
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Penny Green Series: Books 4-6

    

    




      
        Emily Organ

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Books in the Penny Green Series

      

    

    
      
        
          THE INVENTOR

        

      

      
        
          CURSE OF THE POPPY

        

      

      
        
          THE BERMONDSEY POISONER

        

      

    

    
      
        Thank you

      

      
        Get a free short mystery

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books in the Penny Green Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Limelight

        The Rookery

        The Maid’s Secret

        The Inventor

        Curse of the Poppy

        The Bermondsey Poisoner

        An Unwelcome Guest

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE INVENTOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Penny Green Mystery Book 4

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The Crystal Palace shimmered in the fiery rays of the setting sun. The sound of bells and drums assaulted my ears and the smell of frying sausages hung in the air as we pushed our way through the crowd at the Midsummer Fair.

      “Mother, there’s the fortune-telling pony!” exclaimed my niece, Fenella, tugging at Eliza’s arm. “Please can we give him a penny?”

      “The fortune-telling pony is mere trickery,” replied my sister. “We should save our pennies for the sweet stall.”

      “But we have enough pennies for the pony as well,” protested Fenella. “Please can we go and see him? Please, Mother, please?”

      At the age of nine, Fenella already bore a strong resemblance to Eliza. Both had fair hair and brown eyes. Fenella wore a large yellow bow in her hair to match her summer dress, which had puff sleeves and a wide lace collar. Eliza wore a large straw hat and a loose-fitting cream cotton dress, deliberately ignoring the fashion for a tightly-laced waist.

      A crack of gunshots rang out from the red and gold rifle gallery. The stall next to it housed Mademoiselle Chloe’s Marvellous Clever Cats, who I hoped would be able to withstand the noise.

      “I don’t think I have ever seen so many people in one place,” Eliza remarked. “Once we’ve stopped at the sweet stall I think we should take a walk by the lake and visit the dinosaurs.”

      “But we’ve seen the dinosaurs before!” complained Fenella. “What about the pony?”

      “I’ve heard enough about the pony.”

      “Please may I have some lemonade instead?” Fenella pulled Eliza toward a stand selling carbonated drinks.

      I pushed my spectacles up onto the bridge of my nose and gazed over the stalls and flying horses to the Crystal Palace. Its fiery orange panes were slowly darkening to red. Built for the Great Exhibition more than thirty years previously, the glass building remained an impressive sight.

      “I read recently that the arch over the central transept is more than one hundred and sixty feet high,” I said to Eliza.

      “What transept?”

      “The transept in the Crystal Palace.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “And you do realise that it was Isambard Kingdom Brunel who built those two enormous water towers either side of it? They feed the fountains, and it’s said that each can hold more than a thousand tonnes of water.”

      “I can’t imagine what a thousand tonnes of water looks like,” replied Eliza. “A lake, I suppose. Was it ginger beer you asked for?”

      “Thank you.”

      “I just asked someone where the sweet stall is,” she continued. “And they told me it’s next to the Man with the Iron Head.”

      “The illuminations will begin shortly,” I said. “We shall need to be up on the upper terrace.”

      “But what about the dinosaurs?” asked Eliza.

      “I think they will also be illuminated. We can walk down there a little later.”

      “Did you hear that, Fenella?” said Eliza. “The dinosaurs are to be illuminated!”

      I followed Eliza and my niece to the sweet stall, trying to prevent my ginger beer from being spilled as I was knocked about by the crowd.

      I hadn’t come for the fair. I was hoping to speak to the inventor, Simon Borthwick, who was about to put on the greatest display of illumination ever seen. More than sixty thousand fairy lights were to light up the grounds of the Crystal Palace, and I had been eagerly anticipating the spectacle.

      Simon Borthwick was well known for his work on the incandescent electric lamp. Three years earlier he had installed lamps in the Savoy Theatre, making it the first public building in the world to be lit by electricity. I hoped he would have time for me to interview him at some point in the evening for the Morning Express newspaper.

      “Your Aunt Penelope is going to meet the inventor who created all the magical fairy lights you’ll see this evening,” I said to Fenella, but she was too distracted by a woman dressed as an Arab princess to listen.

      “Did I tell you that I’ve interviewed Mr Borthwick before?” I said to Eliza.

      “I don’t recall you telling me that,” she replied with an expression of complete disinterest. “Oh, look! There’s the Man with the Iron Head! That means the sweets must be here somewhere. There they are. Look!”

      We pushed our way over to the sweet stall.

      “Oh, Fenella! What will you have, do you think?” asked Eliza. “How about some lemon fruit slices? Or there’s sticky toffee or butterscotch. And honeycombs! I shall have some of those.”

      “They have alphabet liquorice, Mother!”

      “So they have. And caramel rolls and gum raspberries. What’s that? Oh, it must be peanut candy. What will you have, Penelope?”

      “Are there any fruit jellies?”

      “Yes, there are. Which flavour would you like?”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Are you all right, Penelope? You seem rather distracted.”

      “I’m fine, thank you Ellie. I’m hoping that Mr Borthwick will have enough time to speak to me this evening. If I can make my way to the upper terrace shortly I shall ask someone where he is to be found.”

      “Oh, you’re distracted by your work. I should have known.”

      “It’s the reason I’m here, Ellie! I asked you and Fenella to accompany me because I thought you would enjoy the spectacle.”

      “And I’m sure we will,” she replied curtly. “That’s enough honeycomb to be getting on with, Fenella. You don’t want to make yourself sick.”

      “Mother, can we go and see the Man with the Iron Head, please?”

      “I’m afraid not. Your Aunt Penelope needs to carry out some work on the terrace, I believe.”

      “You don’t need to come with me,” I said. “Take Fenella to see the iron man.”

      “The Man with the Iron Head,” Eliza corrected as she handed me a paper bag filled with fruit jellies.

      “I’ll meet you later by the dinosaurs,” I said.

      “Very well. In forty minutes’ time? Will that allow you long enough to complete your work?”

      “I hope so. I shall see you then, Ellie.”
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      The noise of the fair receded as I followed the path up to the Italian-styled terraces in front of the Crystal Palace. A light breeze played with the brim of my hat and the evening air was pleasantly warm, so there had been no need for me to wear a jacket over my blouse and skirt. A brass band played the jaunty William Tell Overture as I made my way past splashing fountains and climbed the wide stone staircase to the lower terrace.

      Chatter and laughter drifted over from the refreshment bar, which sat between two flights of steps leading to the upper terrace. I wondered where I might find Mr Borthwick. I conjectured that at this moment he would likely be making final preparations for his switching on of the illuminations.

      I had first met with the inventor two years previously when he had worked with Richard D’Oyly Carte on the production of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Iolanthe. Borthwick had created miniature lights for the lead fairies to wear.

      I had visited him at his laboratory in Southwark and could still recall the strong chemical smell which had stuck at the back of my throat. The walls had been lined with shelves and glass jars containing powders and liquids of all hues. We’d stood at a well-polished table in the centre of the room, upon which stood a variety of apparatus, glass bulbs and lamps.

      About forty years old, Mr Borthwick had been clean-shaven with an aquiline nose. His eyes were large and dark, and his brown hair was long around his ears and collar. I had thought him surprisingly well dressed for a man who spent much of his time in a laboratory. His jacket was fashionably cut, and he had worn a carnation in his buttonhole.

      “Iolanthe must be the first occasion upon which performers have appeared on a stage with electric lights in their clothing and hair,” I said. “It’s quite astonishing!”

      “It was a pleasing effect, wasn’t it?” he replied. “I had to provide quite a bit of reassurance that the lights wouldn’t catch fire. People are still rather fearful about the dangers of electricity.”

      “But the dancers weren’t in danger, were they?”

      “No, not at all! Small battery packs were sewn into their costumes and they were quite safe at all times. Here you are, you see, it’s quite simple. This is the battery pack.” He pointed to a small box encased in rubber.

      “It looks like one of those electrical medical devices I’ve seen advertised for curing neuralgia and rheumatism,” I said.

      “It’s not dissimilar. Think of it as a miniature electrical generator.”

      I saw that a wire was attached to the battery pack and branching off from this were thinner wires, each ending in a miniature lamp.

      “The fairy lights are pinned into the dancers’ hair and onto their costumes,” Borthwick had continued. “The wires are too thin to be noticed by the audience, so they find the effect quite magical. I’ll turn the lights off in here and pull the blinds down over the windows. Then you’ll be able to see the full effect.”

      The room was almost completely dark once he had closed the blinds.

      “Oh dear. It’s rather dingy, isn’t it?” Borthwick had said from his position by the window. “Just make a noise, Miss Green, and I’ll be able to find you again.”

      “Over here, Mr Borthwick.”

      I had stifled a snigger as I heard him bump into a table, then eventually I saw his figure emerging from the gloom.

      “Thank you for that, Miss Green, I was lost for a moment! Now, where’s the battery pack?” He fumbled about on the table. “Here it is. Now watch.”

      I heard a slight flick of a switch and the little lights had instantly glowed yellow.

      “They’re beautiful!” I exclaimed.

      “They are, aren’t they?” he replied with a smile. “It’s quite a pleasing event when the dancers are lined up on stage.”

      “The effect has been much talked about.”

      “I’m rather pleased with the result, and what matters the most is that the audience appreciates it. I very much hope that Mr D’Oyly Carte asks me to provide lighting effects for his future productions.”

      

      Stone sphinxes guarded the steps to the Crystal Palace’s upper terrace, and when I reached the top I found myself standing before the central and highest point of the grand glass palace. My neck ached as I looked up to where a few windows were catching the final rays of the sun. Peering in through the palace windows I could see a tree filling the central atrium, while palm fronds framed statues and fountains.

      A distant voice sounded through a speaking trumpet. I couldn’t quite discern the words, but I felt sure this had to be the moment at which the illuminations would be switched on. I turned to look around at the vast grounds sloping away from me, and then a collective gasp rose from the terrace as thousands upon thousands of tiny electric lights burst into colour.

      Cheers and applause rippled through the evening air.

      Every statue and stone urn was lit, and the lights spread from left to right and ahead of me as far as my eyes could see. I walked up to the balustrade, along which ran a trail of varicoloured lights: bright reds, blues, yellows and greens. Below me were clipped hedges and topiary shapes twinkling with light, and the fountains were a sight to behold; splashing with incandescent colour.

      Bells rang out from the fair and I wished there was someone by my side with whom I could share this magical sight.

      James.

      As soon as his name entered my thoughts, I shook my head in a vain attempt to drive it out.

      James would have loved this evening, I thought sadly.

      A young couple stood a few yards to my left, excitedly pointing out the sights to one another. As I watched, I felt a heaviness in my heart. Perhaps it was envy.
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      “Isn’t electricity a marvel?” a voice boomed into my right ear.

      I turned to see a wide man in a tweed suit with thick, grey whiskers and a glass of champagne in one hand.

      “Such a dangerous and unpredictable element, and yet see how man has tamed it!” He gestured at the coloured lights with a broad sweep of his hand. “That Borthwick fellow is a genius. We’ll soon have this in our homes, you know. You and I are looking at the future.” He paused and glanced around the spot where I was standing. “Are you here on your own?”

      “I’m here with my sister and niece,” I replied. “They’re wandering around the fair. I came here to report on this spectacle for the Morning Express newspaper.”

      “You are a news reporter?” He raised his eyebrows. “By Jove! I have never set eyes on a lady news reporter before now. This evening will receive a favourable write-up, I trust?”

      “Of course,” I replied, wondering why this should be any concern of his. “My name is Miss Penny Green, by the way.”

      “Goodness, how rude of me. I blame this stuff,” he said, raising his glass. “Mr Roderick Barrett.”

      I recognised his name. “You’re the organiser of this evening’s entertainment, are you not?”

      “Yes, and if I must blow my own trumpet I’d say it’s gone off rather well, hasn’t it?”

      “It’s gone off extremely well, Mr Barrett. Extremely well indeed. Would it trouble you if I asked where I might find Mr Borthwick? I’ve met him before and am keen to interview him this evening for the newspaper.”

      “What a capital idea! The last I saw of him he was by the generator with Mr Repton. Let’s not allow the genius of Repton to go unremarked. If it weren’t for his generators, Borthwick’s lamps wouldn’t do a thing.”

      “Indeed. Where might I find the generator?”

      “At the engine house, close to the maze.”

      “Thank you, Mr Barrett.”

      

      The hiss of steam and the pounding thud of the steam engine grew louder as I approached the engine house in the evening gloom. There were few people in this area and I hoped to be the only news reporter so that I wouldn’t have to compete for Mr Borthwick’s attention.

      Suddenly, I heard someone shouting and I noticed a shadowy figure striding towards me, a lamp in one hand.

      “Mind the wires!” he cried out.

      I looked down at the path and saw a thick black cable snaking past me.

      “Don’t worry,” I called back. “I see it!”

      “Go away!” came the reply. “You shouldn’t be here!”

      “I’m a news reporter,” I replied.

      The figure marched towards me. As he drew nearer I could see that he was a square-faced, clean-shaven man of about thirty. He wore a top hat and a light grey frock coat.

      “Madam, may I kindly request that you leave this area? It is unsafe.”

      “I’m Miss Penny Green, a reporter for the Morning Express newspaper. I should like to interview Mr Borthwick. I don’t believe anyone has ever lit up a place with sixty thousand electric lights before. As Mr Barrett has remarked to me just now, we are looking at the future.”

      “You have spoken with Mr Barrett?”

      “Of course.”

      I noticed his stance soften a little.

      “Well, I suppose you could speak to Mr Borthwick if I knew where he was.”

      He held up the lamp and looked around him, as if the scientist might suddenly appear from behind a shrub.

      “Who is it, Jeffrey?” called out a woman’s voice.

      I hadn’t noticed the silhouette of a small, slender woman walking towards us.

      “Just a news reporter looking for Simon,” he replied. “I’m Mr Maynell,” he explained. “And this is my wife. I’m a colleague of Simon’s and… Oh no, you’re in for it now. Here comes Repton.”

      I was aware that Mr Repton was Simon Borthwick’s business partner.

      “Hullo?” called out another shadowy figure with a lamp. “Who are you speaking to, Jeffrey?”

      “A news reporter,” replied Mr Maynell.

      “A news reporter, eh?” exclaimed Mr Repton. “We like those chaps! Oh, hello. It’s not a chap after all.”

      I introduced myself to the lean, stooped man, whose shock of white hair protruded in tufts from beneath his top hat. His bright eyes twinkled in the lamplight and he smiled broadly.

      “What a spectacle Mr Borthwick has created this evening,” I said. “You must feel extremely proud of Repton, Borthwick and Company.”

      “I am indeed,” Mr Repton replied. “Come and have a look at how it all works.”

      He began to walk back toward the engine house and I followed in his footsteps.

      “Please mind the wires, Miss Green,” warned Mr Maynell. “You mustn’t trip on any.”

      “Of course she’ll mind the wires,” said Mr Repton.

      “Is Mr Borthwick available for an interview?” I asked.

      “He would be,” replied Mr Repton, “if he hadn’t disappeared off somewhere. He’s in rather a bad temper this evening.”

      “That doesn’t sound like him,” I replied. I explained to Mr Repton that I had visited Simon Borthwick at his laboratory in the past.

      “The chap reminds me of a pendulum,” replied Mr Repton as we entered the engine house. “His temper swings from one extreme to the other.” He had to raise his voice so that I could continue to hear him above the pistons. “Some days one encounters cheerful Borthwick and other days he’s glum Borthwick. This chap here, however, is perpetually glum.”

      He laughed and gestured at a thin-cheeked man with bulging eyes and dark, drooping whiskers, who was examining a dial on the steam engine. “Meet Jack Copeland, Miss Green. He’s one of our engineers at Repton, Borthwick and Company.”

      Mr Copeland acknowledged me with a nod and I smiled weakly. Towards the back of the engine house a man in overalls was shovelling coal into a furnace.

      Where was Simon Borthwick?

      In the gas light I could see that Mr and Mrs Maynell made a handsome couple. They were both fair-haired and Mrs Maynell was a young woman of slight build with pretty features and a retroussé nose. She said little but seemed friendly, listening patiently to Mr Repton as he embarked upon a shouted explanation of the machinery before us.

      The generator was a machine about the size of a divan and consisted of two large barrels encased in wire coils. It hummed and rocked unnervingly, powered by the rapid belt of the steam engine. The pounding of the engine’s pistons made my heart race and the spokes of the large fly wheel were nothing more than a blur. I couldn’t hear much of what Mr Repton was saying, but I jotted odd words down in my notebook regardless.

      Once Mr Repton’s explanation was complete we left the engine house. It was dark by this time and the thousands of coloured lights looked even more beautiful.

      “It’s quite remarkable, Mr Repton,” I said, “to think that this spectacle is powered entirely by coal and water.”

      “Incandescence is quite something, isn’t it, Miss Green? It’s almost four years since Borthwick obtained the patent for his light bulb. He paved the way by parchmentising cotton with sulphuric acid. And that was all there was to it.”

      “Indeed. Although I’m sure it’s not as simple as it sounds.”

      “You’re right, it’s not. But thank goodness the weather’s been kind to us this evening,” said Mr Repton. “Rain would have completely ruined the event. You must come and visit us again in Southwark, Miss Green. Perhaps you can meet the elusive Borthwick then.”

      “I should like that. Thank you, Mr Repton.”

      “Very good. When are you planning to eat your sweets?”

      He glanced at the paper bag clutched in my left hand.

      “Oh, I forgot about those. Would you like one?”

      “What are they?”

      “Fruit jellies.”

      He considered this for a moment. “I’m more of a toffee man myself. Maynell might be interested, though. Are you a fruit jelly man, Jeffrey?”

      “I can’t say that I am,” he replied. “But thank you for the offer, Miss Green.”

      Mr Repton shrugged. “Never mind. I’ll have a raspberry jelly then, if I must. Unless you’ve eaten all the raspberry ones.”

      “I haven’t eaten any of them yet,” I answered, proffering the bag.
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      “I’m sorry I’m late!” I was breathless by the time I arrived at the dinosaurs, having run all the way to the lower lake from the engine house. My corset barely allowed for such exertion.

      “There you are! We were about to leave without you, weren’t we, Fenella?” said Eliza.

      They were overlooking the lake where the illuminated concrete statues of the dinosaurs stood on small islands and lay about in a lagoon.

      “That’s a Megalosaurus,” said Fenella, pointing at a fearsome, dragon-like beast with four sturdy legs.

      “Can you remember the name of the one in the water?” Eliza asked her, pointing at a creature which appeared to be half-dolphin and half-crocodile.

      “An itchy thing.”

      “Ichthyosaurus,” corrected Eliza.

      “There is some suggestion that these dinosaurs may not be completely anatomically correct,” I said.

      “Well, they’re about thirty years old now,” said Eliza. “It wouldn’t be too surprising if they had some details incorrect back then. Come on, we must leave for home. It’s late.”

      We walked back across the illuminated gardens toward the Crystal Palace. Beyond it was the high-level station from which I planned to take the train to Victoria Station.

      I felt disappointed that I had been unable to interview Simon Borthwick about his illuminations; however, I found solace in the thought that I would have the chance to meet him when I visited the Southwark works again.

      “When will our next excursion with the delightful Mr Edwards be?” asked Eliza.

      Mr Edwards was a clerk from the British Library reading room whom I had met socially a few times with my sister acting as chaperone.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Show some enthusiasm, Penelope! The chap is extremely keen on you.”

      “I’m not sure it’s reciprocated, Ellie.” I offered her and Fenella a fruit jelly and took one for myself. It was strawberry flavoured.

      “Why not? He’s an intelligent man from a good family, and he has sensible and stable employment. He’s a good influence on you, Penelope.”

      “How so?”

      “I like to picture the pair of you on a set of scales. Your impetuosity and flightiness are perfectly balanced by his pragmatism and sagaciousness.”

      “In other words, he is rather boring.”

      “Oh, Penny, don’t say that! He’s the best suitor you have come across for more than ten years. And you can’t be too particular now. You’re almost thirty-five!”

      “I am thirty-five now, Ellie.”

      “Oh, that’s right! We celebrated your birthday a fortnight ago, didn’t we? Silly me. Though that merely emphasises my point. Most thirty-five-year-old spinsters have no chance at all to rectify their status. At least you have someone to show an interest in you.”

      I laughed. “Should I marry Mr Edwards simply because he’s interested in me?”

      “I know the notion seems ridiculous, but the older you are the less you can afford to be particular. If you’re still a spinster at forty you will have no opportunity to be particular at all.”

      “The alternative is that I remain a spinster for the rest of my life.”

      “Oh, Penelope. What a bleak thing to say!”

      “Aunt Margaret did it.”

      “That’s because she had those rather odd earlobes. Sadly, she never had a suitor as a result, though she tried her best to cover them with her hair.”

      “It wasn’t just the earlobes, Ellie. She had no wish to be married.”

      “If she’d had normal earlobes she might have wanted to. I think her appearance made her wary and shy. I suspect your true reason for dismissing Mr Edwards is the affection you harbour for Inspector James Blakely.”

      “That’s nonsense! He’s engaged to be married. How could I possibly harbour any affection for him?”

      “Indeed. It would be most improper.”

      

      We reached Crystal Palace Parade, a tree-lined avenue which separated the Crystal Palace from the train station. The gas lamps flickered, and the road thronged with hansom cabs.

      “Fenella and I shall travel home by cab,” said my sister. “Will you join us, Penelope?”

      “I’m quite happy to travel by train,” I replied.

      “You must be careful travelling on your own.”

      “I shall be quite all right. There are many people around this evening.”

      I bid my sister and niece a fond farewell. They climbed into a cab and I continued along the parade toward the entrance to the station.

      The air was still warm, and a tuneful blackbird sang in one of the trees. I finished the last of my fruit jellies, enjoying the sweet flavour of blackberry. Then I paused to cross the road.

      As I did so, the unmistakable sound of a gunshot rang out.

      Horses shied and birds scattered from their roosting places. My heart pounded as I pushed myself up against a tree, fearfully looking around me to see where it might have come from. Some people ran in different directions, while others remained rooted to the spot.

      An eerie hush descended and then came a clamour of voices.

      “What in the devil’s name?” said a man beside me.

      Our attention was drawn to a nearby hansom cab, which stood stationary in the middle of the road. The driver had jumped down from his seat at the back of his cab and was attempting to calm his horse.

      “Get a doctor!” he called out.

      “Doctor!” I cried. “Is there a doctor about?”

      People began to gather around the cab, and I hoped that one of them was a medical gentleman. I looked around frantically for the cab into which Eliza and Fenella had climbed.

      Were they all right?

      The sickening thought occurred to me that it was their cabman who had called for a doctor. I ran over to join the small crowd.

      “Get ’im out!” ordered the cabman.

