic in his voice.


Della gave a wicked laugh. ‘The generator must have failed. It’ll take them ages to fix it. Now’s our time. I can feel a door handle. Come here!’


Chard was pulled into a darkened room and immediately, Della’s lips were on his.


‘You shouldn’t have left me, Thomas,’ she murmured.


‘Things just didn’t work out. It was a long time ago.’


‘Five years isn’t very long.’


‘Much has happened since then,’ countered Chard as Della nibbled his ear whilst simultaneously starting to undress him.


‘I shouldn’t have married Reginald, but you gave me no option.’


‘At least he’s rich, which I guess is why you’re here tonight,’ suggested the inspector, making no attempt to resist her advances.


‘He has investments which is how I managed an invitation, but my reason for being here is you.’


‘You know we can’t be doing this…’ argued Chard without any real conviction.


‘I would kill to have you back Thomas. Just remember that.’


Della bit Chard’s neck playfully and the inspector succumbed to the inevitable, helping his former lover out of her dress.


Ten minutes later, their coupling was interrupted by a woman’s scream from somewhere in the building.


‘What was that?’ asked Chard, listening intently.


‘Don’t stop! Don’t you dare stop!’ scolded Della.


The inspector obeyed, ignoring the raised voices somewhere in the distance.


Minutes later, Della’s moans were interrupted by the sound of footsteps in the corridor outside, followed by the door being flung open.


Chard looked across, dismayed to see Lord Berwick holding an oil lamp, an expression of utter shock on his face.


***


The following evening, John Kelly finished his meal and got up from the table.


‘Where are you off to Johnny boy?’ asked his elder brother. ‘I thought your job was only for last night.’


‘It was Sean. Indeed it was, and well worth my time.’


‘So where are you going? I hope you’re not up to no good. I’ve got a respectable job and if you get into trouble then it’ll be me who suffers.’


‘Don’t worry yourself, Sean. I just want to collect what I’m owed.’


‘I thought you said you’d been paid in advance.’


‘Cash yes, and handsomely. But I’ve also been promised a fine reference, and that’s what I need to go on the straight and narrow. My benefactor said he would send it on to me, but I want to make sure. I thought it would be worth calling on him, around the back at the tradesman’s entrance of course,’ answered John.


Sean grunted. ‘I don’t know whether to believe you this time, but if you’re telling the truth, good luck to yer.’


Kelly went into the cold winter’s night and headed into Shrewsbury town. He passed the cattle market and considered calling into The Globe to take a whisky against the chill night air.


‘Best stay respectable,’ he lectured himself. Choosing to avoid the centre of town, he crossed the River Severn over the Welsh Bridge then walked on until he finally reached Kingsland. He knew Charles Landell’s address, having made his own discreet enquiries after receiving his original instructions. Even so, it took some time to find the large house, set in its own grounds.


‘Here it is,’ he said with satisfaction.


Kelly looked around to see if anyone was watching his movements, then quickly threw himself against a hedge as he noticed an old man walking his dog on the other side of the road. The dog walker seemed to be moving erratically as if drunk, then stopped for a moment. Kelly watched as the man pulled out a hip flask and took a swig before continuing on his way.


Waiting until the man had gone out of sight, Kelly moved away from the hedge and approached Landell’s property.


‘Strange, I would have thought it would be closed,’ he muttered as the large wrought iron gate swung open at the merest push.


By instinct, Kelly crept stealthily towards the property, noticing that only one window seemed to be lit. Abruptly he froze, as voices could be heard. There was someone at the door. It was Landell and he was talking to a visitor.


‘Well! Well! I wonder what you’re doing here?’ exclaimed Kelly under his breath.




TWO


Eighteen months later
September 1896 Pontypridd, South Wales


Inspector Thomas Chard sat alone at a table in the Ivor Arms, sipping his first beer of the evening. It had been a long hot summer and a busy one for a policeman. Whether the heat had caused more people to turn to crime or not he couldn’t tell. One of his constables had been severely injured that very week by an ironworker called Pullman, a man formerly of good character. It made the inspector feel melancholy, and nostalgic for his former life in Shrewsbury.