      A thick-necked young man tried to lift the catch of the door at the front of the cab. “It’s locked!” he shouted.

      The cabman asked someone to hold his horse while he jumped up onto his seat and pulled the lever to open the door.

      I stepped back as four or five men pulled the passenger out of the cab. As they did so something clattered noisily onto the cobbles.

      I felt relieved to see that it wasn’t the cab my niece and sister had been travelling in. But something terrible had happened and my stomach turned anxiously.

      The men laid the passenger out on the ground, but I couldn’t get a good look for all the people crowding around.

      “Does he have a pulse?” someone asked. “Is he breathing?”

      “I think he’s dead,” said another.

      “A shot to the head,” added someone else.

      I winced and averted my eyes from them. Something on the cobbles glinted in the dim flame of the cab’s gas lamp. I stepped closer to examine it and realised that it must have been the object which had fallen out of the cab.

      “A gun!” I exclaimed. “He had a gun in there with him!”

      “I’m a doctor!” called a man as he ran toward the cab, top hat in hand.

      “Don’t fink there’s nuffink yer can do for ’im, sir,” said the cabman, climbing down from his cab. “‘E’s gone an’ shot ’imself.”

      “Here’s the gun,” I said, pointing it out to whoever chose to listen. I didn’t wish to touch it or pick it up.

      “He had this case with him,” said the thick-necked man, opening it up and standing close to the cab’s lamp to get a better look inside. He pulled out some papers and examined them.

      The doctor took off his jacket and placed it over the passenger’s face and chest.

      My throat grew tight as I realised that he was dead.

      “Simon Borthwick!” the man with the case called out. “These papers suggest he’s our man. Does anyone know anything about him?”

      “Yes.” My voice sounded weak. “Yes, I do.”
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      “So the chap spends a week setting up the largest display of illuminations in the world and then shoots himself in the head as he takes a cab home?” queried my colleague, Edgar Fish. “But why?”

      We sat at our desks in the hot, cluttered newsroom at the Morning Express. Edgar Fish was a young man with small, glinting eyes and a thin, mousey-brown moustache.

      “Irrational,” added the corpulent, curly-haired news reporter, Frederick Potter.

      “I attended the inquest this morning and the coroner ruled his death as a suicide,” I said.

      “Clever fellow, that coroner!” laughed Edgar. “I think a chap far less qualified than him might have deduced the same thing!”

      “Simon Borthwick left a letter explaining his actions,” I said. “It was found in the case he was carrying and read out at the inquest. I managed to transcribe it in shorthand, and I think it’s rather intriguing.”

      “What were his reasons?” asked Edgar.

      “He said that he had a persecutor,” I replied.

      “Don’t we all?” Frederick chipped in.

      “Who might your persecutor be, Potter?” asked Edgar.

      “The wife.”

      Edgar snorted in reply.

      “Simon Borthwick said that someone had turned his friends against him and besmirched his name,” I said.

      “It sounds like sour grapes to me,” said Edgar.

      “Have some sympathy for the poor man,” I replied.

      “I do. I meant sour grapes on someone else’s part. And that’s why they persecuted him. This is why I don’t ever want to be too successful at anything. It breeds resentment among friends and acquaintances.”

      “That’s your excuse is it, Fish?” laughed Frederick. “You deliberately try not to be successful.”

      “I’m being serious, Potter. It’s the old head above the parapet, isn’t it? If you raise it too high, boom! You’re decapitated, or you fetch an arrow to the eye or similar. Nobody wants that, do they?”

      “It’s why I try not to be successful too,” said Frederick.

      “Aren’t you proud to be working with a pair of loafers such as us, Miss Green?” asked Edgar with a grin.

      “I am indeed.”

      “Life is less complicated when you loaf,” he continued. “No one tries to besmirch you or do all the other things that most likely happened to that poor inventor chap.”

      “But what about your legacy?” I asked.

      “My what?”

      “How will your descendants remember you?”

      “As a loafer!” Edgar laughed.

      “No one remembers loafers, I’m afraid. They remember those who did something remarkable during their lifetime,” I said. “That’s why I’m so saddened by Simon Borthwick’s death. There was so much more for him to do. Just think what he might have achieved! And to think that the opportunity was denied by his own hand. It makes no sense.”

      “You hold this inventor chap in high regard, Miss Green, yet you know very little of his story,” replied Edgar. “Perhaps there was something rather peculiar about him.”

      “And what if there was?”

      “Well, it would change your opinion of him, wouldn’t it? Perhaps he wouldn’t seem quite so marvellous after all.”

      “I should like to find out more about him. And about his persecutor, too.”

      “You suffer from an inquiring mind, Miss Green.”

      “That’s why I’m a news reporter. I’m supposed to have one!”

      “I agree in part, but you create extra work for yourself, you see. Why not just concentrate on the work Sherman gives you?”

      “Because I sometimes happen upon a newsworthy story by myself.”

      “Let me quickly solve this inventor suicide for you,” said Edgar. “The main reason a chap shoots a bullet into his head is unrequited love. That’s all there is to it. There’s a woman behind this, I’m sure of it.”

      “That’s rather presumptuous,” I said.

      The editor of the Morning Express, Mr Sherman, marched into the room, allowing the door to slam closed behind him. He wore a dark green waistcoat and his shirt sleeves were rolled up. His hair was oiled and parted to one side, and a pipe was lodged beneath his thick black moustache.

      “Ah, Mr Sherman!” said Edgar, quickly removing his feet from his desk. “There’s no need to give Miss Green any work to do today, as she’s found some for herself.”

      “Is that so, Miss Green?” asked the editor.

      “Not exactly, though I should be interested to find out why the inventor Simon Borthwick has taken his own life.”

      “He explained it in a letter, didn’t he?” replied Mr Sherman.

      “He sort of did and didn’t. The letter raised more questions than it answered.”

      “Well, I don’t suppose we need to worry ourselves too much about what it did or didn’t say. You’ve written your article about the inquest, have you?”

      “It is almost finished.”

      “Get it done within the hour, please. You’ll need to get yourself to St Bartholomew’s Hospital. They’re finally allowing a few news reporters in there following the death of that chap in the medical school’s museum.”
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      The ancient hospital of St Bartholomew’s was a brisk fifteen-minute walk from our offices in Fleet Street. By the time I reached the railway bridge at Ludgate Circus my brow was damp with perspiration. Flies rose and settled on the horse manure in the road and an unpleasant miasma wafted up from the drains. I waved a fan in the direction my face as I walked, but it had little effect. The heat was almost too much to bear; even the horses moved more slowly than usual.

      I entered the hospital grounds through a stone gateway decorated with a statue of King Henry VIII. The hospital dated from the twelfth century, but today I was to visit one of its newest departments, the medical school buildings, which had been opened by the Prince of Wales five years previously.

      All Mr Sherman had told me was that a man named Richard Geller had been found dead in the medical school’s museum two days ago. I didn’t know where the medical school was and soon found myself in a quadrangle enclosed by four classically styled stone buildings. At the centre was an elegant fountain, and beside it stood a bored-looking police constable.

      I approached him and introduced myself.

      “I hear the press are allowed to visit the scene of the crime. Where is the medical school’s museum?”

      He regarded me suspiciously. “Are you sure you’re from the press?”

      “Yes, I’ll show you my card.”

      I delved around in my carpet bag and found one to hand him. He held it at varying distances from his face, as if trying to focus his eyes on it.

      “Perhaps you need spectacles like mine,” I suggested. “The card only tells you what I have just told you myself. Please can you tell me where the medical school is?”

      “It’s behind that building there.” He pointed to his left. “Are they expecting you?”

      “Yes,” I lied, following in the direction he had indicated.

      The lobby of the medical school was quiet. Ahead of me was a staircase and to my left was a set of double doors marked Dissecting Room. I climbed the staircase and found myself in a corridor with a polished wooden floor and numerous portraits of medical gentlemen adorning the walls. I walked through a set of doors, passing one room marked Medical Officer and another which said Laboratory. A group of animated young men in stiff white collars and bowler hats passed me. I guessed that they were medical students.

      “Excuse me, can you please tell me where the museum is?” I asked.

      My question was met with silence, no doubt prompted by the recent tragedy which had occurred there.

      “It’s on the next storey, madam,” one of the students eventually replied.

      I thanked him and walked on ahead to find a flight of stairs.

      

      I eventually found the door to the museum and peered inside to discover a large, bright room with sunshine pouring in through the glass roof. The walls were lined from floor to ceiling with cases and shelves. Two galleries ran around the perimeter of the room, one above the other. Both could be reached by means of an elegant spiral staircase.

      There seemed to be no one else there.

      I slowly walked into the silent room, captivated by the countless jars and display cases. To my right was a skeleton with bowed legs. Next to it was another skeleton with one pair of legs but two ribcages and two heads. I gasped as I tried to comprehend what poor unfortunate being had once inhabited that body.

      I was startled by a jar of eyeballs and befuddled at the sight of a skull with an extreme deformity. I quickly looked away, my eyes falling on a row of jars containing human brains floating in a clear liquid. I recalled reading a description of the brain, but never before had I seen one. Its deep wrinkles and folds were surprising, yet strangely beautiful. Some of the brains had been sliced in half to reveal still more surprising structures. The organ appeared almost plantlike. So spellbound was I by the sights before me that I almost forgot why I was there.

      “Can I help you?” a sharp voice asked.

      I was jolted back to my senses and turned to see a pale-faced chap with dark hair. He looked about twenty-five years of age. The man had a thin moustache and wore a dark suit.

      His face grew stern as I explained who I was.

      “I thought we’d seen the last of the reporters,” he said with a sigh. Then he looked me up and down. “None of them have been ladies, however. Until now.”

      “Did you know Richard Geller?”

      “Of course I did. He was my colleague. My name is Mr Kurtz, and I’m the curator of this museum.”

      “I’m sorry. This must be an extremely difficult time for you.”

      “It is.”

      “Can I ask when and where Mr Geller was found?”

      “I suppose you intend to bother me until I reply, don’t you? That’s the nature of news reporters. However, I don’t consider it such a terrible hardship to be bothered by a well-favoured lady such as yourself.”

      A smile played on his pale lips and I felt a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “I have no wish to bother you,” I said. “If you’d rather I left I should be happy to do so. I can speak to the police instead if you prefer.”

      “There’s no need. As your manner is quite affable for a news reporter I’ll tell you everything you need to know.” He walked toward a table on the other side of the room, upon which three skulls had been placed. Next to them I saw a pile of papers, a pen and a pot of ink.

      “Everything has been kept as Richard left it. He was carrying out some classification work here when he was attacked.”

      I removed my notebook from my carpet bag and glanced at what appeared to be a log sheet next to the skulls. My eyes skimmed over the handwriting and I shivered as I considered that this must have been the last duty poor Richard Geller had performed just before he was killed.

      “This skull here belonged to the murderer John Bellingham,” said Mr Kurtz.

      “His name is familiar to me, but I cannot recall why.”

      “He assassinated Prime Minister Perceval in 1812. Shot him through the heart with a duelling pistol.” His eyes lingered on my face, as if to assess my reaction.

      “Goodness.”

      “It was in the lobby of the House of Commons. ‘I am murdered, I am murdered,’ cried the prime minister, and then he collapsed to the floor, quite dead.”

      “How terribly sad.” I kept my eyes fixed on the skull and avoided Mr Kurtz’s gaze. His presence made me feel uncomfortable. “But why is Bellingham’s skull here?” I asked.

      “He was dissected at the Royal College of Surgeons after he was hanged. In those days the bodies of criminals who had been sentenced to death were used for the purpose of medical teaching. How else could students learn?”

      “Indeed. Those were the days of the body-snatchers as well, I suppose.”

      “The likes of Burke and Hare, and the London Burkers, you mean?” He chuckled. “They came a little later. In the year 1823 it was decided that fewer offences should carry the mandatory sentence of death. It was good news for criminals but bad news for medical students. We had a shortage of cadavers.”

      I nodded, wishing I hadn’t mentioned body-snatching.

      “There was good money to be made from it,” he continued. “The London Burkers charged twelve guineas per corpse. Matters worsened when they murdered to order, however, and they were caught before too long. In a strange twist of fate, their own bodies were used for medical teaching after they were hanged!”

      The air in the room was warm and I began to feel nauseous. I didn’t like the way John Bellingham’s skull appeared to be grinning at me.

      Mr Kurtz chuckled again. “It is unusual to find a woman who doesn’t fall into a swoon at the mention of something so macabre.”

      “I’ve experienced quite a bit of unpleasantness in my line of work,” I replied, busying myself with my notebook. I could feel his eyes on me still.

      “I should think you have, Miss Green,” he replied. “These days we are quite civilised about the whole affair, and people donate their own corpses to the medical school.”

      “Good.”

      “And as for Bellingham here, he’s proved useful to generations of medical students. The chap has been far more helpful in death than he ever was in life.”

      “If he has helped students become fully fledged doctors that is to be applauded.” I felt keen to find out what I could from Mr Kurtz and leave promptly. “Mr Geller was standing here, where we stand now?”

      “Yes. And I found him on the floor just behind you.”

      I turned around to look at the shiny parquet floor, where fortunately there was no sign of the terrible incident which had occurred there.

      “You found him?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Goodness, how dreadful. I’m sorry.”

      “I hadn’t been out of the room for long. It was shortly before lunchtime. When I returned, he was dead.”

      “And you think someone came in and attacked him while you were out of the room?”

      “That’s exactly what happened. He was garrotted with a piece of twine.”

      “Ugh.”

      “Exactly. It wasn’t pleasant.”

      “And no one saw the murderer?”

      “No. Or perhaps they saw him without realising that he was the murderer. No one suspicious was seen here that morning.”

      I stared down at the floor, finding it difficult to believe that a poor man had been murdered on that very spot.

      “Do you know if anyone had a reason to harm him?” I asked.

      “Can there ever be a justification for murdering someone?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “Whatever the motive, the murderer always has something to gain by the death, doesn’t he? Murder is usually committed in an attempt to either remove a problem or acquire something.”

      “Perhaps the motive was robbery.”

      He shrugged. “The only valuable item Richard wore was his pocket watch, and that was left on the body. The police will have a better idea of the motive than I do.”

      “What was Richard like?”

      “He was a pleasant fellow. He’d studied medicine here and had so enjoyed visiting this museum as part of his studies that he decided to work here rather than becoming a doctor himself. I didn’t know him socially, but he was an outgoing fellow and had plenty of friends. His father is a rabbi at the West London Synagogue. I cannot imagine how his family must be feeling at this present time.”

      “Rather devastated, I should imagine. You must find it difficult to remain in this room knowing what has happened here.” I shivered.

      “Oh, it doesn’t bother me at all. I’m accustomed to morbidness.”

      “I see. Well, thank you for speaking to me, Mr Kurtz. Presumably the City of London police force is dealing with this case.”

      “Yes. Chief Inspector Stroud, I believe.”

      As I turned to leave the room a small jar caught my eye.

      “What on earth is that?” I asked. A tiny white foot floated in the liquid within it.

      “The bound foot of a Chinese woman.”

      I shuddered. “Where’s the remainder of her?”

      “That’s a good question. I’m not entirely sure.”
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      The City of London police headquarters were in Old Jewry, which meant a walk along Cheapside from St Bartholomew’s Hospital. I made my way through the bustle of people, many of whom were sheltering themselves from the sun beneath the shade of various shop awnings.

      The police station was an attractive red-brick building in a cool, shadowy courtyard. After a conversation with the desk sergeant I was permitted to speak to the investigating detective.

      “Do you have any suspects in the Geller case yet, Chief Inspector Stroud?” I asked.

      The detective seemed too large for his small, wood-panelled office. Squeezed into a leather chair, he regarded me over steepled fingers. His thick grey whiskers spilled out over his collar.

      “None yet,” he replied curtly.

      “I spoke to his colleague, Mr Kurtz.”

      “Good.”

      “Do you consider him a suspect?”

      “No.”

      “Does he have an alibi for the time at which the murder was committed?”

      “Our investigation will explore the matter. You consider yourself a detective, do you, Miss Green?”

      “No, sir. I’m perfectly content with being a news reporter. Have you considered the possibility that Mr Kurtz could have done it? He discovered Mr Geller’s body, and presumably you only have his word that he left the room for just a short while before returning to find his colleague dead.”

      “Mr Kurtz didn’t commit the crime, Miss Green. There’s no doubt about that. He’s the curator of the medical school’s museum, not a murderer.”

      “But there’s something rather odd about him, don’t you think? He displayed little emotion when talking to me about his colleague’s death.”

      The inspector replied with a shrug. His manner was so dismissive that I wondered why he had agreed to speak to me in the first place.

      “So it’s safe for me to report that you have no idea who carried out Mr Geller’s murder,” I pressed.

      “None.”

      “Have you found out much about Mr Geller?”

      “A reasonable amount. He was a clever, sociable young man who enjoyed his work.”

      “A man with enemies?”

      “We have found none so far.”

      “Was he wealthy? Did he have anything valuable on his person which could have been taken by his murderer?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Mr Kurtz told me a pocket watch was still on the body when he was found.”

      “Yes, it was.”

      “That would seem to rule out robbery as a motive.”

      “It does. Thank you for your assistance in the matter, Miss Green.”

      “What about his marital status? Was he a bachelor?”

      “Yes he was, and there is no indication of any courtship.”

      “So the possibility that he was murdered by a love rival is rather unlikely.”

      ‘A love rival. Now, I do like that description. Do you read a lot of novels, Miss Green? It sounds like a description from a penny dreadful.”

      “No love rival, then?”

      “There’s no evidence of such, no.”

      “Perhaps he upset someone,” I said.

      “Perhaps he did.” The inspector glanced at his watch, which was pocketed to one side of his ample midriff. “Are you finished with your questions now, Miss Green?”

      “I suppose I am,” I sighed.

      It was disappointing to find that Chief Inspector Stroud wasn’t prepared to tell me anything that might be useful. I wished James was investigating the case instead.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t be coping with this heat any longer,” said my landlady, Mrs Garnett, when I returned home that evening. “Don’t tell anybody, but I’ve removed my stays. I haven’t done that since the summer of 1872.”

      She wiped the beads of perspiration from her brow with her apron. A childless widow of about sixty, she had arrived in London from British West Africa as a child.

      “A sensible idea, Mrs Garnett,” I replied. “I’m tempted to do the same. My sister never wears a corset these days.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me a bit. Your sister also rides a bicycle and wears men’s breeches beneath her skirts. There has always been something rather unconventional about the woman.”

      “She no longer wears the men’s breeches. She has taken to wearing a divided skirt to preserve her modesty when she’s bicycling.”

      “But if she didn’t ride a bicycle she wouldn’t have to wear a peculiar skirt, would she?”

      “But bicycling is a pleasurable pastime, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Pleasurable?” She sucked her lip disapprovingly. “She’ll end up in an accident one of these days.”

      “Mrs Garnett! That’s not a nice thing to say!”

      “It happens all the time. You see these bicyclists colliding with horses, accidentally travelling down basement steps or being upended in ponds!”

      “You’re exaggerating, Mrs Garnett.”

      “I am not! There was a man just yesterday who got his wheels stuck in the tram lines on Whitechapel High Street. The horse tram couldn’t get through and there were a lot of angry people shouting at each other, let me tell you.”

      “Eliza is a little more sensible than that.”

      Mrs Garnett sucked her lip again. “If you say so, Miss Green.”

      

      I sat at the writing desk in my attic room with the sash window open in front of me. My cat Tiger was perched on the roof watching the birds roost on the chimney tops. I worked by the rays of the fading sun, as turning on my paraffin lamp always attracted crowds of troublesome flies.

      Spread over the desk were my notes from the inquest into Simon Borthwick’s death. I simply couldn’t comprehend why he had taken his life so publicly.

      Surely this meant he had little care for the distress it would cause those around him. Was he selfish in this respect, or had he merely been too distraught to consider other people?

      The letter the inventor had written about his suicide was the only form of explanation we had as to why he had chosen to take his life in such a dramatic manner. But although I had read it a number of times I felt frustrated that many questions remained unanswered:

      

      There is so much more for me to do, but I can no longer do it. Instead, I must resort to recognising my accomplishments to date, and I hope that my colleagues will continue my work. I will never experience a world powered by electricity, but I feel proud that I have contributed to the progress of harnessing its power. This invisible, though mighty, energy is day by day becoming more the obedient servant of mankind, whom once it only terrified in the lightning flash.

      Although I hold myself responsible for what I have become, I cannot understand why it has become so difficult to live in this world. Everything I held dear has been taken away from me, piece by piece. To Lillian - I am sorry. You no doubt care little for my apology now.

      

      Who was Lillian? I wondered. His wife? His sister? Had she attended the inquest? She hadn’t spoken at it, or I should have remembered her. Was Lillian the cause of his distress? Was there a woman behind his suicide, as Edgar had suggested?

      There was, however, another paragraph which made me doubt such a theory:

      

      My persecutors have finally won. I think it best to die by my own hand rather than theirs.

      

      This final sentence worried me the most. It suggested that Borthwick had been in fear of his life. But why? And who had been threatening him?

      Although the letter had been read out at the inquest, it frustrated me that nothing had been done to investigate the questions it raised. How did Borthwick’s family and friends feel about it? I knew that if a close friend or relation of mine had written such a despairing letter I would wish to understand what had led to such a drastic course of action.
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      “Is this a social meeting?” asked Inspector James Blakely as he removed his jacket in the Museum Tavern. “Or is it work?”

      “Work, of course,” I replied. “Otherwise we’d have had to organise a chaperone, wouldn’t we?”

      “Oh yes, so we would. Work it is, then.” His blue eyes sparkled as he grinned and took a seat across the table from me. He wore a checked grey waistcoat and a green silk tie. I noticed that the recent spell of sunshine had given his face a warm glow.

      I smiled, feeling happy to see him again. A gentle hum of voices and haze of tobacco smoke rose up from the tables around us.

      “How are you, Penny?” he asked. “I haven’t seen you since we happened upon each other in Hyde Park a few weeks ago.”

      “That’s right.” My toes curled uncomfortably at the memory. “How pleasant it was to finally meet the future Mrs Blakely,” I lied. “And her mother as well.”

      “Yes, and her mother as well.” He took a large gulp of his stout. “How is Mr Edwards?”

      “Very well, I believe.”

      “You believe? You haven’t seen him recently?”

      “I’ve been rather busy.”

      “I see. Well if truth be told I found our chance meeting in Hyde Park rather awkward.”

      “It was quite awful, wasn’t it?”

      “I always try not to mix business with pleasure.”

      “I have heard that is sound advice. But which am I, James? Business or pleasure?” I sipped my East India sherry as I watched him laugh uncomfortably.

      “Somehow you manage to be both, Penny!” His face reddened.