He remembered the night when everything went wrong. At least his drunkenness had lessened the immediate feeling of shame. It was somehow worse looking back on it. Della in just a chemise and himself in only his shirttails, coupling against a chest of drawers; whilst Lord Berwick’s shocked face gradually developed into a lascivious grin.


By the time the generator had been repaired, they had dressed, sobered by the realisation that their reputations would be ruined. Lord Berwick was not known to be discreet. Shamefaced, they had walked downstairs to find the place in pandemonium. The servants had all been called up from below stairs, guests were checking their belongings; and Lady Deansmoor was being comforted by someone he hadn’t noticed earlier in the evening, Charles Landell. Before he could say a word, one of the hosts, Leonard Warren, had rounded on him.


‘You’re the policeman here! Lady Deansmoor’s jewel has been stolen. Where were you?’


That was the same question levelled at him by Superintendent Edge the following morning.


‘Damn it all Chard! What a mess! Where were you? No, don’t answer. It’s a rhetorical question. I know where you were and probably so does half of Shrewsbury by now. If you had just disgraced yourself, then that would be one thing, but you’ve made our force look incompetent. One of the most valuable jewels in the country stolen from right under your nose. Can you imagine how I’m going to explain to the Shropshire County Constabulary why I had one of my men on duty on their patch? I bloody can’t.’


Chard had understood his superintendent’s foul mood and would have been just as angry if he had been in Edge’s position. The Shropshire County Constabulary had been called in, everyone had been interviewed and the servants searched. A broken window had been found in a first-floor bedroom and beneath it a discarded shoe. A search of the surrounding area had been ordered, with the guests finally allowed to leave at 6 a.m. When Chard had been ordered to report to the police station, he had managed only an hour’s sleep and still felt hungover.


‘I only sent you because you’re my best detective and you’ve had a hard time of things. We were all worried about you; and when Mrs Ferguson had a word with me, I thought it was a good idea to give you a break. More fool me,’ the superintendent complained.


The admonishment had continued for some time before the superintendent finally announced his decision.


‘You are suspended with immediate effect. There will of course have to be a disciplinary hearing which will probably see you dismissed. I suggest you resign before that happens. In the meantime, I will try and find you a position with another force. Hopefully in a couple of years this unfortunate incident will have blown over and we can consider your return.’


Chard gave a rueful smile as he recalled the accusing stares from his colleagues as he left the station in disgrace.


The superintendent had been generous in finding him another position. He had served in the army with a fellow officer who had become a superintendent in the Glamorgan County Constabulary. In a matter of weeks Chard had arrived in the busy South Wales town of Pontypridd as their new inspector.


Pontypridd, or Ponty as it was often known, was both an industrial and a market town; with iron and steel works, textile mills and numerous coal mines. It sat astride the road, rail and canal networks which connected the ports of South Wales to the coal-producing valleys. Chard had found it difficult settling in to a place that had initially felt so different to anywhere he had previously experienced. Yet now, eighteen months later, things had changed.


He had discovered a genuine warmth in the local people, who he’d come to know and trust. With the odd exception, he respected his colleagues, who were forever struggling due to a lack of resources. And he felt comfortable in his house situated close to the police station, especially since appointing a ‘maid of all works’, on a full-time basis. Chard took another sip of his beer and went to scratch his sideburns, before stopping himself. It was an old habit from times gone past before he had trimmed them short. Instead he stroked his neat moustache in thought.


‘Perhaps I’ll never go back,’ he murmured to himself.


The inspector’s reverie was interrupted by a bang, as the pub door, which was always stiff to open, was flung back with force.


Everyone turned to stare, as in rushed a sturdily built police constable with mutton chop whiskers.


Chard looked up in astonishment. One rule was sacrosanct amongst his constables. The Ivor Arms was where he liked to relax, and none of them were to enter unless in cases of dire emergency.


‘Where’s the inspector?’ demanded the constable, looking in the direction of the bar.


‘I’m here Constable Morgan. There had better be a good explanation for your interruption,’ responded Chard, from his table in the corner.


‘Sorry sir, but it’s urgent. Please could you come outside? It’s a matter of life and death.’


Chard groaned, but dutifully picked up his hat and followed his constable out of the pub, into the night.


***


‘There’s Mr Pennel is waiting for us,’ said Constable Morgan pointing to a young, frail-looking man who stood by the front door of his small terraced cottage next to the river.


On the way to the cottage, Morgan had explained that Mr Pennel’s baby son had died in his mother’s arms earlier in the evening. The sad event appeared to have unhinged Mrs Pennel and she was threatening to kill herself.


‘Oh, thank God you’ve come, Inspector. The constable said you would be the best person to call. When my Maria saw his uniform, she broke a glass and held it to her own throat. He said you might be close by and in plain clothes.’


‘Why didn’t you send for a vicar or minister?’ asked Chard.


‘That’s the first thing I suggested to her,’ answered the husband, wringing his hands in despair. ‘She said that she was damned in the eyes of God and if I fetched the minister from the chapel, she would do herself in. I went outside in desperation and saw the constable.’


‘I did try my best sir, but it just seemed to make matters worse, so I thought of you,’ added Morgan.


‘Do you have any other family?’ asked the inspector.


‘None in the town.’ Replied Pennel.


‘No other children?’


‘None. We have not been blessed. Maria twice gave birth to stillborn daughters. This was our first boy.’ Pennel wept as he spoke.


Chard nodded and patted the husband’s shoulder. ‘I’ll try my best,’ he promised, removing his hat and passing it to Constable Morgan.


‘She’s downstairs, in the back of the house,’ informed Pennel.


With considerable trepidation, the inspector walked to the front door and gently pushed it open.


‘Maria…?’ he called in a soft, gentle voice.


There was no reply, so he walked through the tiny hallway to a door leading into the back room. Giving a very light knock, he called out once more.


‘Maria…? Can I talk with you?’


There was no reply.


‘I am going to come in. There’s no need to be afraid,’ assured the inspector.


Again, there was no response.


‘All I am going to do is talk and then I’ll leave if you want me to.’


Very slowly, Chard pushed open the door and entered the room. It was dark, except for a small oil lamp which threw a little light on one corner of the room. Mrs Pennel, a shawl around her shoulders, sat there cradling a small bundle in her arms.


The inspector took a step forward, but was halted by a scream from the bereaved mother.


‘Come no closer! You’re not taking him!’ she yelled, using her free hand to pick up a sharp shard of glass from her lap.


Chard took a step backwards and raised his hands in supplication. ‘I won’t take him if you don’t want me to,’ he answered softly.


There was silence for a few moments, then, seeing that the inspector was going to come no further, the woman put down the piece of glass


‘Who are you?’ she asked.


‘Just someone who means you no harm. You can call me Thomas if you like.’


Again, there was silence.


‘Do you want to tell me what happened?’


Once more there was silence. Chard stood and waited without a sound for what seemed an eternity. Then suddenly Mrs Pennel gave a long low moan.


‘I killed my poor lovely boy. I killed my Adam. I am damned.’


‘I can see that you wouldn’t have wanted to harm Adam,’ said Chard quietly.


‘I didn’t mean it. Honestly, I didn’t mean it.’ The woman leaned closer to the light and Chard could make out her red-rimmed, moist eyes.


‘Tell me what happened. I won’t judge you,’ promised the inspector.