      “So you do mix business and pleasure after all.”

      We held each other’s gaze and I thought of all the things I would like to say to him but couldn’t. I cleared my throat and opened my carpet bag, which sat on the seat next to me.

      “You’ve heard about the inventor’s suicide?” I asked as I retrieved the notes I had taken at Simon Borthwick’s inquest.

      James’ face grew serious and he nodded.

      “I heard the shot,” I continued. “I had just attended his illuminations at the Crystal Palace in Sydenham.”

      James placed his tankard on the table. “Oh Penny, that’s awful!”

      “There were a lot of people milling about at the time. And it seems as though that’s what he wanted. A letter he wrote before his death was read out at the inquest and I copied it down.”

      I went on to read the letter aloud to James and shared my thoughts about what it might mean.

      “If someone is driven to do such a thing,” I said, “then surely it can’t be suicide. It’s murder, don’t you think?”

      “That’s an interesting point,” replied James. “Although there’s no evidence that anyone drove him to his death, is there? All you have is the chap’s word for it. Letters written by the suicidal often apportion blame to someone or something else.”

      “But don’t you think Borthwick’s death requires further investigation? Don’t you think the coroner should have requested it at the inquest?”

      “He’d already decided on a verdict of suicide, so in his mind the matter is closed. There’s no use in trying to find out who may or may not have been persecuting a man who is already dead.”

      “But the culprit might do the same thing to someone else.”

      “It’s possible, but we don’t know exactly what was done to him, do we? Consider the fact that this chap wrote the letter while in a distressed state of mind. And he doesn’t provide any facts for us to work with. If Borthwick was truly angry with the people who did this to him, why didn’t he name them? That would have been far more useful for the coroner; in fact, the coroner could have requested that those individuals were summoned to appear at the inquest. This Borthwick chap has thrown about vague accusations, but if things were as bad as he said, why didn’t he report anything to the authorities while he was alive?”

      “Perhaps he was frightened.”

      “Perhaps he was. But you can see now why the coroner, or the police for that matter, can’t go off and investigate something that has been written in a distressing letter of this sort.”

      “I thought it best to die by my own hand rather than theirs,” I read out again. “That’s terrible!”

      “I agree. It’s upsetting to read it. Have you read this sort of letter before, Penny?”

      “I can’t say that I have.”

      “It’s impossible to do so without feeling saddened or angered in some way. Suicide is an act with which no one can reconcile themselves. It evokes difficult emotions.”

      I sighed. “So we should simply ignore his letter?”

      “We?”

      “You and I.”

      “How am I involved? I thought this evening was merely a social meeting.”

      “It’s work, remember? There’s no chaperone.”

      James gave me an exasperated smile. “Penny, the Yard won’t allow me to spend any time working on this, I’m afraid. My job is to investigate crime and there is no evidence that any crime has been committed; only Borthwick’s suicide.”

      “So you think I should ignore the letter,” I replied sulkily.

      “I didn’t say that. If what Borthwick says in his letter is true I am concerned about the people who may have done this to him. They could do the same thing to someone else, as you have already suggested. However, in my capacity as a Scotland Yard detective I’m unable to do anything more about it. If you wish to investigate it further I would be happy to help, if required. I wouldn’t allow it to take up too much of your time, though, as it’s unlikely to lead anywhere.”

      “Aren’t you the least bit interested in the people he refers to in the letter?”

      “I should like to know who they are, certainly.”

      “And Lillian. Who is Lillian?”

      James shrugged. “Who indeed? I’m sure you could find out if you’re determined enough.”

      “Perhaps I become too easily attached to things, but having seen Mr Borthwick’s wonderful illuminations it was rather a shock to see him pulled out of a cab just an hour later with a self-inflicted gunshot wound to his head…” My voice trailed off as the memory crept up on me.

      “I understand, Penny. You have a personal connection with the whole sorry event. Much like you did when Jack Burton was murdered.”

      “Exactly! You do understand don’t you, James?”

      “Of course I do. I know you well enough by now. I understand your need to find out the truth. But do I think it’s a good idea? No, I’m afraid I don’t. Besides, it’s highly likely to come to nothing.”
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      Donald Repton’s assistant showed me into a great hall filled with the thundering and hissing sound of a working steam engine. Sunlight shone through tall, narrow windows and smoke curled with steam above Mr Repton’s top hat. He wore a dark suit and stood with his back to me inspecting a row of electric lamps, which glowed intermittently.

      Wires attached the electric lamps to a larger generator than the one I had seen at the Crystal Palace. A glum man I recognised as Jack Copeland was adjusting something on the front of it.

      The assistant left me to wait in the corner of the room. It was too noisy for me to hear what Mr Repton was shouting to Copeland, but it didn’t sound complimentary. Copeland walked over to the engine and turned a lever, slowing the pistons a little. More shouting and gesticulating soon followed from Mr Repton, and Copeland leapt back to the generator to adjust its settings.

      Then there was a sharp, deafening crack accompanied by a plume of sparks. My heart leapt into my throat as the electric lamps shattered, showering tiny shards of blackened glass across the floor. Both men ducked, shielding their heads with their arms, and the engine’s pistons ground to a halt.

      The air filled with an unpleasant, acrid smell and I wiped a layer of damp grime from my spectacles. Mr Repton recovered himself and, rather than admonishing Mr Copeland, began to laugh.

      Jack Copeland remained bemused as Donald Repton’s cackle echoed around the hall. I shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, wondering when to announce my presence. It was Mr Copeland who saw me first. Mr Repton followed his gaze and turned to face me.

      “Miss Green!” He grinned. “How good of you to come. Shall we go somewhere that isn’t strewn with broken glass?”

      

      Mr Repton’s office was a large, untidy room stacked with books, papers and all manner of cogs, cylinders, wires and lamps. Half-constructed pieces of machinery were propped up against the walls, and the air smelled of oil and stale tobacco smoke.

      He gestured for me to sit on a worn velvet chair to one side of his desk. He sat on the other side and removed his top hat to reveal a thick mop of white hair. He looked older than I remembered.

      “You don’t mind if I smoke do you, Miss Green? I require something to calm my nerves after Copeland’s demonstration of ineptitude.”

      “Of course not.”

      He lit his pipe and lifted a glass decanter of amber liquid from his desk.

      “Brandy?” he asked.

      “No, thank you.”

      He filled a filthy glass and took a sizeable gulp of the drink before sighing with satisfaction. I used the pause to express my condolences regarding Simon Borthwick’s death.

      He shook his head. “I still can’t quite believe it. I keep expecting him to saunter in through that door. In fact, only yesterday I thought I saw him at the far end of the corridor. Grief plays such terrible tricks on one’s mind.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it, Mr Repton.”

      “You’d think one would become accustomed to grief, wouldn’t you?” he said. “One doesn’t reach my age without losing a fair few people along the way. However, it never gets any easier, does it? Humans are very resistant to the notion of dying. Our minds refuse to accept it.”

      My eye was drawn to a small carriage in the corner of the room. It had a boiler and funnel attached to one end.

      “That looks interesting,” I commented. “What is it?”

      “A steam-driven road carriage,” he replied. “It’s some age now. I built it about thirty years ago.”

      “There is no need for a horse?” I asked.

      “No need at all. It’s entirely steam-driven, though a little difficult to manoeuvre once it gets going.”

      “Will you work on it again?”

      “There is no use in my doing so, Miss Green. Times have moved on. Rumour has it that a German chap, Mr Karl Benz, has produced a carriage which runs on an engine powered by petroleum. I have no idea how much petroleum is required for his vehicle; however, I suspect the fuel usage is more efficient with his invention. To travel any reasonable distance my steam car requires a significant volume of coal and water.”

      “Perhaps you could invent an electric vehicle.”

      “It has already been done, Miss Green. Mr Thomas Parker of Wolverhampton has built a carriage powered by electricity. His Elwell-Parker Company is also building electrical trams. It’s all rather exciting, isn’t it? Imagine a world without temperamental horses spilling their cartloads. And no more filth in the road, either!”

      “So your interests lie in electrical lighting for the time being?”

      “Indeed they do, Miss Green. With the widespread electrical lighting of our cities imminent, it’s important to produce the most powerful, reliable and efficient generators possible. That is no easy task. Repton, Borthwick and Company is currently contracted to supply electricity to one hundred new houses which are being built in Kensington. The generating plant will have seven steam engines driving seven generators, and that will power a two-hundred volt, three-wire DC electrical supply.”

      “That sounds impressive, though I don’t quite understand what it means.”

      “DC means direct current, as opposed to AC, which is alternating current. I shall be happy to explain it in more detail for you, Miss Green, as and when required.” He sighed. “But I’m forgetting myself here. I had been enormously excited about the contract to supply the new homes in Kensington Court, but without Borthwick the project will take much longer. He was the reason that our previous projects – King’s Cross station, the new law courts and the Lord Mayor’s residence, the Mansion House – were such a success.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Don’t mention this to anyone, but we’ve been in discussion with Buckingham Palace about installing electric lights at Windsor Castle.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded, then shook his head sadly. “But I was relying on Borthwick and his expertise with the incandescent lamp. What will happen now?”

      He took another glug of brandy and his eyes grew damp. I struggled to find any words of comfort.

      “Anyway, Miss Green. I haven’t yet asked what brings you here, although I do recall seeing you with the other reporters at the inquest. I assume you’re here to ask me some questions. Did you bring any fruit jellies with you?”

      “I’m afraid I didn’t, Mr Repton.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      “Mr Repton, can I ask what you thought of the letter Mr Borthwick left behind?”

      “I thought it rather gloomy. That’s to be expected, I suppose, if one is planning to take one’s own life. I never had an inkling that he would do such a thing.”

      “Do you have any idea who the persecutors he alluded to in his letter might be?” I asked.

      “No idea at all.”

      “He didn’t mention anyone to you?”

      “No, not at all. But then I don’t imagine he would have. A chap keeps his emotions private in the workplace, doesn’t he? He was a professional gentleman and would never have bothered anyone with his troubles. I suppose that’s the nature of suicide, isn’t it? These thoughts privately ferment in one’s mind and then spill over into some terrible act of personal despair. I must say that it was a shock to hear his words. I don’t recognise the man in that letter at all.”

      “Do you know who Lillian is?”

      “Yes. Maynell’s wife.”

      “Jeffrey Maynell? The gentleman I met at the Crystal Palace?”

      “Yes.” Mr Repton sucked a lungful of air in between his teeth. “Rather awkward, isn’t it? I should add that Borthwick and Mrs Maynell had previously courted one another. Prior to her courtship with Jeffrey, of course.”

      “What was the relationship between Mr Borthwick and Mr Maynell like?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Surely there must have been some animosity between them regarding Lillian?”

      “No! None at all!” He waved his hand dismissively. “Everything was quite friendly between them.”

      “That’s unusual, given the circumstances.”

      “Both Maynell and Borthwick are professional chaps. There was absolutely no issue between the two gentlemen regarding their shared affection for Mrs Maynell.”

      “Perhaps I could speak to Mrs Maynell,” I said.

      “I’m sure there is no need for that.”

      “I’m interested because Mr Borthwick specifically mentions her in his letter.”

      “I wouldn’t bother her, Miss Green. The last thing a lady needs to know is that a chap was thinking of her as he considered taking his own life. That would weigh rather heavily on the poor woman’s mind. I’m not quite sure what you’re trying to achieve with all this. The unfortunate chap is dead.”

      “But having witnessed his death myself, I’m concerned about the people he has claimed drove him to it.”

      “I must say that I was rather puzzled to hear of that in his letter. I’m inclined to think that his mind wasn’t functioning normally when he wrote it. In fact, it can’t have been given the fact that he committed self-murder.”

      “Perhaps his mind wasn’t in good form at the time, but I still find his words extremely concerning,” I said.

      “Have you mentioned your concerns to the police?” asked Mr Repton.

      “Actually, I have. I discussed it with a good friend of mine who is a detective at Scotland Yard.”

      “And what are his thoughts on the matter?”

      “He doesn’t think there is anything about Borthwick’s death which requires investigating.”

      “That is interesting to hear indeed. It seems the detective and I are in agreement. It’s a terribly sad incident, and we are all struggling to accept that it has happened.” He refilled his glass. “It must be particularly difficult for you, Miss Green, having witnessed the aftermath. But there isn’t a great deal any of us can do about it, is there? Simon Borthwick was my protégé, and I had great affection for the chap. His talent was precocious and I’m immensely saddened when I think of the many things he might have contributed to advancements in the use of electricity. And to think that while he was setting up the illuminations that glorious summer evening he was secretly carrying a revolver about his person and had already written a letter saying goodbye to the world!”

      “Those are my thoughts exactly, Mr Repton, and that’s precisely what compels me to investigate. There has to be more to his actions. His letter certainly suggests as much.”

      “But what if there isn’t? Perhaps the supposed threat to Borthwick was merely in his mind. He had an extremely active brain and was prone to wild imaginations.”

      “But don’t you think there may be a chance that the threat to him was real?”

      “He never mentioned the threat while he was alive. But there’s a possibility, I suppose, that his letter tells the truth. And if it does I am deeply saddened for him, as he must have suffered terribly.”

      “Was he close to any of his colleagues? Is there anyone else who works here in whom he may have confided?”

      “You could try Jack Copeland. I suppose he might know something. It’s unlikely, though. The contents of Borthwick’s farewell letter have certainly come as a surprise to me. I had no inkling that he was under such strain. I wish now that he had spoken to me. I feel sure that I could have talked him out of it.” Mr Repton’s voice wavered. “It’s a terrible loss.”
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      The air in the British Library reading room felt stifling. Sunshine poured in through the windows of the great dome above me and the red-whiskered man sitting opposite kept pulling at his tie. My corset and blouse felt damp with perspiration.

      “Here you are, Miss Green. I found this book by Mr Donald Repton,” whispered Mr Edwards. “The Maintenance of Electric Currents.”

      His keen, green eyes were fixed on me through the thick lenses of his spectacles, and his sandy hair hung limply against his forehead.

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards. I’m not sure I’ll be reading it from cover to cover, but I appreciate your bringing it to my attention.”

      He chuckled. “It’s one of many he has written. I can show you the location on the second gallery if you wish.”

      “I hope there’s rather more air up there,” I replied, fanning myself.

      I followed Mr Edwards up a narrow flight of steps to the first gallery. He was being his usual helpful self as a clerk of the reading room, but I felt increasingly uncomfortable in his company.

      We had enjoyed several walks in Hyde Park together with my sister Eliza as chaperone, and I felt concerned that he hoped our friendship might develop further. Each time I saw him I felt my shoulders become tense as I wondered whether he was about to spring an awkward question or invitation on me. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Mr Edwards, but more that I didn’t like him enough to consider a courtship. As each day passed I feared that we were nearing the moment when I would have to politely decline him.

      We climbed the iron staircase up to the second gallery. I enjoyed the view of the reading room from up there, with the long desks radiating out from the head librarian’s dais at the centre of the room.

      Mr Edwards took hold of a ladder which was leaning up against the book shelves.

      “I’m afraid this will be required to reach Mr Repton’s works,” he said as he moved it along the shelving racks so that it was in line with the required section. “Would you like me to climb up and fetch them for you? It can be quite dizzying up at the top.”

      “I’m happy to look myself. Thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      I climbed the ladder and surveyed the leather-bound works of Donald Repton. His writings were more prolific than I had realised. The air felt even warmer up there, closer to the windows. Next to Mr Repton’s books was a slim volume written by another author.

      “A book by Simon Borthwick!” I exclaimed. It was on the far right of the shelf, I leaned out to take hold of it.

      “Careful, Miss Green,” warned Mr Edwards. “Please don’t fall.”

      I managed to pull the book out with one hand, but it was heavier than I had thought. My hand couldn’t hold on and it slipped from my grip.

      “Watch out!” I called down to Mr Edwards.

      But he had already stepped forward and caught the book in his arms.

      “That was a close one, Miss Green!”

      “I do apologise. What a fine catch, Mr Edwards.”

      “I was an excellent short leg, Miss Green.”

      “Is that something to do with cricket?”

      He nodded as I climbed down the ladder. Once I was standing on the narrow walkway beside him, I had the distinct impression that he was about to ask me something before handing me back the book.

      “May I say how much I have enjoyed our perambulations with your sister in Hyde Park, Miss Green.”

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards. I have also enjoyed them.”

      I looked expectantly at the book. It was titled A Practical Treatise on Electric Illumination.

      “I wondered if you would perhaps like to visit another location with me. With your sister as chaperone, of course. After all, we live in this wonderful great city with so many sights to admire!”

      “We do indeed.”

      “Where would you like to go?”

      I paused. “Mr Edwards, would you mind terribly if I were to suggest an idea next week? It is rather too hot to consider anything much at the moment and I have quite a lot of work to occupy me at the present time.”

      He quickly hid the disappointment on his face with a cheery smile.

      “Of course, Miss Green! You’re right. It is terribly hot, and I understand that you have a lot of work to do. You certainly keep me busy here in the reading room with all the different areas of research required for your news articles. One week it’s Egypt and the next it’s French authors, and then there are the maps of Colombia. Did that explorer chap, Mr Fox-Stirling, have anything useful to say about his search for your father in Colombia? I forgot to ask how your meeting with him went.”

      My father had been a plant-hunter but had disappeared in Colombia nine years previously. I was attempting to write a book about his life and had recently met with Mr Fox-Stirling, who had conducted an unsuccessful search for my father.

      “Not anything particularly useful, but he was rather pushed for time. He has invited Eliza and me to have dinner with him and his wife.”

      “That’s wonderful. He may have some interesting titbits of information about your father for the book. How’s the book writing going, by the way?”

      “Slowly, Mr Edwards.”

      He laughed. “You always say that, Miss Green!”

      “Probably because it’s the truth.” I forced a smile but was beginning to feel rather irritable. “Thank you for helping me find this book, Mr Edwards. I must go and look through it as I need to be back at the office shortly to meet my deadline.”

      “Of course, Miss Green.” He stepped aside to allow me to pass. Although he was smiling, the look of disappointment still lingered in his eyes.

      

      Back at my desk, I leafed through the pages of Simon Borthwick’s book. The text was rather detailed and dense, so I chose to browse the illustrations of galvanometers, drum armatures and various types of generators. There were countless pictures of arc lamps and incandescent lamps; lamps which could be used for industrial purposes and others which could be used at home. Each turn of the page fanned the air under my chin slightly.

      Then I came across a folded piece of paper tucked into the centre of the book. I opened out the stray sheet and saw that it was a letter. It was undated and unsigned.

      

      Dear reader

      

      Observe if you will that this book lacks any expertise which can be attributed to Mr Simon Borthwick. The man has been credited for his work on the incandescent bulb and successfully filed a British patent for a lamp utilising carbonised cotton thread as a filament. This idea, however, was stolen directly from the Scottish inventor Mr Hugo Bannister, who recently died in ill-deserved poverty and obscurity in New York.

      For how much longer will Mr Borthwick hoodwink the scientific community, the establishment and the great British public with his supposed innovations? Sadly, only time will tell.

      And so, my dear reader, consider yourself enlightened with regard to the true identity of Mr Simon Borthwick. The man is not an inventor; he’s a thief.

      

      I read the letter through a second time just to be certain that I had read it correctly. Was there any truth to what it said? How long had the anonymous letter remained hidden within the pages of this book?

      I stared at the words in their sloping black ink and tried to understand the motive behind the letter. Was this the sort of thing to which Mr Borthwick had been referring when he wrote that someone had been trying to besmirch his name?

      I flicked through the pages of the book looking for another letter but found nothing more.

      “How are you finding the book, Miss Green?”

      “Very enlightening, thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      “Is there anything else I can assist with?”

      “You may like to look at this.”

      I showed him the letter and explained that I had found it inside the book.

      “Have you noticed anyone placing pieces of paper inside any of your books, Mr Edwards?”

      “Certainly not.” He scowled. “It’s an abuse of library property, and when I find out who did this I shall report them to the head librarian and ensure that their reading ticket is confiscated.”

      “That sounds like a good idea. I should very much like to find out who wrote it. Have you ever heard of a Hugo Bannister?”

      “No.”

      “I haven’t either until now. Perhaps the person who wrote this was a friend of his. Or even a family member.”

      “I will have a look through our reader records and see if I can find anyone who shares the same surname.”

      “In the meantime, I will have to try to find out more about him.”

      “Would you like me to do that?”

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards. I should be very grateful if you could. Do you mind if I keep this letter for the time being?”

      “I’m not sure about that, Miss Green. I really need to show it to the head librarian.”

      “I understand, but I will keep it safe. Do you mind if I hold on to it for just a few days? I should like to see if I can have the handwriting analysed.”

      “I’m not sure where you would begin with that, Miss Green, but very well. Please ensure that you hand it back to me, however, as this is evidence of a crime against an asset of the library.”

      “I certainly will, Mr Edwards. We both need to find out who the culprit is.”

      I folded the letter carefully and slipped it into my carpet bag.
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      “Why did you decide to work with electricity?” I had asked Simon Borthwick during our first and only meeting.

      “My grandfather took me to one of Michael Faraday’s Christmas lectures at the Royal Institution when I was fourteen. Faraday was a fascinating speaker and I remember his demonstration as clearly as if it were yesterday. I was amazed at the way he could generate static electricity by rubbing a glass rod with a piece of silk, shuffling his feet on the carpet and combing a lock of hair with a tortoiseshell comb. To demonstrate the electricity he was creating he used a gold-leaf electroscope. Do you know what that is?”

      “I don’t.”

      “I have one right here.”

      He had walked over to one of the shelves and brought back a glass jar.

      “Look, it has a circular brass plate on top of it. A rod descends from the plate into the jar and suspended from the rod are two pieces of gold leaf. See them there?”

      I nodded.

      “When a charge is applied to the plate these two gold leaves separate, rather like an upside-down letter V. When I saw what Faraday did, I knew that I wanted to become an electrochemist. My grandfather also had an interest in electricity, although his interest was more associated with magic. He often practised his own conjuring tricks, but he was no good at them.” Borthwick laughed. “He enjoyed magic shows and went to see the French magician Robert-Houdin at the St James’s Theatre in 1853. Robert-Houdin used electromagnetism in his tricks, and in those days few members of the audience had any understanding of electricity at all. They believed that what they were seeing was true magic.”

      “What about your parents? Did they have an interest in electricity?”

      “They may have done, but I wouldn’t know. They died within a year of each other. My father succumbed to rheumatic fever when I was eight years old and my mother never recovered from his death. My grandmother maintained that she had died of a broken heart, but I’m not sure that is strictly possible. My younger brother went to live with an aunt and uncle in Wales. I don’t see much of him. They didn’t want to take on two boys and they preferred the younger one. They felt I would be too much work for them. I’m grateful for the time my grandparents devoted to me. It’s a shame that neither of them is around to see my work.”

      “I’m sure they would be extremely proud, especially of your patent for the light bulb.”

      “Perhaps, but I didn’t manage it alone. The work I did merely built upon the travails of others who had gone before me: Davy, Yablochkov, de Moleyns, Sprengel and Bannister among them. Then in Canada you have Woodward and Evans, who sold their light bulb patent to Edison. And the Sawyer-Man incandescent lamps have been around for a few years now.”

      “And Thomas Edison?”

      “There’s no doubt that his light bulb patent in America infringes upon the work of others including mine, but I am leaving that to the lawyers. I prefer not to involve myself in legal discussions.” His amenable mood vanished and his expression swiftly darkened.

      “But Mr Edison’s lightbulb must differ from yours in some way, does it not?”

      “I don’t wish to discuss it, Miss Green,” snapped Borthwick. “Legal matters make me angry.”
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        * * *

      

      “While you’re at the typewriter, Miss Green, I don’t suppose you fancy typewriting my article on the Belgian elections, do you?” asked Edgar Fish. “It’s only four hundred words.”

      “I can’t, Edgar. I’ll miss my deadline.”

      “I’m going to miss mine, too! Sherman’s told me he wants my articles typewritten now because it hastens the editing process.”

      “Have you asked his secretary, Miss Welton?”

      “She isn’t speaking to me at the present time.”

      “Why not?” I stopped typewriting and turned to look at him over my shoulder.

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s because you called her an old lady,” said Frederick Potter.

      “I said it in jest!” exclaimed Edgar. “It was supposed to be humorous.”

      “Miss Welton isn’t the humorous type,” I replied.

      “No, she’s not,” said Edgar. “And neither am I when I have no one to do my typewriting for me.”

      “You could try learning it yourself,” I said.

      Edgar snorted. “I have no patience for that. It requires perseverance, which is something the fairer sex possesses in far greater measure than us men. Those little keys you press down are no match for my great fingers. I feel sure they’d snap! And besides, my fingers don’t have the dexterity.”

      “You play the piano, don’t you, Fish?” asked Frederick.

      “Yes, but what’s that got to do with anything?”

      “It means your fingers must have dexterity.”

      “It’s entirely different, Potter. That’s music. There’s an ebb and flow to it, which causes one’s fingers to dance. They could never plod, plod, clatter, clatter on the keys of that infernal typewriting machine. It’s as if one’s hands become machines themselves!”

      “I think a chap needs to invent a typewriter which plays music when you press the letters on it,” said Frederick. “What do you think to that, Fish?”

      “I think it’s a capital idea. We just need to wait for some fellow to invent it. In the meantime, Miss Green, please can you typewrite my article for me?”

      “No,” I replied firmly.

      Mr Sherman entered the room, the door slamming behind him once again.

      “I regret to report, sir, that I am unable to have my article typewritten,” said Edgar. “Miss Welton won’t do it, and neither will Miss Green. I feel utterly abandoned.”

      “Abandoned, eh?” Mr Sherman removed his pipe from his mouth. “Miss Green, please typewrite Edgar’s article for him when you’ve finished whatever it is you’re doing there.”

      “But I don’t have enough time, sir!”

      “Make some time, then. It won’t take you long. You’re quite an expert on that machine now. I refuse to edit spidery handwriting any longer. I want it all typewritten.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said Edgar. “Women don’t seem to appreciate the genuine advantage they have over men in the operation of typewriter machines, do they?”

      “They don’t, Fish. They’re blessed with far more patience than us.”

      I felt my teeth clench.

      “Exactly, sir,” said Edgar. “And, as I mentioned to Miss Green just now, perseverance.”

      “A trait naturally found in women,” responded the editor.

      “As well as tolerance.”

      My fingers jabbed angrily at the typewriter keys.

      “And an overall sanguinity,” added Frederick. “And calmness.”

      “Not to mention feminine serenity and a gentle acceptance of menial tasks,” said Edgar.

      “Enough!” I snarled, ripping my completed article out of the typewriter.

      “Miss Green?” asked Mr Sherman. “Are you all right?”

      “I apologise, sir. Perhaps I don’t possess the patience that nature was duty-bound to bestow upon me.”

      “How are you getting on with the murder at the medical school?”

      “Chief Inspector Stroud of the City of London police is working on it.”

      “Is there a suspect yet?”

      “Apparently not. I think there’s an obvious one, but the chief inspector disagrees with me.”

      “They need young Blakely on the case,” said Edgar. “The schoolboy inspector. That would put a smile on your face, wouldn’t it, Miss Green?”

      I glowered at him.

      “There has been much speculation regarding the medical school murder down at the Turkish baths,” said Mr Sherman. “I spoke to a chap who knew Mr Geller, and he couldn’t possibly imagine why anyone would wish to harm such a pleasant young man.”

      “I’ll tell you something you might be interested in, Miss Green,” said Edgar. “It’s regarding that inventor chap who shot a bullet into his own head.”

      “Yes?”

      “It turns out that Mrs Fish has a schoolfriend who once courted him. She’s terribly upset, apparently.”

      “Lillian Maynell?”

      “I don’t know. It might be. In fact, I think perhaps it could be. The name Lillian does sound rather familiar.”

      “Thank you, Edgar.”

      “I’ll tell you what, why don’t you go and ask Mrs Fish yourself? We’re in Brunswick Square, number twenty-six.”

      “Thank you, Edgar. I will.”

      “Is there a story in this, Miss Green?” asked Mr Sherman.

      “Yes, there may well be. I think that Simon Borthwick was driven to his death.”

      “You think he was? Or he actually was?”

      “I don’t know yet. That is what I’m trying to find out.”

      “Well, don’t spend too much time on that. It sounds rather flaky to me,” said my editor. “And don’t forget to typewrite Edgar’s article. I need it in one hour.”
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      “Goodness, Penelope! Your lodgings are stifling,” Eliza commented as she fanned herself. “I don’t know how you manage to breathe properly in here.”

      Even in the evenings the heat of midsummer showed no sign of abating.

      “Keeping the window open helps to cool the room,” I said.

      “Even worse! Just think of all the disease carried in the air!” Eliza marched over to the sash window and pulled it shut with a loud slam.

      “But I often keep the window open,” I protested. “I haven’t fallen foul of any disease as yet.”

      “Not yet, but there’s always a chance. You don’t want to be getting yourself Asiatic cholera. That terrible epidemic in the south of France may well spread to our shores. Have you read about it in the newspaper? Of course you have; you work for the newspaper.”

      “There’s no outbreak of cholera in London at the moment, Ellie.”

      “Not at the moment, but it’s likely to reach us very soon. They say it’s happened in the south of France because of the heat. Well, it’s also hot here! They need to start disinfecting the streets as a precaution.”

      “How’s Fenella?” I asked. “I hope she wasn’t upset over that unpleasant business with Simon Borthwick after the fair.”

      “She’s absolutely fine. We didn’t see or hear anything about it. Thankfully, the cab had whisked us away before he committed the heinous act. I haven’t mentioned it to her, either. Children don’t need to hear about such things.”

      “I’m pleased to hear that she was unaffected,” I said.

      “Why would the man do such a thing? And so publicly, too?” said Eliza. “Perhaps it was an accident. Perhaps he was sitting in the cab inspecting his revolver when it accidentally went off.”

      “No, it was suicide,” I replied. “He planned it and left behind rather a despondent letter.”

      “Oh dear. Perhaps he had a weakness of the mind,” said my sister. “Perhaps his brain was prone to episodes of sudden paroxysm. It can happen, you know. A neighbour of Cousin Agatha’s suffered the same affliction and shot himself because he could withstand the symptoms no longer.”

      “That’s very sad. I’m not sure how a mind as brilliant as Simon Borthwick’s could be affected by an impairment such as that.”

      “Oh, that’s where you’re quite wrong, Penelope. It is generally considered that a mind with genius capability actually possesses a higher incidence of flaws.”

      “How do you know that, Ellie?”

      “I read it somewhere. Anyway, I can’t stop here for long discussing such morbid matters. I came to ask if you’d like to join our meeting of the West London Women’s Society this evening. We’re discussing the sad news that the Clause for the Enfranchisement of Women has been rejected. I had such hopes for Mr Woodall’s proposed amendment to the Reform Bill. We had the support of seventy-nine Liberal MPs, and yet it came to nothing.”

      “That’s sad news.”

      “Well it is, and I cannot foresee when the next opportunity will arise for women’s suffrage. But there’s no use in bemoaning what has happened. We plan to formulate our next plan of action at this evening’s meeting.”

      “Miss Green!” Mrs Garnett knocked at my door. “There’s a gentleman here to see you.”

      Eliza’s eyes widened with sudden interest. “A gentleman, Penelope? Were you expecting someone?”

      “No, I’m not expecting anyone. I wasn’t even expecting you this evening.”

      Was it James?

      I quickly repinned my hair and smoothed out my cotton dress.

      “Miss Green! Can you hear me?”

      “I’m on my way, Mrs Garnett!” I called back as I skipped over to the door and opened it.

      “He’s waiting in the hallway,” said my landlady as I followed her down the narrow wooden staircase and then descended the wider carpeted stairs. Eliza followed close behind me.

      It wasn’t James in the hallway; instead, it was Mr Edwards. Wearing a pale grey suit, he held his hat in one hand and a leather document case in the other. He greeted me with a wide grin.

      “Miss Green! And Mrs Billington-Grieg, too! What a delightful surprise.”

      “It’s a surprise to see you here this evening, Mr Edwards,” said Eliza. “Are your visits here a regular occurrence?”

      “No, Ellie. This is the first time Mr Edwards has visited,” I said swiftly.

      “Hugo Bannister!” he announced as he held up the case. “All the notes I’ve made about him are in here.”

      “Oh, thank you, Mr Edwards. That’s extremely kind of you,” I said. “And rather quick work as well. There was no need for you to go to the trouble of delivering the notes to my home. I could have collected them from you during my next visit to the reading room.”

      “It was no trouble at all. It’s a good excuse for a stroll on a pleasant summer’s evening.”

      “You’re not worried about cholera, then?” I asked.

      “Cholera?” His face grew concerned. “Has there been another outbreak?”

      “It is spreading in the south of France,” I replied.

      “That’s rather far away,” he said. “I shouldn’t think you need to concern yourself about that at the present time, Miss Green.”

      “Thank you for the reassurance, Mr Edwards. If you’re not worried about it then neither am I.” I glared at my sister, still mindful of the window she had slammed shut.

      “If it were to reach Paris that would be a different matter,” said Mr Edwards. “I think we should need to be on our guard then.”

      “Is it going to reach Paris?” asked Mrs Garnett.

      “We don’t know,” said Mr Edwards. “I wasn’t aware that it was prevalent in the south of France.”

      “I don’t want it getting to Paris,” said Mrs Garnett. “If it gets there it won’t be long before it ends up in London. I don’t want any cholera here again. I remember it back in ’66. Awful times. Dreadful times. It was exactly like hell on earth.”

      Her lower lip began to wobble, and I wished I had never mentioned the disease.

      “Don’t worry, Mrs Garnett,” I said breezily. “I’m sure it won’t return.”

      “With this heat you can never be too sure,” said Eliza.

      “The heat brings it on, does it?” asked Mrs Garnett, her eyes wide with fear.

      “No, it doesn’t, Mrs Garnett. There is no need for unnecessary concern,” said Mr Edwards. He handed me the leather case and I thanked him again.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Green,” he replied. “I enjoyed finding out about Mr Bannister, although it’s a rather sorry tale.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes. He was an extremely clever man by all accounts and worked on early prototypes of the electric lamp, but he died poor and alone.”

      “I worry about that happening to me,” said Mrs Garnett.

      Eliza rolled her eyes.

      “You won’t be alone, Mrs Garnett,” I said. “I’ll be here.”

      “Will you, Miss Green?” asked Mr Edwards. “You won’t have moved somewhere else by then?”

      “Why should I move anywhere else?” I asked.

      “Your circumstances might change,” said Eliza.

      “I have no plans to change my circumstances in the immediate future,” I replied curtly, aware that my sister was hinting at marriage.

      “Mr Edwards,” said Eliza. “Has Penelope mentioned to you that we are due to dine with the celebrated plant-hunter Mr Fox-Stirling and his wife?”

      “She has indeed. I hope he has some more useful information to impart about your father.”

      “Has she not invited you to join us?” asked Eliza.

      I felt a sinking sensation in my chest and saw a flush of colour spread beneath Mr Edwards’ spectacles.

      “Invited me? Oh, I see… Well, I don’t recall Miss Green mentioning an invitation.”

      “That was rather remiss of her,” said my sister. “Would you like to join us?”

      “I should be delighted to,” said Mr Edwards. “But only if Miss Green is acquiescent.” He gave me a half-worried, half-expectant look.

      “I acquiesce,” I said with a forced smile. The alternative was that I would be the only person without a companion for the evening.

      A wide smile spread across Mr Edwards’ face.

      “Wonderful! Well, I must say I am looking forward to it immensely. Thank you, ladies.”

      He took his leave of us and departed.

      Mrs Garnett shook her head once she had closed the door behind him. “Now there’s a lovesick man if ever I saw one.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It’s in his eyes, Miss Green. The way he looks at you. Lovesick.”

      “Exactly, Mrs Garnett,” said my sister. “You and I don’t often agree, but I’m pleased that you are also able to see it.”

      “Nonsense,” I retorted. “He’s merely a chap who works in the reading room. He helps me with my research.”

      “And why does he help you so much with your research?” asked Eliza.

      “Because he’s naturally helpful.”

      “Does he help many other people with their research?”

      “Probably. Anyway, I need to get on and take a look at these notes.”

      I wanted to rebuke Eliza for inviting Mr Edwards to dinner without my permission, but it would have been impolite to do so in front of my landlady.

      “So he’s replaced the inspector, has he?” asked Mrs Garnett.

      “No!” I replied. “Absolutely not. And I don’t know what you mean by replaced. In what capacity would Mr Edwards replace Inspector Blakely? One is a clerk from the reading room and the other is a detective.”

      Mrs Garnett wagged her finger at me and grinned, her teeth flashing white against her dark skin. “But we know better, don’t we? You don’t think we can see through your insouciance, but I’ve been around for a long time. I’ve seen it all before. I was married once myself, you know.”

      “Mr Edwards and Inspector Blakely are merely gentlemen I have encountered in the course of my work,” I said. “People always speculate on these matters because I happen to be a spinster. If I were married no one would pay any attention whatsoever.”

      “You’re right, Penelope,” said Eliza. “They wouldn’t. Married women escape such speculation. That is why most women follow the sensible path and become wives at their earliest opportunity.”
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      Mrs Georgina Fish was a young, pleasant, horse-faced woman with soft curls of dark hair. She wore a pale green linen day dress and received me in her parlour with three of her cats.

      “Edgar and I always joke about our name and the fact that we have so many cats,” she giggled. “Cats catch fish, don’t they?”

      I smiled politely. “They do when they have the chance. My cat lives on the rooftops and catches pigeons.”

      “A rooftop cat? Goodness. Perhaps you should marry a man with the name Pigeon!”

      I feigned laughter. Mrs Fish’s jokes were as poor as her husband’s.

      “I must say that it’s extremely admirable of you to pursue a profession,” she continued. “I don’t possess the brains for such work. And I certainly don’t know how you put up with Edgar every day!”

      “Me neither!” I laughed again.

      “He’s very fond of you, I can tell. He often comes home with a story about what Miss Green has been up to.”

      “Does he indeed?” I began to feel concerned. “Such as?”

      “Oh, little things. Such as the way you like to poke fun at tubby Frederick and the manner in which you talk back to your editor.”

      “Well, I must say that tales such as those make me sound rather rude.”

      “Oh no, not at all.” She waved a delicate hand dismissively. “Edgar always talks about it in such an amusing way. He says you’d like to speak to me about my friend Lillian.”

      “Yes. Lillian Maynell, isn’t it?”

      “The very same!” she clapped her hands together with glee, startling the white cat on the sofa next to her. “Isn’t it funny how these things transpire?”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Especially when you think how big London is! What are the chances of it happening?”

      “Indeed. The chances are very slim, I suspect.”

      “Would you like some tea, Miss Green?”

      “Thank you. Do call me Penny.”

      Georgina summoned a maid and asked her to fetch some tea.

      “Lillian is married to Mr Jeffrey Maynell, an engineer with Repton, Borthwick and Company. Is that right?” I asked.

      “Yes. He does something to do with electricity and that’s all I know, I’m afraid. He’s extremely clever, though.”

      “I understand that, previous to her marriage, Lillian courted Mr Maynell’s colleague, Simon Borthwick.”

      “The one who shot himself? Yes.” Georgina’s face fell and became solemn.

      “Did you ever meet Mr Borthwick?”

      “Yes, I did. A few times in fact. I didn’t ever get to know him well, as he was always so busy. I think he was more interested in his work than marriage, and I suspect that was why Lillian turned her attentions elsewhere.”

      A ginger cat jumped up onto my lap and stared at me, its face inches from mine.

      “Just push her off,” said Georgina. “It’s because you’re sitting in her favourite chair.”

      I tried to remove the cat, but she twisted her head around and tried to bite my hand. Georgina hissed at her and she jumped down.

      “Does Lillian know that Simon Borthwick mentioned her in a letter which he wrote just before his death?” I asked.

      “Did he?” Georgina’s mouth hung open. “Goodness! I didn’t know that, and I shouldn’t think she does either. What did he say about her?”

      “He apologised to her, but said that she no doubt cared little for his apology.”

      “Did he really?” I saw tears appear in Georgina’s eyes. “That is quite a surprise.”

      “Why do you find it surprising?”

      “Because it suggests that he cared for her after all. I had assumed he was rather indifferent to the courtship. She grew tired of waiting for him to propose.”

      “That is why the courtship ended?”

      “Yes. Lillian was rather saddened by it, and I cannot deny that she was also receiving the attentions of Jeffrey Maynell. He seemed to possess more enthusiasm for marriage than Simon Borthwick. But it seems that Simon must have cared for her if he mentioned her in his letter in such a manner.” Georgina paused and wiped her eyes with a lace handkerchief. “I think she would be saddened to know that he had written that.”

      “Do you think it would be appropriate to tell her?”

      “I really don’t know. She’s happily married now, you see, and it wouldn’t do to stir up a hornet’s nest.”

      “Simon Borthwick’s letter concerns me because he suggested that he was persecuted to the point where he had no option but to take his own life.”

      “Oh, that really is dreadful.” A tear trickled down Georgina’s cheek. “I had no idea he had suffered so much.”

      “You’re not aware of anyone persecuting him?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think Lillian would know?”

      “I don’t think she would.”

      “Do you think she might be happy to speak to me? I would be very tactful about the matter.”

      “She’s already had quite an upset hearing about his suicide. A sudden and untimely death is one thing, but suicide...”

      “It’s not at all pleasant, is it? If I were to meet her you would be more than welcome to accompany me. If you were happy to, of course.”

      “Can I please think about it, Miss Green?” She wiped away her tears. “I feel as though I’m having to consider so many things all at the same time, and I don’t have the brains for thinking, I can assure you.”

      “Nonsense, Georgina. You seem like a woman with plenty of brains to me.”

      “You think so?” She smiled.

      “Apart from marrying Edgar. Perhaps you didn’t use your brains properly when you made that decision.”

      “Oh, Miss Green!” She laughed and clapped her hands together. “You are so terribly funny!”
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      “I’m not sure why you’re here again, Miss Green. I have nothing further to share with you about the murder of Mr Geller.”

      Chief Inspector Stroud did not admit me to his office this time. Instead, he spoke to me while leaning with one elbow on the desk of the main lobby. His thick grey whiskers were damp with perspiration.

      “That’s a shame, Inspector. How many people have you interviewed?”

      “There is no requirement for me to disclose that information to you.”

      “Would it be helpful if I wrote an article in the Morning Express appealing for witnesses who may have seen a person acting suspiciously in or near the medical school on the day that Richard Geller was murdered?”

      “If, at some later date, I consider that to be a useful course of action I shall inform you then.”

      “Do you have an alibi for Mr Kurtz yet, for that brief period of time when he says he left the museum and Mr Geller’s murder took place?”

      “It would not be customary for me to share that information with a news reporter.”

      “I understand, Inspector, but don’t you think the public would like to learn more about the investigation? It was an extremely shocking attack on an innocent man, and I would like to write an article which reassures our readers.”

      Chief Inspector Stroud made a derisory snorting noise. “I think the good people of London instinctively put their trust in our police force. There is no need for supposed reassurance from the newspapers.”

      “I’m afraid I disagree, Inspector. When a terrible crime occurs gossip spreads misinformation and people can become disproportionately concerned. The ability to read and digest certain facts about the case will put the public’s mind at rest.”

      “This is the City of London police force, Miss Green, not the Metropolitan. I’m well aware that my colleagues in the Met are happy to share every detail of their investigations with the scribbling race, but that is not the case here. We have a certain way of doing things, and we have done them most successfully for forty-five years now.”

      “My editor has asked me to write about any progress that has been made with Mr Geller’s case,” I said. “Shall I return to the office and tell him that there has been no progress?”

      “Tell him that the Richard Geller case is of no concern to the press.”

      It was my turn to emit a derisory snort.

      “Times are changing, Inspector Stroud. You cannot exclude the press from a case such as this.”

      “I can and I will.”

      “I shall return to my editor and tell him there has been no progress whatsoever.”

      “That would be a lie, because there has been.”

      “Such as?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “Then I shall report that no progress has been made.”

      “It would be misleading to report such a thing.”

      “There hasn’t been any progress, has there?”

      “Yes, there has.”

      “If there had been I think you would share it with me, Inspector. Detectives often feel a sense of pride when they make a breakthrough in a case and usually cannot resist sharing their news.”

      “Detectives in the Metropolitan Police, perhaps.”

      “So you are no closer to catching Mr Geller’s murderer than when I spoke to you last?”

      “I haven’t said that.”

      “But I have, and I shall commit it to paper in our next edition.”
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        * * *

      

      “You need to march into Old Jewry and take charge of that medical school museum case,” I barked at James, still fuming. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a police inspector as cantankerous as Chief Inspector Stroud!”

      “You know that it’s impossible for me to do so, Penny,” said James, sipping his stout. We were seated at our usual table in the Museum Tavern. James’ shirt sleeves were rolled up and his tie pin was topped with a small gold star.

      I removed my spectacles and rubbed at my eyes, which felt dusty from the warm streets that day.

      “Inspector Stroud hasn’t made any advances with the case,” I said. “That is why he’s refusing to share any information with me. He’s done nothing about Richard Geller’s murder. I wish I could place an infernal machine beneath his chair to inflame his languorous derrière!”

      “Mind your French, Miss Green.”