Mrs Pennel paused, as if unsure whether to say any more, then she spoke. ‘You see, we don’t have much money. My Arthur is not in good health. He does his best, but I have to take in work to keep us fed. It’s sewing for a shop in town – piecework you understand. I only get paid for what I do.’ Her words sounded apologetic, as if being poor was an admission of failure. ‘I have to get up early to cook and clean, then I start my sewing. With all my housework on top and looking after Arthur I get very little sleep and it’s so hard to cope.’


‘I understand,’ answered Chard in a comforting voice.


‘I used to manage but since Adam came along it’s been such a struggle,’ pleaded the poor woman. ‘He would cry and cry until I rocked him to sleep. He would wake me in the middle of the night stopping my sleep. Then again in the daytime, stopping me from working. I was at my wits’ end.’


‘Then what happened?’ asked the inspector, inching forward.


Mrs Pennel was by now in full flow, releasing her anguish. ‘A friend gave me that!’ she snapped, pointing at a broken bottle which had evidently been thrown against the wall. ‘It’s an “infants’ calmative tonic” said to be recommended by “all good parents”. I gave my Adam a few drops and it seemed to settle him down on the first night. By the end of the week though, he would cry all the more until I gave him some. Then he stopped eating, he just didn’t want anything. I tried stopping the tonic but it made matters worse. I didn’t know what to do. We can’t afford a doctor and I was afraid that if I went to the workhouse infirmary, they would take him away from me.’ Mrs Pennel suddenly noticed that Chard had come nearer. ‘Stop!’ she yelled, taking up the piece of broken glass. Blood ran from her hand where she had grabbed a sharp edge but she paid it no intention, and raised the shard to her throat.


‘Wait! I’ll stay here. Just put the glass down. Tell me what happened next,’ urged the inspector.


‘I gave Adam some tonic during the night, perhaps a little too much, I was so tired. Then this morning he wouldn’t eat again, or drink for that matter. He just slept, so I let him be. He just lay there all day.’ She sobbed and her hand lowered the glass away from her throat. ‘Arthur had found some work but it was a twelve-hour shift, so he didn’t get back until this evening. Just before he was due home, I went to wake Adam to give him some food but he wasn’t breathing. I shook him, hugged him, even hit him, but nothing could make my Adam wake up. Not even a mother’s kiss.’ Her tears fell in earnest and the bereaved mother began to rock back and for in abject misery.


‘You poor, poor thing,’ empathised Chard, deeply moved by the distraught woman’s situation. ‘It is a tragedy, but you did not intend to hurt your child.’


‘It’s my fault. I am damned.’


‘Things can be made right. You must think of your husband now, your Arthur.’


‘I have murdered his child. Our only child,’ Mrs Pennel answered, full of grief.


‘From what little I have seen of your husband he appears concerned for your safety. That wouldn’t be the case if he didn’t love you very deeply,’ reasoned Chard.


There was silence as the inspector let his words sink in.


‘Will he ever forgive me?’ she asked pitifully.


‘I believe he would. Don’t forget, this is a tragedy for both of you. You need each other desperately now,’ said Chard gently.


There was a slow, almost imperceptible nod from Mrs Pennel and Chard moved to within an arm’s length.


‘We have your Adam to think about. He needs to be at rest,’ continued the inspector.


‘I can’t let him go,’ came the pitiful reply. ‘Please don’t take him from me?’ she begged.


Chard saw that Mrs Pennel had let go of the shard of glass and was making no attempt to pick it up.


‘I won’t take him from you, but perhaps you could give him to me. He needs to be looked after now. You know his time here is over. It is a sad parting but it must be done.’


Mrs Pennel looked up and Chard could see the realisation in her eyes.


‘Come now and do what you know you must, then let your husband comfort you,’ persuaded the inspector, holding out his arms.


The mother sighed and wiped a blood-stained hand across her tear-streaked face. Then she kissed her child’s cold brow and placed the small bundle into Chard’s arms.


‘Thank you,’ said Chard softly as he turned and left the room, holding the dead body as if it was the most precious, delicate object in the whole world.