      “Does it not anger you?”

      “Perhaps not quite to the extent to which it angers you, Penny, but yes it does disappoint me when a case appears to be floundering.”

      “It’s more than floundering. I don’t think the inspector particularly cares about it. A poor fellow has lost his life! Can’t you do anything about it?”

      “No, I can’t. The City of London police force is an entirely separate entity from the Metropolitan.”

      “But it makes no sense! Why should the City of London have a separate police force? The Metropolitan force looks after all of London, spreading from… how big is it?”

      “Approximately fifteen miles in each direction from Charing Cross.”

      “It’s enormous! And then there is a tiny little bit in the middle, the City of London, which has its own separate force! It’s nonsensical and also rather inconvenient. What’s so funny?”

      James quickly removed the smile from his face. “I’m sorry. Nothing’s funny.”

      “But you were laughing. What were you laughing about?”

      “You.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “I don’t know why. It’s funny seeing you so angry sometimes.”

      “Oh, is it now?”

      “Penny…” He tried to adopt a soothing tone. “The world is full of geographical anomalies, largely born of tradition or a historical conflict of some sort. Take Jerusalem as an example.”

      “Jerusalem? What does Jerusalem have to do with the City of London police?”

      “Very well, let’s forget about Jerusalem.”

      James took a large gulp of stout and allowed his eyes to linger on mine. I smiled, feeling sure that he preferred to see me without my spectacles for a change.

      “Your telegram requesting this meeting suggested you had a letter to show me,” he said. “What’s that all about?”

      “Oh, it’s here.” I pulled the letter out of my bag and handed it to him. “I found it inside Simon Borthwick’s book in the reading room.”

      James read it through with interest.

      “This implies there is some truth to Borthwick’s claim that someone was attempting to undermine his work,” I added.

      “Do you know if there is any truth to what the letter says?” asked James. “Who is Hugo Bannister?”

      “He was a Scottish inventor who pioneered work on the vacuum lamp.”

      “Which is what?”

      “The electric lamp. The vacuum keeps the level of oxygen low enough so that the filament glows. Too much oxygen would cause it to catch fire.”

      James raised his eyebrows. “You’re quite the scientist, Penny.”

      “I’m afraid not. Fortunately, Mr Edwards explains it all quite well in his notes. It appears that Simon Borthwick used Mr Bannister’s work in the patent for his incandescent lamp. Apparently, the carbonised cotton filament was a particular feature of Mr Bannister’s lamp, and Mr Borthwick supposedly stole it. I prefer to think of him as having borrowed it because I recall him telling me that his work built upon the work of others. A number of them have been working to the same end so I imagine conflict over their work is common. Mr Borthwick was involved in legal action against Thomas Edison.”

      “It seems that someone felt aggrieved by what Simon Borthwick had done,” said James. “Perhaps Bannister can tell you more.”

      “He died in New York last year having gone to work for Edison.”

      “A natural death?”

      “It would seem so. The letter said that he died penniless, doesn’t it? I can imagine him living a pauper’s life in a miserable part of the city.”

      “It can’t have gone well with Edison, in that case.”

      “It doesn’t appear to have done. Donald Repton didn’t mention any of this Hugo Bannister business to me. Surely he must be aware of any such feud.”

      “It’s difficult to know without asking him directly.”

      “So the question is, what do we do now?”

      “You’re using the word we again, Penny. I cannot involve myself in this. No crime has been committed other than suicide.”

      “And you can’t investigate Richard Geller’s murder either.”

      “You know I can’t. I should like to help you, but…”

      “There’s no need to explain. I understand. At least I know who the mysterious Lillian is that Borthwick mentions in his letter. She’s married to Borthwick’s colleague, Jeffrey Maynell. I’m awaiting a possible meeting with her. I also wish to speak to another colleague of Borthwick’s, Jack Copeland. I have met him briefly a couple of times.”

      “Goodness, you’re quite determined about all this, aren’t you? You’re putting Chief Inspector Stroud and his languorous derrière to shame.”

      “That wouldn’t be difficult.”

      James finished off his stout. “I cannot directly involve myself in these cases, Penny, but if you need someone to listen and suggest ideas I am always happy to help you.”

      “Thank you, James. I appreciate you helping me. And thank you for coming to meet me here this evening.”

      “Try keeping me away,” he replied with a smile.
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      Upon enquiring at the works in Southwark, I was told that I would find Jack Copeland at the construction site in Kensington. The area was filled with scaffolding, carts and men in caps and dirty shirts. Walls of red brick rose up from the chaos and I made my way toward one of the few completed buildings I could see: the Electric Lighting Station.

      It was a relief to enter its shade. Within it was a staircase, which led down to basement level. I struggled to see the steps as my eyes slowly accustomed to the gloom.

      A man in an oil-streaked work coat was examining a steam engine in the large subterranean room by the light of a paraffin lamp. Another man was hammering away at the boiler.

      “Mr Copeland?” I called out.

      The man in the work coat turned slowly to look at me with his bulbous eyes. His dark, drooping whiskers gave him a morose appearance.

      “Good morning, Miss Green. Have you come to marvel at our generating station?” His speech was muffled by his long moustache. “It’s one of the first in the world to supply domestic premises.”

      I didn’t correct him with my true reason for being there, but instead displayed a look of keen interest in the hope that this would make him amenable to my questions when the time came.

      “It’s a very exciting project, Mr Copeland. This here is one of the engines?”

      “Yes. One of seven which will be installed here. As you can imagine, it’s quite a task getting the parts down the steps and into this room. Seven engines for seven generators.”

      “That sounds like it should be a popular rhyme, doesn’t it?” I commented cheerily.

      He gave me a blank look.

      “The generators will be positioned here.” He gestured toward one end of the concrete floor. “And we’ll have belts running from the engines on this side to the generators on that side. It’ll be quite a spectacle when they’re all running at full power.”

      “And they’ll make quite a din, too, I should imagine.”

      “We’re putting in a three-wire DC electrical supply.”

      “Direct current? Mr Repton explained that to me.”

      He glanced at my hands and frowned. “Don’t you need a notebook to write everything down in?”

      “Ah yes, it’s just here.” I pulled a notebook and pencil out of my carpet bag.

      “Mr Repton told me the number of volts employed, but I’m afraid I have forgotten it,” I said.

      “Two hundred.”

      I wrote this down.

      “You’ll probably want to see the pump house next,” said Jack Copeland. “It’s being constructed by the London Hydraulic Power Company to power service lifts.”

      “Service lifts? How interesting.”

      “I understand the water pressure will be supplied at four hundred pounds per square inch.”

      I wrote this down, unsure of what it meant and reluctant to ask for an explanation.

      “It’s rather saddening, isn’t it, that Mr Borthwick is not here to see the progress on this pioneering project?” I said.

      “It is,” Mr Copeland replied.

      I waited for some further words, but none came.

      “How long did you know him?” I asked.

      “We met as undergraduates at Imperial College.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      He sighed. “It would be over twenty years ago now.”

      “And you were personal friends as well as colleagues?”

      “Not particularly. But I’d rather discuss the Kensington Court project. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “Well yes, it is. There’s just one small matter I would like to ask you about if it’s not too much trouble.”

      He scowled. “Is it about Kensington Court?”

      “No. It’s about this letter.” I retrieved the page I had found in Simon Borthwick’s book from my bag and passed it to him.

      “It was written by an anonymous writer who accuses Simon Borthwick of stealing the ideas of Hugo Bannister,” I said. “I found it in Mr Borthwick’s book, A Practical Treatise on Electric Illumination.”

      Jack Copeland’s brow furrowed as he read it. “How peculiar,” he remarked. “It was just sitting in the book, was it?”

      “Yes. Is the author of the letter correct? Did Simon Borthwick steal Hugo Bannister’s ideas?”

      “Well, I’m not sure they were Bannister’s ideas to begin with. Many people are working independently on the light bulb, and it’s natural that comparable ideas should occur to similar minds.”

      “So the carbonised cotton filament in Mr Borthwick’s patent for his incandescent lamp wasn’t stolen from Mr Bannister?”

      Jack Copeland raised an eyebrow. “Stolen is the wrong word.”

      “So your view, Mr Copeland, is that Mr Borthwick did nothing wrong?”

      “We’re all working with the same science, Miss Green, and the materials which could be used for an effective filament are limited. It’s rather difficult to prove whether someone did or didn’t steal ideas from another. However, egos are fragile, and some chaps grow resentful while others become downright angry.”

      “Do you know anyone who might have been angry with Mr Borthwick?”

      “No, I don’t. I tend to stay well away from it all. I don’t have the temperament for disagreement or confrontation.”

      He handed the letter back to me and I stowed it safely in my bag.

      Mr Copeland had given little away, and I was struggling to ascertain what his relationship with Borthwick had been like.

      “It’s a rather calculated act, isn’t it, to put a letter criticising Mr Borthwick inside a copy of his book in the British Library?” I said. “The author of that letter must bear him a great deal of resentment. I don’t suppose Mr Borthwick ever knew about it. Did you hear what he wrote in his letter before he died?”

      “Yes, I’ve heard the gist of it. It sounds as though he was rather embittered.”

      “I think he sounded fearful.”

      “No, Simon wasn’t the sort to be frightened.”

      “He said he would rather die by his own hand than by someone else’s.”

      “Ah, now that’s melodrama. He was terribly melodramatic.”

      “So he was exaggerating the perceived threat?”

      “Not purposefully, I wouldn’t have thought. After all, the man took his own life. But Simon had been known to make much ado about nothing. Sadly, he didn’t have anyone to talk some sense into him on this occasion.”

      “You believe he could have been talked out of the suicide?”

      “I think so. Somehow he was seized by a fit of irrationality and caused a fatal wound to himself.” Jack Copeland seemed remarkably composed as he discussed the death of his colleague.

      “Do you think the persecution he describes in his letter was less serious than he believed it to be?”

      He wiped his hands on an oily rag. “Success is a double-edged sword, Miss Green. While one can expect praise, one must also expect criticism. Now I’ve already said too much on the matter and you’ll get no more from me, I’m afraid. Instead, let me tell you a bit more about the copper strip distribution system we’re installing here. You’ll need all the details for your article in the Morning Express.”
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      “Mrs Fish has taken quite a shine to you, Penny,” said Edgar. “She described you as a humorous and clever woman.”

      “That’s very kind of her. She is too flattering by far.”

      “She would like to invite you to dinner with us one evening. The only problem I can foresee with the plan is that we don’t know who to invite as your guest. Your mother, perhaps?”

      “Thank you, Edgar. My mother lives in Derbyshire and cannot abide trains. It’s been some years since she travelled to London.”

      “Wasn’t there that chap who worked in the reading room?” asked Frederick.

      “Oh yes, him!” said Edgar. “The bookish fellow. I forget his name. Come on, Miss Green, help us out. You’re courting him, aren’t you?”

      “I believe you’re referring to Mr Edwards, and no, I’m not courting him. He is merely an acquaintance.”

      “Who else could accompany you?”

      “My sister, perhaps.”

      “The one with the bicycle?”

      “Yes.”

      Edgar pulled a sceptical face. “I’m not sure that she and Mrs Fish would hit it off.”

      “Did your wife mention whether she had heard from her friend Lillian Maynell about the possibility of my meeting her?”

      “Oh yes, that was the other thing. She has indeed, and I think Lillian would like to meet with you. There needs to be a bit of secrecy involved because the husband, Maynell, might not like his wife discussing her previous suitor.”

      “I respect her need for privacy; husbands can be terribly overprotective. It’s the reason I haven’t taken one.”

      Edgar laughed. “But doing so would make it rather easier to invite you to dinner parties!”

      “Perhaps, but I consider that a small price to pay.”

      “Anyway, Miss Green, I take offence at your suggestion that husbands are overprotective. I can’t say I’m an overprotective man at all,” said Edgar.

      “I am,” said Frederick.

      “Perhaps I could meet Mrs Maynell and your wife for lunch somewhere,” I suggested. “I can recommend The Holborn Restaurant.”

      “I’m sure that will do very well,” said Edgar. “I shall ask her to confirm the arrangements. Oh, look! I’ve just had another idea as to whom we can invite as your guest to our dinner party!”

      I heard the newsroom door close and turned to see James walking towards us.

      “A dinner party, Mr Fish? That sounds excellent,” he said, taking off his bowler hat. “Good morning, Penny.”

      I returned his smile.

      “Capital! I shall make the arrangements,” said Edgar.

      “Inspector Blakely cannot be my companion at your dinner party,” I said. “It would be highly inappropriate.”

      James gave me a downcast glance.

      “Oh yes, I forgot!’ said Edgar. “You are engaged to be married, aren’t you, Inspector? Never mind, Miss Green. Perhaps it will have to be that chap from the library after all. What can we do for you, Inspector?”

      “I’m here to ask Miss Green if she would like to accompany me to the medical school at St Bartholomew’s Hospital.”

      My heart skipped. “Has there been a development?” I asked.

      “The Yard has been approached to assist.”

      

      “I thought Mr Geller’s murder was a matter for the City of London police,” I said as we left the Morning Express building and made our way towards Ludgate Hill. The bright sunlight made me squint. “Has Inspector Stroud relented and asked for your help?”

      “No, but Richard Geller’s father has,” replied James. “He is Rabbi Geller of the West London Synagogue. He’s friendly with the commissioner, and is understandably upset and frustrated that no progress has been made with regard to his son’s dreadful murder.”

      “And the commissioner has asked you to investigate? That’s excellent news, James.”

      “It is for us, but I don’t think Chief Inspector Stroud will take kindly to my involvement.”

      

      We found Chief Inspector Stroud and Mr Kurtz waiting for us at the medical school museum. The inspector scowled as we entered the room, while pale-faced Kurtz gave me a libidinous smile, which I ignored.

      “I’ll be surprised if you spot something I’ve missed, Blakely,” said Chief Inspector Stroud. “I can’t tell you how many times we have been over the events of that day and searched this room.”

      The chief inspector mopped his perspiring face with a large handkerchief. By contrast, Mr Kurtz seemed unaffected by the heat.

      “A fresh pair of eyes will do no harm, I’m sure,” replied James.

      “There are plenty of eyes in this room already,” said Mr Kurtz with a macabre grin.

      I wanted to warn James not to look too closely at the contents of some of the jars.

      “I see no need for a news reporter to attend,” said Inspector Stroud, glaring at me.

      “Miss Green and I have worked together a number of times in the past,” said James. “She has a knack for spotting important details.”

      “Perhaps she does, but it is not appropriate for her to be present.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, this is indicative of how the Metropolitan Force conducts itself these days.”

      “I don’t mind Miss Green being present,” added Mr Kurtz with a grin.

      James ignored both comments and readied himself with a notebook and pencil.

      “Mr Geller was found murdered on Tuesday the seventeenth of June,” he said. “How was his mood on that morning, Mr Kurtz?”

      “The same as on any other morning. He was perfectly pleasant and busied himself as usual. I’ve already answered more questions than I care to recall, Inspector. Must I answer more?”

      “I’m afraid so,” replied James. “What did Mr Geller’s work entail that morning?”

      “Now just a moment, Blakely,” interrupted Inspector Stroud. “You’ve begun your questions and this reporter is still in the room. I want her out!”

      “You can rely on my discretion, Chief Inspector Stroud,” I said. “I won’t report on anything Mr Kurtz tells Inspector Blakely.”

      “Then why the devil are you here?”

      “Miss Green’s editor has asked her to report on this case,” said James. “Therefore, it’s important that she knows the details. You can trust her not to report on anything which would compromise the investigation.”

      “It’s not right,” huffed the chief inspector. “Not right at all.”

      Mr Kurtz wearily explained to James the work Mr Geller had been doing that morning and which table he had stood at.

      “Mr Geller was standing where you are now when you left the room for a short while. Is that right, Mr Kurtz?” asked James.

      “Yes.” Mr Kurtz loitered beside the table where the skulls had sat during my last visit.

      “And what time was that?”

      “About a quarter to twelve o’clock.”

      “How can you be sure about that? Did you look at your watch or a clock just before you left?”

      “I often look at the clock up there,” Mr Kurtz pointed to a large timepiece near the spiral staircase. “I can’t say I checked it just before I left, but I glance at it regularly throughout the day because I like to keep an eye on the time.”

      “Is it possible that it could have been half-past eleven o’clock when you left the room?”

      “No, I’m certain that it was after that.”

      “Could it already have been midday?”

      “No, because I returned to the room shortly after midday.”

      “So is it safe to assume, Mr Kurtz, that you were out of the room between, shall we say twenty minutes to twelve and five minutes past twelve? Is that a reasonable suggestion?”

      “Yes.”

      James wrote the times down.

      “And what were your parting words to Mr Geller?”

      “Something along the lines of ‘I’m going to see Mr Daly for a few minutes.’ Words to that effect.”

      “Did he reply?”

      “He acknowledged me with a nod.”

      “And that was the last time you saw him alive?”

      “Yes.” Mr Kurtz nodded solemnly.

      “And when you left the room you had no concerns about him or the situation whatsoever?”

      “No, why would I? It was an entirely normal situation. It was an ordinary morning.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “I went to see Mr Daly.”

      “And who is he?”

      “The assistant surgeon. I wished to speak to him about the curriculum for topographical anatomy so that Mr Geller and I could make the relevant specimens available to the students.”

      “And Mr Daly can vouch for having seen you, can he?”

      “Sadly no, as he wasn’t in his office.”

      “You knocked at the door and there was no reply?”

      “Yes. I even opened the door and peered in, but the room was empty.”

      “Did anyone see you visiting his office?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Who did you encounter on your way to and from his office?”

      “I honestly don’t think I can remember.” Mr Kurtz scratched his temple. His previously pale face now had some colour to it.

      “You didn’t stop to talk to anyone on the way there or back?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Did you encounter anyone at all?”

      “Yes, I must have passed people in the corridor.”

      “And some of them would have been familiar to you?”

      “Yes, I should think many of them would have been. I don’t necessarily know everyone’s names, but I would recognise their faces.”

      “There was no one who looked out of place? No one appeared suspicious?”

      “You mean the murderer?”

      James shrugged. “Anyone who didn’t look quite right to you.”

      Mr Kurtz shook his head.

      “Chief Inspector Stroud,” said James. “Was the ligature present on Mr Geller’s body when he was found?”

      “Yes. It was a length of thick twine.”

      “Do you have any idea where it came from?”

      “How should I know where it might have come from?”

      “It wasn’t from somewhere inside this room? Or somewhere else on the premises?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I suspect the murderer was carrying it on his person,” Chief Inspector Stroud said.

      “That suggests a strong degree of premeditation,” said James. “So at some time during the twenty-five-minute window while you were out of the room, Mr Kurtz, someone came in and strangled Richard Geller with a thick piece of twine.”

      “That appears to be what happened.”

      “Where does that door behind you lead to?”

      “It’s the storeroom, Inspector.”

      “Is any twine kept in there?”

      “No. I didn’t recognise the twine around Richard’s neck. The murderer must have brought it with him, as Inspector Stroud said.”

      “Chief Inspector Stroud, have you spoken to anyone who witnessed Mr Kurtz on his journey to and from Mr Daly’s office?” asked James.

      “Not yet.”

      “How long does it take to walk from here to Mr Daly’s office?”

      “I don’t think I have ever paid attention,” replied Mr Kurtz.

      “One minute? Ten minutes?”

      “Somewhere between the two.”

      “And you went straight there and came immediately back again?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ve already determined that you were out of the room for about twenty-five minutes, Mr Kurtz. That suggests the walk to Mr Daly’s office takes a little over twelve minutes. Is that right?”

      “A twelve-minute walk? That’s quite a distance,” I said. “About half a mile, I should think.”

      “It must take less time than that,” said Mr Kurtz. “Perhaps I have my timings wrong. Perhaps I returned to the room just before midday.”

      “We’ll walk the route in a moment and time it for ourselves,” said James.

      Mr Kurtz rubbed his hand over his chin nervously.

      “Chief Inspector Stroud, at what time were the police summoned here?” asked James.

      “We first heard of the incident at twenty minutes past midday.”

      “I ran down to the lobby as quickly as I could,” explained Mr Kurtz. “I asked the man at the desk to summon the police.”

      “Mr Kurtz, did anyone visit this room while you and Mr Geller were working here on that fateful morning?”

      “Some students came in, I think.”

      “And what time was that?”

      “I struggle to remember precisely. About ten o’clock, I should think.”

      “If it was ten o’clock, as you suggest,” James continued, “and we can find the students to confirm it, that leaves us with more than two hours between their visit and the police being alerted. During that time we have only your word for what occurred.”

      Mr Kurtz’s eyes widened. “I hope you’re not suggesting that I had anything to do with this, Inspector. I’ve just told you everything that happened and it’s the truth. Upon my honour!”
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      “I believe the man,” said Chief Inspector Stroud defensively. “He is not responsible for the murder of his colleague.”

      “Good,” replied James. “And there is nothing to suggest at this moment that Mr Kurtz is a dishonourable man who caused his friend some mischief. However, what you’re lacking, Mr Kurtz, is a corroborated alibi. Let me suggest that you re-enact the walk you took that morning and think extremely hard about anyone you may have encountered on the way to Mr Daly’s office, and on your return journey. Those people could be extremely helpful for you, and they may also have seen the culprit without realising it. We also need to find out which students visited this room and what time they were here. And anyone else for that matter. Please think as hard as you possibly can, Mr Kurtz, otherwise you may find yourself in hot water.”

      “It’s a bit rough, isn’t it, Blakely, to treat the man in this way?” said Chief Inspector Stroud. “He found the body of his colleague on the floor!”

      “You don’t need me to tell you that we must be as thorough as possible, Chief Inspector Stroud. Can you show me where Mr Geller’s body was found?”

      “In the place where Mr Kurtz is standing now.”

      “So Mr Geller died in the place where he was working?” asked James.

      “Yes.”

      This struck me as odd.

      “Surely if a man entered the room with murderous intent Mr Geller would have tried to get away,” I interjected.

      “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” said James. “He would have made an attempt to either defend himself or escape. Perhaps he knew his assailant.”

      “Even so, there must have been an altercation of some sort shortly before the murder,” I said. “I can’t imagine that Mr Geller would have remained standing exactly where he was.”

      “Perhaps he didn’t notice the intruder,” suggested Chief Inspector Stroud.

      “But he was standing facing the door,” said James. “I take it this door offers the only way in and out of the room?”

      “It does,” nodded Mr Kurtz. “Perhaps he was too engrossed in his work.”

      “Too engrossed to notice a man enter the room and move close enough to strangle him with a length of twine?” asked James. “Did he often get that caught up with his work, Mr Kurtz?”

      Mr Kurtz sighed. “Probably not. That would be rather difficult to miss, wouldn’t it?”

      “If you were moving around the room, Mr Kurtz, Mr Geller presumably wouldn’t have paid you too much attention. You would have been able to sneak up close to him without him flinching.”

      “I didn’t do it, Inspector!” His face coloured again. “Why should I kill Richard?”

      “I don’t know,” replied James. “But can you see how imperative it is that you find people to confirm your alibi and ask them to speak to Chief Inspector Stroud or myself? I’m sure Chief Inspector Stroud and his men are happy to look for anyone who might have seen you that morning. Isn’t that right, Chief Inspector Stroud?”

      “If it’s to help him escape the clutches of the Yard, then yes, I am!” said Inspector Stroud defiantly.

      “Good. Now then, Mr Kurtz, please show us the route you took to Mr Daly’s office that morning,” said James.

      

      Half an hour later, James and I left the hospital and walked down to Cheapside. We passed a cab driver sloshing a bucket of water over his horse to cool it.

      “Do you agree that this case seems rather odd?” said James. “Two minutes! That’s how long it takes to walk to Mr Daly’s office from the medical museum. What was Mr Kurtz doing for twenty-five minutes?”

      “What was he doing in general that morning? He has no one who can vouch for him at all.”

      “Exactly. That gives us an even longer period of time during which we have no idea what happened. And Richard would surely have moved from his position when the murderer entered the room. I cannot see why he would have remained standing there. If he fell where he was standing someone must have surprised him, and the only person I can think of who could have got close enough to him without arousing his suspicion is Mr Kurtz.”

      “Unless the murderer had an accomplice,” I suggested.

      “How would that have made a difference?”

      “Perhaps one man kept him talking and the other managed to sneak up on him.”

      “But both would have had to walk through the door, and then he would have seen them,” said James. “This case is rather confusing, and I’m sure that Mr Kurtz is hiding something from us.”
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      As I walked toward The Holborn Restaurant to meet Mrs Fish and Mrs Maynell, I reflected on my conversation with Jack Copeland a few days’ previously. He had been surprisingly calm while discussing his colleague’s death. In fact, I had detected very little emotion at all. Could it be possible that he had written the letter tucked into Simon Borthwick’s book? I wished I had asked him more about Hugo Bannister. Perhaps the man had been a friend of his.

      Mr Edwards had told me that a search of the reading room’s records had revealed a few members with the surname Bannister. However, it wouldn’t be easy to ascertain whether any of them had a connection with the late inventor.

      

      “Miss Green!” Georgina Fish greeted me warmly as I met her inside the restaurant, her dark curls bouncing around her face. “How lovely to see you again. Please meet my good friend, Lillian Maynell.”

      Lillian smiled warily. She was several years my junior and wore a pale rose dress made of silk. Her hair was pinned beneath an elegant cream-coloured summer hat with silk flowers on it.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Maynell,” I said. “I met you briefly with your husband in the engine room at the Crystal Palace.”

      “Oh yes, I recall that now,” she replied with a smile.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet me,” I said as I sat down.

      “Do call me Lillian. I must say I’m not keen on the idea of speaking to a press reporter, but George persuaded me.”

      “George?” I asked.

      “That’s me!” replied Georgina with a laugh. “Lily has always called me George.”

      “You’re not going to publish anything I say, are you, Miss Green?” asked Lillian.

      “No, of course not.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      “Edgar tells me you know each other from your school days,” I said.

      “Yes,” replied Lillian. “Charlbury Gate School, wasn’t it, George? It was a school for the daughters of clergymen run by Miss Hobhouse, who was terribly strict. I didn’t like her at all.”

      “No one did,” added Georgina. “We tried to liven the place up a bit, didn’t we?”

      Lillian chuckled. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

      “There were a few pranks.” Georgina giggled.

      “Miss Green doesn’t want to hear about pranks!” scolded Lillian with a smile on her face. The two women appeared to have regressed into giggling schoolgirls.

      “You, me and Catherine Preston,” said Georgina.

      “Oh, Catherine was the worst of the three,” said Lillian. “Let’s blame her because she isn’t here to defend herself!”

      “Do you remember putting a spider in Mary Baring’s desk?” said Georgina.

      “That was because she kept tripping me up in ballet class.”

      “And you splashed ink all over Elizabeth Turner’s dress!”

      “That was Catherine, not me.”

      “She did it because you asked her to. Catherine always did everything you asked.”

      Lillian laughed. “I suppose she did, didn’t she? Perhaps it was her motherless upbringing. But I had to have my revenge on Elizabeth Turner because she started the rumour that I had six toes,” said Lillian. “Even today some people believe I have six toes.” Lillian turned to me. “My apologies, Miss Green. I worry that you have altogether the wrong impression of me now.”

      “Miss Green should know that you always did well in your school work, Lily. You were a good scholar,” said Georgina. “I learned nothing at all during my schooling.”

      “I wasn’t that much of a scholar.”

      “Now you’re being modest, Lily. Of course you were. You were the only one who could commit all those French verbs to memory.”

      “My mind has always been good at retaining useless information,” replied Lillian.

      “My mind is no good at that,” said Georgina. “In fact, I’m not sure mine does anything much at all. Ask Lily about her capital cities, Penny. She still knows all her capital cities.”

      “Miss Green has better things to do than ask me about capital cities George.”

      “You remind me of a friend of mine who works in the British Library, Lillian,” I said. “He has a great memory for facts.”

      “Now that’s a job I should like to do,” said Lillian. “Working in a library would be far more interesting than being a wife, don’t you think, George?”

      “No, I don’t think it would,” replied Georgina. “Libraries are dull places. Besides, you’ll be kept very busy when you have children.”

      “I’m not sure that I shall be blessed with children,” said Lillian. “And that’s something I’m rather happy about.”

      “But children are dear little things!” protested Georgina.

      “There’s nothing dear about my nieces and nephews. They are noisy and time-consuming,” said Lillian. “Would you like to have children, Miss Green?”

      “I’m not sure that my mind is made up on the matter,” I replied. “But I think I’ve probably made the decision not to now. I chose to become a news reporter instead.”

      “I wish I’d made the same choice,” said Lillian.

      “Perhaps so,” I said. “But it’s difficult to know if we’ve ever made the right decision, isn’t it? Although I enjoy my work, there are times when I find myself wishing there was someone to share certain moments with.”

      “I expect those times are quite fleeting, though, aren’t they?” asked Lillian. “Oh, how I would enjoy the freedom of living by myself and doing whatever I please!”

      “Miss Green can’t do whatever she pleases,” said Georgina. “She must work for a living and she’s responsible for every penny! There is no man to provide for her. Imagine what that must be like!”

      “I am imagining it, George, and I quite like the idea,” replied Lillian.

      “Oh, no. I don’t at all.” Georgina shuddered. “I would find it quite frightening. I’d much rather leave the work to Edgar.”

      “Do you mind if I ask you about Simon Borthwick, Lillian?” I asked, keen to move the conversation on.

      “Oh, yes,” replied Lillian. “I almost forgot that was why you wanted to meet.”

      “I wished to speak to you from personal interest more than anything else,” I said. “I was close by when Simon Borthwick administered that fateful gunshot.”

      A forlorn expression flickered across Lillian’s face, but she maintained her composure well.

      “That terrible moment has remained with me,” I continued, “and I should like to understand why he did it, especially after creating such a wonderful spectacle at the Midsummer Fair. Have you heard about the letter he wrote?”

      Lillian nodded. “George mentioned it to me.”

      “He accused nameless people of persecuting him,” I said. “And he also…” I glanced at Georgina briefly and saw that her expression was encouraging. “He also mentioned you,” I said, turning back to Lillian.

      She raised an eyebrow. “He said that I was persecuting him?”

      “No, no. His meaning was quite different regarding you. I hope you won’t feel too upset if I say that he apologised to you but said that you no doubt cared little for his apology.”

      I noticed that her lower lip wobbled slightly as she retrieved a handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. A waiter asked if we wished to order our meals, but Georgina waved him away.

      Lillian took a deep breath before speaking. “That’s an odd thing for him to write,” she said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because he didn’t particularly care for me while we were courting!”

      “Perhaps that’s why he was apologising.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “You were the one who ended the courtship?”

      “Yes, I was.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “I felt rather overlooked, to tell you the truth. He was always at his laboratory in Southwark, and even when he was home he was often too busy to see me. He would be working late into the evening on designs for something or other.”

      Georgina Fish wiped her eyes with a handkerchief.

      “Oh, Lily,” she said. “Don’t you think it rather emotional that he apologised to you? Perhaps he loved you after all.”

      “I think it is rather a shame that he left it until after his death to express it,” replied Lillian. Her jaw was clenched, as if she were struggling to maintain her composure.

      “It is a shame. It’s a huge shame, isn’t it, Lily? Just think what might have been.”

      “I would prefer not to,” replied Lillian, tearing a small piece of bread from the slice on her plate.

      “If only he had told you how he felt, Lily!”

      “He would have been an unbearable person to live with, George. He may have loved me, but on a day-to-day basis it would have been inordinately frustrating. I cannot say that I regret putting an end to our courtship. I’m not sure why he wrote something like that in his letter. It’s rather embarrassing.”

      “I am more concerned about the people he believed to be persecuting him, Lillian,” I said. “Can you think of anyone who has made malicious comments about him?”

      “No, I didn’t encounter anything of the kind.”

      “A colleague of his said that he was prone to melodrama. Is that an accurate description?”

      “I wouldn’t describe it quite like that, but he was certainly a sensitive person. He took things to heart and he took offence rather easily.”

      “The wording of his letter suggests that he was driven to his death by people he refuses to name.”

      Lillian laughed sadly. “He names me but refuses to name them.”

      “Do you know whom he might have meant?”

      “I don’t, I’m sorry. Jeffrey might know, but you’ll struggle to speak to him about Simon. Jeffrey didn’t care for him because he was once my suitor. It’s a rather delicate situation, as I’m sure you can appreciate.”

      “I understand. Are there any other colleagues who might know more?”

      “Donald Repton and Jack Copeland. You may find it useful to speak with them.”

      “I have already done so, as a matter of fact.”

      Lillian shrugged. “Then I don’t know of anyone else.”

      “And your husband wouldn’t know who might have been persecuting Simon?”

      “I daren’t ask him, and neither would anyone else. It is a cause of some embarrassment that I once courted Simon Borthwick, and it simply wouldn’t do to discuss it. My husband doesn’t know that I am meeting you to discuss him. You’ll keep this meeting secret, won’t you? I shall be in terrible trouble if he finds out.”

      Lillian’s eyes grew wide and I felt sure there was fear behind them.

      “You have my word that I shall be discreet.”

      “You must be, because it’s dreadfully important that he doesn’t find out. He has quite a temper.”

      Georgina nodded. “He does.”

      “Please don’t be offended by what I’m about to say, Penny,” said Lillian, “but I don’t understand what your intention is with all this.”

      “I wish to find out what, or who, drove Simon Borthwick to his death. Having met him and then witnessing his wonderful illuminations at the Crystal Palace, I cannot understand why he should shoot himself on a busy street. What did he seek to achieve in doing so?”

      “We shall never know,” said Lillian. Her demeanour had changed considerably from the one I had seen when she was joking about schoolgirl pranks just minutes earlier.

      “Did he strike you as someone who might take his own life?” I asked.

      Lillian paused for a moment as she considered this. “No, I didn’t think he could ever do such a thing.”

      “Was he impulsive?”

      “No, not really. I’ve no doubt he planned it. He planned everything.”

      “Jack Copeland suggested that he might have been consumed by a fit of madness.”

      “Did he? I never saw Simon consumed by a fit of madness. He only ever seemed to be consumed by his work. It’s odd, because I always got the impression that he didn’t care much for what others did or said. He tended to ignore people, so this idea that he was somehow persecuted is a strange one. Still, I don’t think you will find any answers in this situation, Penny.”

      “A few people have said the same to me.”

      “They are probably correct. I certainly wouldn’t hold much stock by what Simon wrote in his letter. I don’t believe that he ever truly cared for me.”

      “Did he even write it?” queried Georgina.

      “He must have done,” I replied. “The letter was found in the case he was carrying on the night he died, and it was presumably signed and identifiable as his handwriting, otherwise the inquest wouldn’t have considered it. It’s an interesting thought though, Georgina. I have come across forged suicide notes before.”

      “Do you mind if we change the subject?” asked Lillian. “I have a tendency to become rather gloomy when I talk about Simon, and I should like to cheer up a little. Tell me more about being a woman on Fleet Street, Penny. What a fascinating profession! I hear you have to work alongside George’s Edgar.”

      “I’m afraid I do,” I replied.

      “Tell Lily what you think of him, Penny!” chuckled Georgina.

      “He’s the most irritating man I’ve ever met,” I said.

      Georgina shrilled with laughter.
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      Mr Sherman’s secretary, Miss Welton, approached me as I worked at my typewriter in the Morning Express newsroom. Despite the heat, she wore her usual woollen dress, which was buttoned up to her throat. A pair of pince-nez was clipped to the end of her nose, and in her hand she held an envelope.

      “It’s not a very nice letter, I’m afraid, Miss Green,” she said apologetically.

      “Please don’t worry, Miss Welton,” I replied, taking the envelope from her. “It isn’t the first time someone has sent me something unpleasant!”

      I opened the envelope to find a newspaper cutting inside. As I took it out I saw that it was an advertisement for the Crystal Palace Midsummer Fair from the seventeenth of June.

      “That’s strange,” I said.

      “There’s a piece of paper inside as well,” added Miss Welton.

      I reached inside the envelope again and found it. There were only four words scrawled upon it:

      

      Stay away, Miss Green.

      

      “Stay away?” I said to Miss Welton. “From what, exactly? I’ve already attended the fair.”

      Her face paled. “How horrible of someone to write such a thing. I wouldn’t want to do your job and receive notes like that. It’s cowardly, too, isn’t it? Notice how the person doesn’t write his name.”

      “It is nothing to worry about at all,” I said. “Thank you, Miss Welton. I’m sure this is someone’s idea of a prank.”
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      “Many of the Spanish gold mines in Colombia have been abandoned or lost,” said Mr Isaac Fox-Stirling as we dined on roast guinea fowl at his home in Chelsea. Tropical plants sprouted from pots by the windows, and lithographs of African hunting scenes hung on the walls.

      “The natives are doing their best to rediscover the mines,” he continued. “During one of my trips to the country I heard an amusing story about the pinnacle of gold. In fact, I refer to it in Volume Two of my book, Travels, Trials and Adventure in the Andes, don’t I, Margaret?”

      His silver-haired wife responded with a proud nod.

      Eliza was accompanied by her husband, George, while I was accompanied by Mr Edwards. Mr Fox-Stirling had dominated much of the conversation thus far. He was a stocky, fair-haired man of about fifty, with suntanned and freckled skin.

      “There is a pinnacle in the mountains of San Lucas which was said to have been made entirely of gold,” he continued. “This great tower of gold could be seen from a great many miles around, gleaming brightly from the time the sun rose every day until it set again. For years, men had tried to reach the pinnacle, but not a single one had made it there. A legend grew that the mountain was inhabited by a race of pigmy gold-diggers, who mined the gold and had riches beyond the imagination of any man. Some even claimed to have encountered the gold-digging pigmies. It was said that they spoke a language so loud and strange that a man’s ears would be deafened for the rest of his life upon hearing them!

      “I forget who it was now. I think it was a group of Germans. Anyhow, this was the first group of men to ever reach the golden pinnacle. After a long, arduous journey, they returned with disappointed faces. They reported that not only was the mountain devoid of pigmies, but that the golden pinnacle was nothing more than a large grey rock!” He slapped the table and threw his head back with laughter.

      “Those poor Germans!” said George. “It is fortunate that no Englishman wasted his time trying to reach the golden pinnacle.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there must have been an Englishman who set out on the fool’s errand at some point or another,” said Mr Fox-Stirling, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes. “Some men even lost their lives trying to get to it!” He laughed some more.

      “I’ve heard that two Colombian merchants are doing a good job of exploring the Spanish gold mines,” said Mr Edwards.

      “Indeed,” replied Mr Fox-Stirling. “Lopez and Navarro own a number of them now. It’s a prosperous business to be getting into. Perhaps I should abandon my plant-hunting and open a few gold mines instead, Margaret.”

      “But then I should see even less of you, darling!”

      “Sadly, that’s the life of an explorer and plant-hunter, my dear. We are a rare breed indeed. I remember discussing the gold mines of Colombia with your father, ladies,” Mr Fox-Stirling said, glancing at me and Eliza in turn. “We were attending a gathering at Kew Gardens together when he told me that he had stayed at a gold mine for a few days while he was searching for epidendrum in the Bolivar region. The miners were very hospitable, by all accounts, and he was permitted to share their huts. However, I think he only returned home with plants, not gold!”

      “I would very much enjoy the life of an explorer,” said Mr Edwards.

      “And you can!” replied Fox-Stirling. “There’s nothing to stop you. One merely needs to be hardy, resourceful and think quickly on one’s feet.”

      “There must be more to it than that,” replied Mr Edwards.

      “You need a patron, of course; a chap who is willing to pay you to travel overseas to discover or fetch something for him. You’re a librarian, aren’t you?”

      “A clerk at the British Library’s reading room, to be exact.”

      “That is rather different from exploring,” said Mrs Fox-Stirling. “One is an indoor profession and the other all about the outdoors. In fact, the two couldn’t be more different!”

      She laughed, but Mr Edwards seemed disappointed.

      “You must have missed your father, ladies, when he travelled,” Mrs Fox-Stirling said, appearing not to notice.

      “Very much so,” replied Eliza. “He was often gone so long that we forgot what he looked like, didn’t we, Penelope?”

      “Yes, we did. And he always looked so different when he returned. His face would be thinner and his skin darker. I felt each time as though we had to get to know him as our father all over again.”

      “And he always gave us rather odd gifts, didn’t he? What was that strange little bowl he gave you that time? He had a particular name for it. A cala something.”

      “A calabash shell,” corrected Mr Fox-Stirling. “A calabash is otherwise known as the ‘bottle gourd’, and when hollowed out it serves as a useful cup. If I close my eyes now I can picture a calabash of steaming coffee sweetened with raw sugar. Very pleasant at breakfast with a roasted banana.”

      Mrs Fox-Stirling spoke again. “Although you must have missed your father a great deal, there can be no doubt that he contributed enormously to the collections of tropical plants we now enjoy on these shores.”

      “Absolutely,” said Mr Fox-Stirling. “There are even a few cases of his work in the natural history department of the British Museum in Kensington. That’s more than they’ve ever done for me, isn’t it, Margaret?”

      “Perhaps that’s because you’re not dead yet, darling.” Her comment was met with silence. She flung a hand over her mouth. “Oh, goodness! I didn’t mean to offend Mrs Billington-Grieg and Miss Green. It was only supposed to be in jest! Oh, I do apologise, I…”

      “Please don’t worry, Mrs Fox-Stirling,” said Eliza. “This dinner has been entirely good-natured, and we take your comment in jest as it was intended.”

      “Oh, thank you, Mrs Billington-Grieg,” said Mrs Fox-Stirling with a sigh of relief.

      “Margaret often talks before she thinks, don’t you, dear?” said Mr Fox-Stirling.

      “A common trait of the fairer sex,” George added. “It’s as if the route from their minds to their mouths is a river in full flow. Men, on the other hand, have several sluice gates in operation, and only open them when they deem it appropriate to do so.”

      “What twaddle, George!” said Eliza scornfully, pushing her lips together into a thin line.

      “In response to your earlier comment, Mrs Fox-Stirling, there is no doubt that Mr Frederick Brinsley Green did a great deal of good work,” said Mr Edwards. “Particularly with orchids. I know that modesty prevents Miss Green from boasting about his achievements at the dinner table.”

      “She should go ahead and boast, I say,” Mr Fox-Stirling insisted. “How’s your book about his life progressing, Miss Green?”

      “Rather slowly,” I replied. “It takes a long time to write a book, doesn’t it?”

      “It does, I’m afraid,” replied Mr Fox-Stirling. “I found it rather easier as everything I wrote about was already in my head. You, on the other hand, have the unenviable task of collating and reading everything before you can commit anything to paper.”

      “I have been helping wherever possible,” Mr Edwards chipped in.

      “Very admirable of you,” said Mr Fox-Stirling.

      “I think the most pressing matter for me,” I said, “is to decide on how the book should end. The uncertainty about Father’s fate prevents me from making any decision about it. That’s where I hoped you could help us, Mr Fox-Stirling.”

      “Indeed, and I’m more than happy to. When we last met I told you about my visit to that little place on the banks of the Funza. I cannot remember what it was called.”

      “El Charquito,” I replied.

      “That’s the one. Yes, and as I explained to you I could find no evidence of any final resting place for your father. The natives of that country may have simple ways but, to give them their dues, they do treat the death of a foreigner respectfully. There is scarcely a corner of the world these days that doesn’t contain the well-tended grave of an adventurous European.”

      “True,” said George, nodding proudly in agreement.

      “I think if your father had a grave I would have been directed to it,” continued Mr Fox-Stirling. “Which, my dear ladies, leads me to speculate on a possibility.”

      “Which is what?” I asked.

      “That your father is still alive.”

      His knife and fork remained poised above his plate as he awaited our response.

      “No,” I said slowly. “He can’t be.”

      “Why not?” asked Mr Fox-Stirling.

      “Because he would have come home,” said Eliza. “Or he would have written to us, at the very least.”

      “But suppose that he has been unable to.”

      “For nine years?” said Eliza incredulously. “I think he would have found a passage home or at least a method of sending a letter during that time. Unless he has been imprisoned.”

      “Perhaps he has.”

      “Did you ask around at any prisons?”

      “No, but then I didn’t come across many.”

      “Why would our father have been imprisoned?” I asked.

      I thought back to the massacre he had described in his diaries. I looked down at my plate and pushed a piece of guinea fowl around it with my fork. I felt Mr Edwards’ sympathetic eyes on me.

      “Is this theory mere speculation?” asked Eliza. “Or do you feel certain that he might still be alive, Mr Fox-Stirling?”

      “Perhaps he was kidnapped,” suggested George.

      My stomach began to twist into knots and I felt unable to eat anything more. I couldn’t bear the thought that my father might have been held hostage by someone for all this time. Surely death was preferable to nine years of suffering.

      “It can only be speculation,” I said. “I would like to think that he is still alive, but if he is I am worried about what must have befallen him.”

      “I think the lack of a grave site for your father means that you should remain hopeful,” said Mr Fox-Stirling. “I knew him to be a brave and courageous man, and I feel certain that he is able to look after himself wherever he is.”

      “You really think he’s still alive?” I asked.

      “I like to think he is, yes. And there is no evidence to the contrary, is there?”
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      The four of us left Mr Fox-Stirling’s home in a carriage. I sat next to Eliza, while George and Mr Edwards sat opposite us.