Outside the house, Constable Morgan and Arthur Pennel stood waiting.


‘Is she alright?’ asked Arthur anxiously.


‘Yes, but she needs to be comforted as I am sure you do,’ answered Chard. ‘We’ll have to come and take statements tomorrow, but not until the afternoon. Make sure a friend or neighbour can stay with your wife for a couple of days until she is more settled.’


Arthur nodded his agreement, but before going inside he looked at the face of his dead son, stroked his head and turned away as his tears began to flow.


‘I’ll take the child to the infirmary sir,’ offered Constable Morgan, making to take the small burden from his superior.


Chard made to reply but found he couldn’t speak the words. Instead, he just shrugged away his constable and started out on the long walk to the infirmary at the other end of town.




THREE


Chard felt drained. His breakfast of bacon and eggs, prepared by his maid Lucy, had barely been touched. Pushing his plate away, he made to go upstairs and get himself ready for duty.


‘Are you alright Mr Chard?’ enquired Lucy, worried that he was dissatisfied with her cooking.


‘Just a bit out of sorts. Nothing to worry about,’ he assured her


A few minutes later, having put on his uniform jacket and cap that marked him as an inspector of the Glamorgan County Constabulary, Chard re-appeared and managed to give his servant a smile.


‘I am very content with how you’ve been doing Lucy. For someone who has never been in service before, your work is very satisfactory. There’s no need to be concerned.’


Lucy curtsied, pleased at the compliment, then went to the hallway in order to open the front door for her master.


Chard stepped out onto the pavement and took a breath of fresh air. The cold chills of autumn had yet to appear, bringing the inevitable smoke from numerous coal fires that would be lit, even in the early mornings. The walk to the police station was less than a hundred yards away, though it did mean having to cross a road busy with horse-drawn omnibuses, carts and carriages. Fortunately, Chard’s uniform did mark him as someone of importance, and accordingly a cab driver slowed his vehicle and gestured for the inspector to cross. Chard waved an arm in acknowledgement and had to admit to himself that he was finally getting used to his formal dress. When he had arrived at Pontypridd the previous year (courtesy of Superintendent Edge having served in the army with his new superior), Chard had assumed he would be continuing as a detective in plain clothes. Superintendent Jones however, had other ideas. His view was that the duty of an inspector was to inspect the work done by the sergeants and constables, mainly by administration. Other than that, he was to uphold the reputation of the constabulary through presenting an impeccable, distinguished appearance; which necessitated always wearing full uniform on duty.


As soon as the inspector entered the busy police station, he noticed Constable Morgan trying to attract his attention.


‘What is it constable? We can talk about last night later, after I’ve had a chance to get my feet under my desk,’ snapped Chard.


‘It’s not that sir. The superintendent has been looking for you. I’m not sure what it’s about, but he had a frown on his face.’


The inspector raised a quizzical eyebrow. Usually, on the rare occasions that the superintendent wanted to see him first thing, it was because there was bad news.


‘I’d better find out what it’s about then,’ he commented, heading immediately towards his superior’s office.


He found Superintendent Constantine Jones in his office seated behind his large, highly-polished, oak desk. His uniform, more heavily braided than Chard’s, was as usual, immaculate.


‘Take a seat, Inspector. I have received a telegram and its contents puzzle me,’ he stated whilst stroking his large bushy moustache.


‘How can I help sir?’ offered Chard.


‘I know very little about your time at Shrewsbury. Superintendent Edge asked me if I had a post for you as a favour to him, but never said why. I never asked and you’ve never told me.’


Chard’s face flushed. ‘It’s a private matter, sir. What relevance has it got to the telegram?’


‘I’m not sure it has any relevance, it’s just a feeling,’ replied the superintendent thoughtfully. ‘Do you a recall an Inspector Warboys from your time at Shrewsbury?’


‘No sir. The name is unfamiliar. Might I ask why?’