      “Thank goodness that’s over,” said George. “What an irritating man. He is only ever happy when talking about himself.”

      “He has some interesting things to say,” said Eliza.

      “Such as suggesting that your father is still alive? That’s one way to upset the dinner guests!” laughed her husband.

      “I feel pleased that he said it,” Eliza replied. “Although the possibility raises many questions, it gives me hope.”

      “That’s the problem with these flippant comments; they do just that. Why make people hopeful when they’re only likely to be disappointed?” said George.

      “But perhaps Miss Green and your wife will not be disappointed,” said Mr Edwards. “Suppose Mr Brinsley Green truly is alive.”

      “The chap’s not been seen for nine years!” scoffed George.

      “No one heard anything from David Livingstone for six years,” argued Mr Edwards.

      “Which is not as long as nine years, but I see your point, Edwards,” said George. “Has the Fox-Stirling chap got you living in hope as well, Penelope?”

      “Living in hope sounds rather desperate, George,” I said. “However, he has encouraged me to rethink Father’s disappearance. It’s nice to imagine that everything is not lost after all.”

      

      We said goodbye to Mr Edwards as he got out of the carriage at his home in Devonshire Street.

      I was lost in my thoughts about Father as we continued on to my home in Milton Street. A flash of white in the gloom caught my attention and I saw that Eliza had taken an envelope out of her bag. I could just about see George resting against the side of the carriage. Now and then he emitted a loud snore.

      “This rather odd letter arrived for me yesterday morning, Penelope,” whispered my sister. “You won’t be able to read it in this light, of course, but when you do please remember that it’s just some silly nonsense.”

      “What is it, Ellie?”

      “Someone making disparaging remarks. I don’t know why they have chosen to address it to me. And I don’t know how they know that I am your sister. You’ve encountered this sort of thing in your work before, haven’t you? There really are some strange people about. Who do you think you might have upset on this occasion?”

      “No one intentionally! But I suppose it’s inevitable that someone will always take exception to the work I do.”

      Eliza held the envelope out towards me. “Promise me you won’t take the contents of this letter to heart, Penelope. It’s nothing more than the words of a foolish person.”

      “Of course I won’t!” I said, laughing it off. “I’ve received plenty of strange notes before, haven’t I? I’m used to it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’ll show it to James as well. I know I can rely on him to help me if there is any real threat.”

      I took the envelope from her outstretched hand.

      “He will help you, Penelope. I know that.”

      

      Once I was back in my room, I lit my paraffin lamp and sat on my bed with the envelope. A warm breeze drifted through the open window, as did a number of flies, which proceeded to buzz around the lamp.

      The sender had written Eliza’s correct address on the front. How had its author known where she lived? I thought to myself with a shiver.

      The letter read:

      

      As you are not only a valued sister to Miss Penelope Green but also her friend and confidante, I suggest that you advise her to resign from her work as a news reporter. You are no doubt aware that the profession is a rather insalubrious one and is especially unsuitable for a lady.

      You must also be aware that it is a rather dangerous profession to follow. Miss Green has discovered this herself on a number of occasions, yet she persists in her work. No doubt you care for your sister very much and would encourage her to follow a safer path. With no father or husband to advise her, you really are her only hope.

      

      My first reaction was to laugh. It was as though the author of the letter considered me a child who required looking after. But then I began to feel angered by its patronising tone. What was the writer’s aim in involving Eliza in my work life? Perhaps by sending the letter to Eliza he or she sought to demonstrate a far superior knowledge of me than I could show in return.

      I walked over to my writing desk and opened out the brief note which had been sent to me at the Morning Express offices. The handwriting on the two pieces of paper was quite different. Next, I found the letter which had been hidden in Simon Borthwick’s book and laid it next to the other two. I could see no match between the three pieces of handwriting.

      Surely the person who wrote to Eliza had something to do with the person who had sent the note to me at the Morning Express offices. Perhaps the author was simply adept at disguising his or her handwriting.

      I examined the envelopes the two letters had been sent in and saw that the postmarks were different, though both had been posted in London.

      Who could have sent them? I mulled over a list of people I had spoken to in recent days: Donald Repton, Jack Copeland, Mr Kurtz, Chief Inspector Stroud, Georgina Fish and Lillian Maynell.

      Perhaps one or more of these people had been angered by my questioning. Perhaps Lillian Maynell’s husband had found out about our meeting and sent the letters. Perhaps the future Mrs Blakely had somehow discovered that I harboured feelings for her husband-to-be and was writing the letters herself; maybe with her mother’s help.

      I slumped down into the chair at my writing desk. Tiger jumped up and sat on the letters, her face just inches from mine.

      “You’re after sardines again, are you Tiger? Even though it’s almost midnight.”

      I opened a tin for her, changed into my nightdress and sat on my bed without any blankets over me. It was too warm to sleep, and I felt a nervousness in my stomach at the prospect of the next letter I might receive if I were to continue my investigation.
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      “I must say that I enjoyed our evening immensely,” Mr Edwards whispered to me in the reading room the following day.

      The red-whiskered man sitting opposite kept glancing over.

      “And what a thought that your father may still be alive, Miss Green! You must be encouraged by that.”

      “Perhaps I could be,” I whispered in reply, “but if he is then it raises the question of why my sister and I have never heard from him. That’s what truly bothers me.”

      “There might be a simple explanation,” said Mr Edwards. “Doctor David Livingstone spent a significant portion of his missing years suffering from ill health, which prevented him from getting in touch with those he loved. Perhaps that is also the case with your father.”

      “But what a horrible thought,” I said. “I don’t like to think of him suffering from illness for nine years!”

      Mr Edwards seemed rather taken aback. He had probably hoped I would be happy about the possibility that my father was still alive. But in truth the thought had only served to cause rather more complicated emotions to rise to the surface.

      Mr Edwards cleared his throat and moved closer to continue his whispering. His breath felt hot and ticklish on my ear and I wanted to lean away from him.

      “Miss Green, I really must ask you something. I hope it’s not too presumptuous of me to do so, but I think I need some idea from you about—”

      A movement near the door caught my eye and I was relieved to see James walking towards us. I smiled at him.

      “Oh, it’s the inspector,” said Mr Edwards flatly. “What could he possibly want with us now?”

      “Good morning, James,” I whispered.

      “She has two chaps fussing over her now,” the red-whiskered man muttered to his neighbour.

      I glared at him then gathered up my papers and tucked them into my carpet bag.

      “Must you leave so soon, Miss Green?” asked Mr Edwards, his brow furrowed.

      “I’m not getting any work done here, am I?” I replied. “And I also appear to be disturbing the other readers in the library.” I stared at the red-whiskered man as I said this.

      “Perhaps we can arrange another meeting soon,” said Mr Edwards. I felt a twinge of annoyance in my chest. “With your sister—”

      “As a chaperone, of course,” I interrupted.

      “Are you all right, Miss Green?”

      “I’m rather tired if truth be told, Mr Edwards. I found the weather too warm for sleep last night.”

      He seemed relieved by this explanation. “Yes, terribly hot, isn’t it? Good morning, Inspector Blakely.”

      “Good morning, Mr Edwards,” replied James. “There’s no need to leave, Penny. My visit will be a quick one.”

      “I do need to leave, James. It’s rather stifling in here.”

      

      “What’s the matter?” asked James as I marched ahead of him down the steps of the British Museum.

      I could feel tears pricking the backs of my eyes.

      “I don’t know,” I replied in a small, tight voice.

      “Wait for me!”

      I slowed my step and he caught up with me.

      “Penny?”

      I turned to face him, and his concerned eyes met mine.

      “It’s too hot in the reading room,” I replied, trying to blink away the tears. “And I didn’t sleep last night, and Mr Edwards keeps asking me…”

      James touched my hand gently. “What does he keep asking?”

      “I’m not sure exactly. But I feel as though he wants to clarify the status of our relationship and I’m absolutely terrified that he might ask me to marry him.”

      “Really?” James’ eyes widened.

      “I have no wish to be married.”

      “Then that’s your answer to him. Perhaps you should let him know sooner rather than later so that he doesn’t keep upsetting you by trying to ask. It’s not right, Penny. You should be able to work peacefully in the reading room without feeling harassed by the clerk.”

      “He doesn’t harass me, as such. In fact, he doesn’t really upset me at all. I’m fairly indifferent to him, I would say.”

      I noticed that James smiled in response to this.

      “I think what’s actually upset me is the thought that my father might still be alive.”

      James scratched his chin. “Alive? Is there new information about his disappearance?”

      “Not as such. It’s just something the plant-hunter Isaac Fox-Stirling said at dinner last night.”

      “I think the Museum Tavern may have just opened. Let’s go in there and you can tell me all about it.”

      “Thank you, James. I’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      James sipped his stout and listened patiently as I told him about the dinner with Mr Fox-Stirling.

      “I can see why you find these thoughts upsetting,” he said. “It has presumably taken a long time to accept the idea that your father was most likely dead. That’s what most people believed for a while, wasn’t it? And after a certain length of time I suppose you begin to believe the same. But to be asked now to consider that it’s not the case at all… that’s rather difficult, isn’t it?”

      “Have you ever stirred a deep pool with a stick?” I asked.

      “Not recently, no.”

      “When you do so all the silt which has lain undisturbed at the bottom is brought up to the surface again. That’s similar to how I feel at the moment.”

      “It’s not really surprising, Penny. Does your sister feel the same way?”

      “I haven’t had a chance to discuss it with her yet. On the way home in the carriage she wanted to discuss a letter which had been sent to her. In fact, I have it here.”

      I pulled the letter addressed to Eliza out of my carpet bag and handed it to him, watching his face intently as he read it. Once he had finished he sighed and dropped it onto the table.

      “Some people!” he hissed.

      “It’s not the first time I have received such a letter. Although it is the first occasion when something like this has been sent to a member of my family.”

      “That’s even worse!” said James. “It’s a cruel, calculated, malicious thing to do. How I wish I could get my hands on that person!”

      “Perhaps you will,” I said.

      “I hope so,” he snarled, thumping his fist against the table.

      “Don’t be angry, James. This is a common occurrence for news reporters. People don’t like us asking questions. I must have got close to something which someone wishes to conceal. That’s encouraging news, isn’t it?”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      “If I had any idea who had sent the letter I should know which situations to avoid.”

      “That’s the problem though, isn’t it? You simply don’t know. Threatening letters are rarely explicit, are they? Their authors are cowards who are purposefully vague so they can instil fear into every aspect of your life.”

      “The tone isn’t particularly threatening, though, is it? It’s more of a warning.”

      “Either way it’s unpleasant, Penny, and I wish I could advise you to ignore it, but I know that would be useless. You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into here. Who have you met with recently?”

      I told him the list of people I had met with and interviewed.

      “So it could be something to do with the work you’re doing on Simon Borthwick or Richard Geller.”

      “If it was Mr Kurtz or Chief Inspector Stroud you would surely have received threatening letters yourself.”

      “Not necessarily. In the eyes of a malicious person you’re an easier target. You’re female for a start. A coward is likely to think it easier to scare off a female.”

      “Two cowards.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I received another note.” I took it out of my bag and gave it to James. “They were written by two different people. I can find no similarity between them.”

      James glanced from the letter to the note and sneered. “Perhaps you’re right. Sadly, I think one thing is certain.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You will receive more of these. I have no doubt about it.”

      I picked them up from the table, folded them and put them back in my bag.

      “That’s enough about my woes,” I said, finishing off my sherry. “Talking to you has made me feel a bit better.”

      “That’s good news,” said James. “If only I could do something about them.”

      “What did you come to see me about in the reading room?” I asked. “We’ve become so distracted that I forgot to ask why you wanted to find me.”

      “Oh yes. I spoke to Mr Daly, the assistant surgeon at St Bartholomew’s Hospital. He’s the chap who Mr Kurtz claimed he went to see. It turns out that Mr Daly was in his office for the entire morning of the seventeenth of June. And what’s more, he neither heard nor saw any sign of Mr Kurtz!”

      “So Mr Kurtz is lying?”

      “Yes, just as we thought. His story always seemed rather suspicious.”

      “Has Chief Inspector Stroud found anyone to provide an alibi?”

      “Only the medical students who visited the museum at about ten o’clock that morning, so Mr Kurtz wasn’t lying about that. And the students can vouch for the fact that Mr Geller was alive and well at that time.”

      “But no one saw Mr Kurtz on his way to or from Mr Daly’s office?”

      “No. Presumably he didn’t go that way at all. So where was he? Did he ever leave the room?”

      “Oh dear. Mr Kurtz didn’t think his explanation through at all, did he? Surely he must have known you would ask Mr Daly about him. I think you should instruct Chief Inspector Stroud to order his arrest.”

      “I must say that I’m not far away from doing so, Penny. The man has to find someone who can verify his story.”

      “I don’t believe he can. I think it is quite obvious that he murdered his colleague.”
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      “Was Mrs Maynell of any help?” asked Edgar.

      “She was indeed. Please thank Georgina for arranging our meeting.” I hadn’t found the meeting with Lillian particularly useful, but I had no wish to admit that to Edgar.

      “Jolly good. Well, you must hurry up and decide who will accompany you to dinner at our place. I know Georgina would be delighted to see you again.”

      “Thank you, Edgar.”

      As I returned to the article I was writing about the Metropolitan District Railway Bill I heard the newsroom door slam behind me. It could only mean that Mr Sherman had entered the room.

      “Miss Green! In my office now, please.”

      It was unusual to be called into the editor’s office for a conversation.

      “Of course,” I replied, my heart thudding in my chest.

      

      The editor’s office had greasy, yellowing walls and smelled of pipe smoke. Piles of books and papers were stacked on top of the desk and all over the floor.

      Mr Sherman sat down behind his desk. “Do take a seat,” he said, gesturing toward the chair opposite him.

      Conversations in Mr Sherman’s office always made me nervous, as they usually involved the breaking of unpleasant news. Mr Sherman picked up an envelope from his desk.

      “I’ve received a rather unusual letter,” he said.

      “Oh no.” I closed my eyes and groaned.

      “What’s the matter, Miss Green?”

      “Is it anonymous?”

      “As a matter of fact it is, yes. Have you also received one?”

      “Not a letter. I received a short, rude note and someone sent my sister a letter telling her that she should advise me to stop working as a news reporter.”

      “Ah. Oh dear. Well this one is rather similar in tone, I’m afraid. There’s no need for you to read it. I don’t wish you to be upset by it.”

      One of the speaking tubes next to his desk whistled.

      “Excuse me a moment.” He turned to bark into it. “Yes?”

      “What page is the Tonkin War story going on, sir?”

      “Page eight. Tell Byers it needs the sketch map to accompany it!” Mr Sherman moved away from the speaking tube and shook his head. “Compositors,” he tutted. “There’s little more than empty space between their ears. Now, where was I?”

      “The letter, sir.”

      “Ah yes.” He pulled the letter out of its envelope and pushed his spectacles up onto the bridge of his nose. “Let me just give you an idea of what it says… Inept… Should not be employed by such a reputable newspaper… Misguided… Reporting on the news is not a suitable profession for a woman… Weak-minded…”

      “I think I have a general idea of what’s in it now. Thank you, Mr Sherman. May I take a look at it?”

      “I don’t think that is a good idea, Miss Green.”

      “I wish to look at the handwriting and see if it resembles the writing on the note and the letter I already have in my possession.” I reached into my carpet bag and pulled them out.

      “I suppose that is a good idea. But don’t dwell on the contents, Miss Green. It has clearly been written by someone with a vendetta against you.”

      He passed the letter over to me and I could see that the handwriting was different yet again.

      “This person is playing games,” I said. “There cannot possibly be three people who wish to discredit me!”

      “They’re simply adept at adapting their handwriting, is that what you’re saying?”

      “They have to be! Why would three separate people suddenly bear me ill-will, sir? I cannot think of anything I have done wrong.”

      “That was to be my next question. Are you sure of that?”

      “I’m certain. I have visited a few people recently and asked them about Simon Borthwick. Each was perfectly civil and I didn’t publish any of our conversations. And then there is the medical school murder. I suppose Mr Kurtz and Chief Inspector Stroud were rather grumpy to see me in attendance with Inspector Blakely. But there’s quite a big jump from being grumpy to writing vindictive letters, isn’t there?”

      “I suppose there is. Although you never quite know the thoughts which run deep in a man’s mind.”

      “No, you don’t, and it’s probably just as well. Please may I keep this letter, sir?”

      “Absolutely not, Miss Green! You’ll only go upsetting yourself over it.”

      He reached out his hand for the letter, but I held on to it.

      “I am perfectly capable of coping with the situation, Mr Sherman. I know that it’s nothing but the scribblings of a madman.”

      “You are sure you can handle this? You won’t lie awake tonight worrying about unpleasant missives? I know it’s rather personal of me to say this, but I know that you live on your own. It’s not as though you have a husband or someone who can keep an eye on you.”

      “There are plenty of people who can keep an eye on me, sir.”

      “Are there? Well, that’s good to hear. I’m not saying we all need spouses. I’m a bachelor myself, but I do have a trusty housekeeper who looks after me. Perhaps us men need looking after more than women, eh?”

      “Perhaps.” I smiled. I didn’t often see the gentler side of Mr Sherman.

      “Right, well you keep that letter for now, but don’t torture yourself by reading it over and over. And perhaps have a mind to tell your friend Inspector Blakely about these unpleasant notes. Usually the writing of a barbed letter is enough to satisfy the anger of the aggressor; rarely does it come to anything more than that. But we don’t know who we’re dealing with here, do we? You must be careful, Miss Green.”

      “I will, Mr Sherman. I can hardly stop working on my stories, though, can I?”

      “That is true, but if you encounter any more unpleasantness you will let me know, won’t you? As your editor I feel rather responsible for you.”

      “That’s thoughtful of you, sir. I shall be fine, I feel sure of it.”
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      “I asked the headmaster of Wilstead School if he would like me to carry out some demonstrations for the schoolchildren,” Borthwick had told me when I had visited him in his laboratory. “I feel enormous gratitude to Faraday for his dedication to the Christmas lectures. He did them for more than thirty years! I could never equal Faraday’s expertise, but if I can inspire just one child to become an electrochemist I would consider my work complete.”

      “Are your demonstrations at the school to be a regular fixture?” I had asked.

      “Yes, I visit them once a month. And another school has asked me to do the same.”

      “I think that’s extremely honourable of you, Mr Borthwick.”

      “No, not honourable. All I wish to do is share my enthusiasm and encourage the next generation. That’s my only aim. Just think of what the future holds, Miss Green! The possibilities are almost unimaginable.”

      

      It occurred to me that the children of Wilstead School must have been greatly upset by Simon Borthwick’s death. I hoped he had inspired some of them as he had wished. I stood under my parasol outside his home in a pleasant street of terraced houses close to Swiss Cottage station. This was number eleven, Adamson Road: the address which had been given at the inquest. It was a four-storey home with a dozen steps leading up to the portico. Curtains had been pulled across the large bay windows on the ground and first floors.

      When I rang the bell, the front door was opened a short distance by a woman in a simple black mourning dress. The bunch of keys at her waist indicated to me that she was the housekeeper. She looked about thirty with thick brown hair swept back from her face.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “Good morning. My name is Miss Green and I’m a news reporter for the Morning Express. Is there someone I can speak to about Mr Borthwick?” I saw her open her mouth to reply, but before she could speak I quickly added, “I was there on the night he died.”

      The door opened wider once I had relayed this piece of information, as I had hoped it would.

      “You were there?” asked the housekeeper.

      “Yes. I attended his illuminations at the Crystal Palace and as I was leaving his cab passed me. I heard the gunshot and ran over to the cab with some other people. They got him out and… well, that’s when I saw what he had done to himself. This was his home, I believe.”

      The woman nodded in reply.

      “Then please accept my condolences. You must be extremely shocked and saddened.”

      I handed her my card.

      “Thank you, Miss Green. However, in answer to your question, there is no one here to speak to you about Mr Borthwick. He lived alone.”

      “With staff?”

      “With staff, yes, but he had no family in London.”

      “Perhaps I can speak with you for a short while. I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      “Miss Blight. I don’t think there’s anything much I can tell you. Besides, I shouldn’t be speaking to news reporters.”

      “I won’t publish anything about our meeting, Miss Blight. You have my word.”

      She stared at me for a little while longer.

      “I can only talk for a few minutes,” she said eventually, widening the gap behind the door so that I could step inside.

      “Thank you, Miss Blight.”

      I folded up my parasol and followed her into the cool, gloomy interior. Mr Borthwick’s home already had an air of abandonment about it. I felt a shiver run down my back.

      “You’ll have to forgive the state of the house,” said Miss Blight as she closed the door behind me. “I’ve covered the furniture in dust sheets. Would you mind holding our conversation in the kitchen? It’s one of the few rooms we still use.”

      “Not at all,” I replied, wondering who the other people in the house might be. “Is this place to be sold?” I asked as I followed her down a flight of stairs to the basement kitchen.

      “Yes, it’s to be auctioned. The butler has already left and it’s just me and Kitty here now. We leave at the end of this week.”

      “Have you found another position?”

      “Yes, in the country. That’s where I’m from, so I’m looking forward to returning. Here’s Kitty.”

      A young maid with a round face sat at the kitchen table. Miss Blight introduced us, then occupied herself with filling a kettle.

      I sat down on a wooden chair and felt reminded of the brief time I had worked undercover as a maid in the house of Mr Glenville.

      “Did you work for Mr Borthwick for very long?” I asked the housekeeper.

      “Almost three years; the duration of the time he lived here.”

      “And you saw him on the day he died?”

      “Yes, in the morning.”

      “What was his mood like?” I asked. “Was there any indication that something was bothering him?”

      She placed the kettle on the stove. “If truth be told, he was in rather a foul mood and had been for some days, hadn’t he Kitty?”

      The maid nodded.

      “It wasn’t unusual. He often suffered from a bad temper,” the housekeeper added.

      “Did he ever take his temper out on you?”

      “It was never directed at me personally, but he could be rather rude and dismissive. Of course, he was mostly a well-mannered man, and he could be amusing and entertaining when it pleased him. He struck me as someone who always had something weighing on his mind.”

      “Did he give any idea of what that something might have been?”

      She shook her head. “No. I can only assume it was to do with his work because that’s what he did most of the time. He spent a lot of time in his laboratory.”

      “Did he socialise with friends?”

      “Occasionally, but his work was what he loved to do more than anything else.”

      “It’s interesting you should say that, because it concurs with what Mrs Lillian Maynell told me last week when I met with her. She and Mr Borthwick once courted, didn’t they?”

      “You’ve spoken to her? You seem to know quite a bit about him already. Yes, but she called off the courtship. I could tell that it upset him a great deal.”