‘The telegram says that he is coming here later today with another officer. It asks me to ensure you are present when they arrive. Do you know what this could be about?’


‘Not a clue, sir. I am as mystified as yourself,’ replied Chard.


‘I have a bad feeling about this Inspector, I really do.’ Superintendent Jones paused as if to say something else but then gave a dismissive wave. ‘Carry on Inspector, just don’t leave the station.’


Chard couldn’t help but feel perturbed by the discussion as he headed back to his own office. His thoughts on the matter were however, interrupted by Constable Morgan.


‘Regarding last night sir…’


‘Come into my room, we can discuss it there.’


They went inside the inspector’s office and Chard closed the door firmly behind them.


‘I put the dead child into the care of Nurse Harris who was on duty at the infirmary last night.’


‘Will there have to be a post mortem?’ asked the constable.


‘Yes, and a coroner’s inquest.’


‘You don’t think she did away with the child deliberately though, do you sir?’


‘No, of course not, Constable. It’s a tragedy, but not the first of its kind. I should have picked up the broken bottle of tonic to check the contents, but you can guarantee it’ll include a dose of morphine in it. If it’s given too often an infant can become addicted. Then it will lose its appetite. The child will constantly demand more and the mother, often driven to distraction will eventually give in. If they are unlucky, the dosage will stop the infant breathing.’


‘Do you think Mrs Pennel will be prosecuted?’ asked Morgan.


‘It depends on the post mortem and the view of the coroner at the inquest. The worst case would be a prosecution for wilful murder, though I think that’s unlikely. Wilful neglect is another possible charge,’ answered the inspector, looking troubled. ‘I believe she was guilty of neither.’


‘What’s to be done sir?’


‘Unfortunately, I’ve been ordered to remain in the station until some visitors arrive later in the day. You will have to act on my behalf.’


‘Only too willing sir,’ replied Morgan. ‘The sergeant wanted me to do some paperwork, but having done an extra evening shift last night, I doubt I could concentrate on it.’


‘With our shortage of men, we’ve all got to work extra hours Constable, and the money will no doubt be useful if Miss Roper accepts your proposal. Talking of which, I assume you’ll be happy that I’m sending you up to the infirmary?’


Morgan failed to suppress a grin. ‘May has promised to give me a definite answer by the end of the year.’


‘Your hopes are high then?’ asked Chard, aware that Morgan had proposed to the young medical clerk earlier in the year.


Nodding in reply, Morgan, despite his mutton chop whiskers, looked like the bashful young man that he really was. ‘We seem to be getting closer, if you get my drift, sir. What do you want me to do at the infirmary?’ he asked, keen to change the subject.


‘Have a word with Doctor Henderson. He’ll be doing the post mortem and signing the death certificate. Let him know that in my opinion the cause of death appears to be accidental and the child died in its sleep. A tonic was administered by the mother which may have had some effect, and we’ll get the bottle to him later on so he can look at the ingredients. Understood?’


‘Yes sir. When are we going to interview Mrs Pennel?’


‘I propose leaving it until later this afternoon to give the woman time to compose herself, but it will have to be done today. Unfortunately, I have no idea how long I’m going to be tied up with these mysterious visitors. If I am still in with the superintendent at five o’clock, then you’ll have to go and take a formal statement. If that’s the case don’t forget to pick up the broken tonic bottle while you’re there.’


‘I won’t forget, sir. I’ll let the sergeant know you’ve given me some duties and I’ll make a start by going to see May… I mean Doctor Henderson,’ replied Morgan.


Chard grinned as his constable left the office before realising the wider implication of being ordered to stay at the station. Grimacing he looked at the pile of paperwork on his desk that he could no longer find an excuse to ignore.


***


It was two o’clock in the afternoon when Chard’s labours were interrupted by a knock on his office door.


‘Sorry to interrupt, sir. I thought you should know that the visitors are at the front desk.’


‘Thank you, Sergeant Morris. I’ll go ahead into the superintendent’s office whilst you fetch them through,’ replied Chard.


By the time the sergeant escorted the visitors into the superintendent’s office, both Jones and Chard were stood in their immaculate uniforms, ready to greet their guests formally.


‘Good afternoon, I am Inspector Warboys and this is Constable Fugg,’ said the larger of the two men in an accent from the north of England.


Chard frowned. He didn’t know the big, heavy-jowled, man who spoke, but there was something about his demeanour which was distinctly unfriendly. His colleague, a shorter individual with hair so blond that it was almost white, Chard did know. Fugg was a detective constable who had served under him at Shrewsbury, and he wasn’t a man to be trusted.


‘Could I trouble you for some identification, gentlemen; as you appear to be out of uniform?’ asked Superintendent Jones politely, but with a degree of annoyance.


Warboys produced his police warrant, which he handed to the superintendent. ‘I am afraid we do not wear uniforms. The constable and I are detectives.’


Chard could not help but look at his superior’s expression. Although on several occasions the inspector had come close to getting the superintendent to agree they needed a detective department, it was still something which Superintendent Jones resisted. It was the informality that irked him.


‘If some forces feel the need to let their officers swan around in their private clothes when on duty, I suppose it is up to them,’ responded Jones, his expression one of disapproval. ‘I am Superintendent Jones and this is Inspector Chard, formerly of Shrewsbury. I assume you are acquainted?’


Warboys looked directly at Chard for the first time, though Fugg averted his eyes. ‘I haven’t had the pleasure until now,’ answered Warboys with an insincere smile. ‘I only took up my position after Inspector Chard left.’ He slowly looked Chard up and down before continuing. ‘Constable Fugg told me all about you, but you still aren’t quite what I was expecting.’


‘How can we be of help, Inspector Warboys? We are very busy at this station, so if you wouldn’t mind coming to the point?’ interrupted Superintendent Jones, who had clearly taken a dislike to his visitors.


Warboys turned and looked at Chard, ignoring the superintendent. He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out a folded document. ‘This is an arrest warrant.’


Stepping forward he put his hand on Chard’s shoulder.


‘Thomas Chard. I am arresting you for the murder of your wife, Mrs Sofia Chard and of Mr Charles Landell.’




FOUR


‘What are you talking about man? You cannot be serious!’ erupted Superintendent Jones.


‘The cuffs, Fugg,’ ordered Warboys, still ignoring the superintendent.


Chard felt stunned and made no effort whatsoever to resist as a pair of handcuffs were snapped around his wrists.


‘Desist at once damn you!’ insisted the superintendent, stepping forward.


‘The paperwork is all in order,’ responded Warboys, holding out the warrant for the superintendent to take, whilst still staring at Chard.


Face red with fury, Jones inspected the document, then thrust it into Warboys’s chest.


‘This is a mistake. The inspector isn’t married.’


‘Is that what he told you?’ answered Warboys.


‘We’ve not discussed it, but this is nonsense isn’t it, Inspector Chard? You aren’t married?’


Jones looked at Chard who had turned a deathly white.


‘Well he certainly isn’t married now!’ interjected Fugg.


‘That’s quite enough, Constable,’ snapped Warboys before speaking once more to the superintendent. ‘I don’t suppose he told you why he had to leave Shrewsbury?’


‘I understand it was a personal matter. He was recommended by an old comrade in arms whose opinion I trust. I will contact Superintendent Edge immediately,’ growled Jones.


‘You can try,’ replied Warboys, ‘but you will have no success. He’s gone to the continent on extended leave. I am temporarily in charge of the station. The warrant is legal and must be executed.’


The dispute was interrupted by a knock on the office door which was opened tentatively by Sergeant Morris.


‘Is everything alright, Superintendent?’ he enquired, having been alerted by the raised voices emanating from the office.
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