      “Did he talk about her much?”

      “He did for a little while when she first ended it. In fact, he seemed to blame a third person for it. I remember him saying, ‘They’ve taken her away’ or something similar.”

      “Who did he mean by they?”

      “I have no idea. I was wary of asking too much as he seemed quite upset at the time.”

      “Are you aware of the letter he wrote just before his death?” I asked.

      “Yes, I heard it read out at the inquest.”

      “What do you think he meant when he said that his persecutors had finally won?”

      Miss Blight shook her head. “I have no idea.”

      “He said that he would rather die by his own hand than theirs. Did he ever discuss anything of this kind with you?”

      “No, never. But then I was his housekeeper. It would have been unusual for him to discuss such matters with me. Have you asked his friends and colleagues about it?”

      “I haven’t found any friends of his yet. I’ve spoken to a few colleagues, but they know little more than you do. They do say, however, that Mr Borthwick tended to be rather melodramatic.”

      “He certainly could be.”

      “Do you think there was a valid reason behind his so-called melodrama?”

      “I certainly detected some discord surrounding his work, although I couldn’t tell you exactly what it was. He took offence easily. If someone said or did something unpleasant he would be terribly upset about it.”

      “To the extent that he might take his own life?”

      “I can only imagine that’s what must have happened. I hope you don’t mind me saying this, Miss Green, but you’re asking a lot of questions and I’ve been answering them without giving any thought to what you plan to do with the information. Why do you need to know all this if you don’t intend to publish it in your newspaper?”

      “That’s a good question, Miss Blight. My interest in Mr Borthwick has become a personal one because I admired his work and I saw him on the night he died. And having listened to his letter being read out at the inquest, I’m keen to find out who these people were who supposedly persecuted him. I suppose I have an inquisitive nature.”

      “Rather essential for a news reporter!”

      “It is, isn’t it? Although I’m finding it rather frustrating trying to get anywhere with this. I’ve come across a malicious note which was left in one of Mr Borthwick’s books in the British Library, but other than that no one seems to have any idea about who might have born him resentment. I confess that I’m at rather a loss as to who I could speak to next.”

      “I’m not sure you’ll find the answers to all your questions, Miss Green. None of us could ever know what his true thoughts were.”

      “Perhaps not. But I’m inclined to think that the letter provides the most clues.”

      “But with him no longer being here there is a lot that cannot be explained.”

      “That is true, and you probably feel I’m wasting my time with this. You wouldn’t be the first to say so.”

      Miss Blight sat down at the table and smiled politely.

      “Are there any friends of Mr Borthwick’s I could speak to?” I asked.

      “I can only think of his colleagues. There’s Donald Repton and Jack Copeland.”

      “I’ve spoken to them, thank you.”

      “There were a few friends he invited here occasionally, but I forget their names now. I think they were something to do with his work.”

      “Was he a member of any clubs you know of? Any favourite restaurants or other places he would go to regularly?”

      “None that particularly spring to mind. I’m sure I remember somewhere in Covent Garden he used to go to. Do you recall it, Kitty?”

      The young maid pursed her lips in thought.

      “Can you remember what it was called?” Miss Blight asked her.

      “The Ha’penny I think,” replied Kitty.

      “The Ha’penny public house. There you go, Miss Green. That’s the best we can come up with between us, and he probably only went there a handful of times, didn’t he, Kitty?”

      The name of the public house sounded familiar, but I couldn’t think why.

      “If you recall anywhere else he went or someone else he knew could you let me know?” I asked. “You can write to me at the Morning Express offices. The address is on the card I gave you.”

      “I will do. Thank you, Miss Green. I’ll be interested to hear if you find out the answers to your questions. Mr Borthwick did have his bad tempers, but he could also be a pleasant and charming man. I miss him very much.”

      “There’s just one other matter,” I ventured. “Do you think it would be possible to view Mr Borthwick’s private papers?”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.” The housekeeper folded her arms. “I would have to check with his family. I can ask them for you, but I’m not sure they would allow it.”

      “They probably wouldn’t.” I sighed. “I suppose I was rather hoping for a quick, informal look at them. The sort of quick look which the family needn’t know about.”

      “I’m afraid I couldn’t allow it, Miss Green. I feel responsible for the care of his house and belongings until everything is sold or passed on to his family. It would be remiss of me to neglect that duty.”

      “Of course. I understand, Miss Blight. I won’t make the request again.”

      “Perhaps Mr Repton will allow you to look at the papers of Mr Borthwick’s they hold at the Southwark works.”

      “That’s a good point; I’ll ask him. Thank you, Miss Blight.”
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      “Good morning, Miss Green,” whispered Mr Edwards in the reading room the following day. I noticed that he wasn’t smiling as much as usual.

      “Good morning, Mr Edwards. Is everything all right?”

      “Of sorts. I’m wondering if I could speak to you at a convenient moment. It doesn’t have to be now, and I realise you’re busy. I would ensure that the matter was dealt with as quickly as possible seeing as we don’t have your sister present as a chaperone. Perhaps we could take a quick stroll in Russell Square.”

      A bead of perspiration rolled down the side of his face and he mopped at it swiftly with his handkerchief. I glanced down at my notes on the Congo Treaty and decided that if I were to put off our conversation I should be distracted from my work wondering what it was that he wished to discuss.

      “Shall we get it over with now?” I suggested.

      “That’s probably for the best.” He seemed relieved at the suggestion. “I’m sorry, Miss Green. I hope to only interrupt your work for a short while.”

      “It’s fine, Mr Edwards,” I replied, picking up my carpet bag. “I have plenty of time to finish it before my deadline later today.”

      We walked down the steps of the British Museum and turned left into Montague Street, which was lined with large terraced houses. The air felt warm and oppressive, but the sky was a heavy grey.

      “I fear this glorious weather we’ve been having will shortly come to an end,” said Mr Edwards. “I sense a storm brewing, do you?”

      “I do, and it’s much needed. I’m looking forward to some cooler air again.”

      I hoped that our conversation would remain focused on the weather. Surely Mr Edwards wasn’t about to choose this moment to propose to me. What would be the best way to politely decline him?

      As we walked, I pondered on how our relationship had progressed to this stage. It had begun when I had asked him to help me find a map of Colombia in the reading room, and then I had been too polite to turn down his request to meet in Hyde Park. His requests had been made respectfully and he was such a pleasant, well-mannered man that I had struggled to find a reason to say no to him.

      But I had to say no, otherwise I was likely to find myself engaged to a man I did not love. I recalled how Eliza had described her early days with her husband:

      

      There only needs to be a glimmer of interest in the beginning. That’s how it began with me and George. In fact, I quite disliked George when I first met him, but true love takes time. You need to nurture it and allow it to grow. It doesn’t happen in the way it’s described in poems.

      

      Was that how all marriages began? I didn’t want to believe it, but perhaps my expectations were too high.

      I thought of James and how my heart performed an excitable flip every time I saw him. Much as I liked Mr Edwards, the sight of him never stirred the same emotions.

      Could I avoid marriage for the rest of my life? Did I even want to? I knew that many day-to-day matters would have felt easier had I been married, and it would stop people speculating with regard to my availability. Perhaps some people felt threatened by an unmarried woman, I mused.

      As we approached Russell Square I steeled myself for the uncomfortable conversation ahead. I decided to use my profession as an excuse. I would tell Mr Edwards that it kept me far too busy to be an attentive wife.

      “I’ve managed to speak to a couple of the men who go by the name of Bannister,” said Mr Edwards. “However, both assured me that they had no familial relationship with the inventor Bannister, so I’m still no clearer on the identity of the person who vandalised our book in that manner. I will keep working on it.”

      “Thank you for making these enquiries, Mr Edwards.”

      We crossed over the road and walked into Russell Square, where neat pathways criss-crossed the lawn and a breeze gently rustled the trees.

      “Russell Square is rather pleasant on a summer’s day, don’t you think, Miss Green? Shall we walk the circumference?”

      I nodded.

      Mr Edwards reached into the pocket of his jacket and brought out an envelope. As he did so, I felt a combination of sentiments: relief that he wasn’t about to propose and concern about what the envelope might contain.

      “This was the matter I wished to speak to you about Miss Green. I don’t know how to begin to explain it, but—”

      “You’ve received an anonymous letter which says unpleasant things about me.”

      “Yes.” He stopped and stared at me. “How did you know?”

      “Because Eliza and Mr Sherman have received similar notes,” I replied. I walked on, and he strode alongside me.

      “But why on earth would someone do such a thing?” he asked.

      “I have no idea, Mr Edwards. It happens from time to time.”

      “You make it sound as though it’s perfectly acceptable!”

      “It’s not acceptable, but it isn’t the first time it has happened. What angers me this time is that my family, friends and acquaintances are being bothered by the anonymous letter writer when they should be left well alone!” I held out my hand toward the envelope. “May I read it?”

      “Oh no, Miss Green. You mustn’t!” Behind his spectacles, his olive-green eyes were wide with concern. “No! You would find it too upsetting.”

      “That’s what my editor, Mr Sherman, said, but he allowed me to read the one he received. I know the person sending these letters is simply trying to be vindictive and I refuse to allow such a person to frighten me.”

      “I don’t understand what you could possibly have done to deserve it.”

      “Neither do I! I can only imagine it has something to do with one of the stories I’m working on. I’ve upset someone and they’re not brave enough to tell me in person. Instead, they write these cowardly letters to people who are of no concern to them whatsoever.”

      “How does this person know that I have any connection to you? How does he know where I live?”

      “I don’t know. People who write such things like to think they’re rather clever. Please can I look at the letter, Mr Edwards? I would particularly like to see if the handwriting matches that of the others.”

      He tucked the envelope behind his back.

      “Mr Edwards,” I pleaded. “I am not a young woman any more. I have experienced hurtful comments before and I can assure you that I am quite at ease with reading a malicious letter. The person who wrote it doesn’t know me. He is simply trying to think of hurtful things to say so that I will stop doing my work.”

      “Why have you chosen this profession, Miss Green?”

      “Because the events which happen in this city are rarely what they seem. I like to find out the facts and communicate them to the general public, so that when they read the newspaper they are better informed on these matters. For hundreds of years the everyday working person has had to live in ignorance, relying only on hearsay and gossip to develop an understanding of the world.”

      “That’s true. And what the church told them.”

      “Yes, and the information passed on to people by the church was usually only what the church wanted them to hear. That’s all changed, Mr Edwards! For more than ten years now almost all children have been able to go to school, regardless of their wealth and status. That means more people than ever can read! And what was it Francis Bacon said? Knowledge is power.”

      “Ipsa scientia potestas est,” said Mr Edwards. “The phrase appears in Bacon’s most famous work, Meditationes Sacrae.”

      “Well, my Latin isn’t as good as yours, Mr Edwards. But you and I agree with Bacon’s sentiment, don’t we? It’s an exciting time to be a reporter and a writer. I can help people discover what is going on in the world around them.”

      “All the ’Arrys and the ’Arriets out there.”

      “Exactly.”

      Mr Edwards smiled. “You’ve persuaded me now, Miss Green. I fully understand why you have chosen this profession. It is a noble calling.”

      I laughed. “There are far nobler callings, I’m sure!”

      We held each other’s gaze for a moment. I found myself quite impressed by his proficiency with Latin. Perhaps there was more to Mr Edwards than met the eye.

      “Please may I read the letter now?”

      “If you must.” He handed it to me. “But please don’t—”

      “Become upset about it? I won’t.”

      I examined the handwriting on the envelope and could see that it was different again from the other letters. I opened it out and began to read.

      

      Mr Edwards

      

      I am writing to suggest that you reconsider your association with Miss Green. She regards herself as a proficient and able news reporter, but she suffers from an inquisitive nature that is leading her into trouble. She is reliant on the advice of those around her and I would urge you to ask her to refrain from investigating matters which don’t concern her. I’m sure you would agree that only the police and judicial authorities have the right to investigate matters of supposed wrongdoing, and questions asked by anyone else should be treated as nothing more than an intrusion.

      You are the person who is best placed to become her husband. If you were to marry her it would be easy to prevent her from putting herself in danger. It will only be a matter of time before someone forcibly stops her, and I’m sure you agree that it would be undesirable to reach that stage.

      I can understand the predicament of any man who is interested in proposing to Miss Green. Her friendship with Inspector Blakely must, I am sure, raise as many questions in your mind as it does in everyone else’s. By marrying her, however, you would not only be able to remove her from Fleet Street but also from her influence at Scotland Yard. I don’t suppose you realised how powerful a position you were in until you read this letter!

      

      I had been able to read the letters which had been sent to Eliza and Mr Sherman without too much difficulty, but this note seemed more offensive than either of them. I looked up at Mr Edwards and wondered what he must have made of the mention of marriage, and of James. It felt embarrassing, almost shameful, to see such things written down on paper, particularly as they had been written by someone who was supposedly a stranger. How did this person know so much about me?

      Mr Edwards had watched me read the letter and was slowly shaking his head.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have allowed you to read it.” He held his hand out for the letter and I returned it to him.

      “I think it would be best if you burned it,” I said, my voice shaking.

      “Don’t you want to show it to the police?”

      “What could the police do about it? They have no way of finding out who wrote it. All this person wishes to do is cause as much offence as possible.”

      “Why would someone do this?” asked Mr Edwards.

      He looked down sadly at the letter in his hand and I felt a surge of tears rush into my eyes. I couldn’t show him that I was upset, especially not after persuading him that I wouldn’t be. I strode off toward a large statue and tried to compose myself.
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      “Miss Green!” I heard Mr Edwards call out from behind me.

      I stood in front of the statue, removed my spectacles and wiped away my tears as quickly as I could. My throat felt tight with anger at the person who had written these things. Had the letter been sent to me directly I would likely have been less upset. But to offend me so publicly by writing to the people closest to me was a cruel trick indeed.

      I heard Mr Edwards’ steps behind me.

      “Miss Green, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I said. “Please don’t be.”

      I stared ahead at the statue of a man resting his hand on a plough with sheep and cherubs at his feet.

      “I asked to read the letter, didn’t I?”

      “But I should have refused. I shouldn’t have given in. And now you’re upset.”

      “Not upset, just angry. I’ll be fine. I just need a moment to calm myself.”

      Mr Edwards joined me but maintained a respectful distance and didn’t look directly at me. He passed me a neatly pressed handkerchief, and his gesture of kindness brought fresh tears to my eyes.

      “Ah yes, the fifth Duke of Bedford,” he said, looking at the statue in front of us. “Francis Russell. He commissioned many of the buildings which surround this square. He was responsible for building most of Bloomsbury, in actual fact.”

      He talked quickly, as if trying to distract me from the cause of my upset.

      “He wasn’t just a man of the city, however. He also had a farm and bred sheep at the family seat, Woburn Abbey. Which is why you see him with a sheep here and some sort of…” He paused to inspect the statue. “Is that a plough?”

      “I think so,” I replied.

      “He was a Whig and was most upset when the government introduced a tax on hair powder.”

      “Hair powder was taxed?”

      “Yes. Those who wished to use hair powder had to buy a certificate each year at the cost of one guinea.”

      I laughed. “How silly.”

      “Bedford decided he’d do without, and instead wore his hair short and un-powdered. It was a hairstyle which caught on and became known as the Bedford Level.”

      “How do you know these things, Mr Edwards?”

      He shrugged. “I work in a library and I read a lot Miss Green. Speaking of which…” He checked his pocket watch. “Oh goodness! I shall be in terrible trouble with the head librarian if I don’t return to work right away. I shouldn’t even be here.”

      He turned to face me. “Are you all right, Miss Green? Do you require more time to compose yourself?”

      I put my spectacles on again and smiled. “I’m fully composed, thank you, Mr Edwards. Let’s get back to the reading room before the head librarian notices you’re missing.”

      “Oh, he will already have noticed.” He grimaced. “Never mind.”

      

      “You mustn’t pay that letter any attention, Miss Green,” said Mr Edwards as we hurried back to the reading room. “There isn’t an ounce of truth to any of it.”

      “I will do my best to ignore it. Would you mind giving me the letter so that I can keep it with the others?”

      “I thought you wished to have it burned?”

      “I was upset. It’s important evidence and needs to be kept.”

      “But you mustn’t read it again.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I’m sorry that you read it at all. But I know that you would never have allowed me to keep it from you.”

      He handed me the envelope and I slipped it into my bag.

      “Thank you for telling me about it,” I said. “I will find out who is sending them eventually. It can’t have been easy for you to read, either.”

      “Oh, but I know that it’s all nonsense!” he replied dismissively.

      I thought about the mention of my friendship with James and wondered whether Mr Edwards had dwelt on that matter at all.

      “And I also know that any man who married you would stand no chance of stopping you from pursuing your profession.”

      I laughed. “He wouldn’t at all! I think you know me quite well by now, Mr Edwards.”

      “I do.” He stopped at the bottom of the museum steps and pushed his fringe away from his spectacles. “I wish to make it clear, Miss Green, that I would never stop you.”

      “Well, it would be rather unreasonable of you if you did, wouldn’t it, Mr Edwards?”

      “If you were my wife, I meant to say. I would never expect you to stop being a news reporter.” His cheeks coloured, and he looked down at the ground. “I’d better go,” he added hastily, before dashing off up the steps.
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      Mr Edwards’ parting words continued to act as a distraction the following day as I tried to typewrite an article about the Panama Canal. It was the closest he had ever come to suggesting that he would like me to become his wife. I had found his company surprisingly comforting after reading the contents of the anonymous letter, and the thought of courting him no longer felt as unpalatable as it had before. Was it possible that I could develop some sort of affection for him?

      “A penny for your thoughts, Miss Green,” said Edgar.

      “I’m sorry?” I replied.

      Edgar sat with his feet on his desk, fanning himself with a sheaf of paper. Outside it was another hot, overcast day. The storm which was supposedly brewing hadn’t yet arrived.

      “I don’t think you’ve pressed a key on that typewriter for the past minute,” he said. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Not a great deal, really.” I quickly changed the subject. “Edgar, does The Ha’penny public house in Covent Garden sound familiar to you?” I asked.

      “It does for some reason. I’m trying to remember why,” he replied.

      “The fancy dress ball and the police, do you remember?” said Frederick.

      “That’s it!” I said. “That’s how I know the name.”

      Edgar laughed. “That fancy dress ball where everyone there was a chap, with half of them dressed up as ladies?”

      “The police arrested a fair few that night, as I recall,” said Frederick. “What a sight the police cells must have been!”

      Both men laughed.

      “Why are you asking about it, Miss Green?” asked Edgar. “I don’t think they’re fond of ladies down at The Ha’penny.”

      “They’re certainly not!” laughed Frederick. “They’re only fond of men dressed as ladies!”

      My colleagues laughed again.

      “I think Simon Borthwick sometimes drank there,” I said.

      “The inventor chap?” said Edgar. “Well, well, well. The plot thickens.”

      “Please don’t mention anything about it to your wife,” I said. “She might tell Lillian Maynell, and then matters could become quite awkward.”

      “It would be awkward indeed,” said Edgar.

      “I don’t know for certain that Borthwick went to the place,” I continued. “I need to find someone there who might have known him.”

      “No, don’t!” said Edgar. “There is no need to begin investigating such unsavoury matters. Some stones are better left unturned.”

      “Which unsavoury stones are we talking about, Fish?” asked Mr Sherman, who had stridden into the room without us noticing. The door slammed closed as we turned to face him.

      “The Ha’penny in Covent Garden, sir,” said Edgar. “The place where the police raided the fancy dress ball and discovered that the ladies were, in fact, chaps.”

      “I remember that well,” replied the editor. “What of it?”

      “Miss Green says the inventor who shot himself frequented the place.”

      “Did he indeed?”

      “I can’t be certain, sir,” I said, “but his housekeeper told me that he sometimes went to that establishment.”

      “The chap should have chosen a more discreet housekeeper,” said Mr Sherman.

      “I wonder if he was one of the chaps who dressed up as a lady!” laughed Frederick.

      “That’s enough, Potter.” Mr Sherman glared at him. “Miss Green, perhaps you can get on with the work I have asked you to do rather than pursuing a wild goose chase after an inventor who decided that enough was enough.”

      “I’m working on it in my own time, Mr Sherman.”

      “I find that hard to believe. My preference would be that you didn’t work on it at all.”

      “I can’t help but feel intrigued about the people who were persecuting him.”

      “There are many things which intrigue me, Miss Green, but I don’t have the time to go dashing about London trying to answer every possible question, and neither do you.”

      “But perhaps I could find someone at The Ha’penny who knew him.”

      “That’s enough, Miss Green! Stay well away from The Ha’penny!”

      Mr Sherman’s stern tone silenced me.

      “Please forget all about the inventor,” he said. “I know you witnessed the man’s death, but you can’t change what has happened. What I want is an update on the medical school murder. Has Inspector Blakely made any progress with it?”

      “Yes. He established that an important witness has been lying.”

      “Good. The arrest needs to be made now so that we can report on it. And don’t forget that your article on the Panama Canal needs to be one thousand words.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t understand why someone would write something like that about you, Miss Green,” said Mrs Garnett as we stood in her hallway. In her hand was the anonymous letter she had received that morning. “Why would they tell me that you’re about to be dismissed from your job and won’t be able to keep up with your rent? Are you about to lose your job again?”

      “Not to my knowledge, though my editor was rather grumpy with me today. However, I have managed to amass some savings, Mrs Garnett, so I shall be able to pay my rent even if I did lose my job. You can be assured of that. Please ignore the letter. It seems everyone I have any association with has received one.”

      I had examined the handwriting in the letter sent to Mrs Garnett, but it was different again from the previous letters. Although I had tried my best to create the impression that the letters didn’t bother me, each one I read wore me down a little. On every occasion I had to explain to the baffled recipient that it was nothing to worry about and pretend it was something to which I was accustomed, but in reality I was tiring of it all. I wished I knew what I had done to provoke the ire of the letter writer.

      “Do you want me to throw this letter away?” she asked.

      “I’ll keep it for now, Mrs Garnett. It may prove useful in helping me discover who sent it.”

      “I don’t know how. The sender didn’t put a name on it.”

      “Nevertheless, I shall find out who it is, Mrs Garnett.”

      She sucked her lip disapprovingly and handed the letter over. “You get yourself into some scrapes, Miss Green. I still can’t forget the time when you got shot. And the time you were nearly strangled to death!”

      “Yet I have lived to tell the tale, Mrs Garnett.” I forced a smile and began to make my way up the stairs to my room. “You’ll let me know if you receive any more, won’t you?”

      “I will. And you be careful, Miss Green. You need to stop going around upsetting people.”

      

      Tiger was desperate to be let in at my window, as fat raindrops had begun to splash onto the rooftop around her. I heard the distant rumble of thunder as I opened a tin of sardines for her.

      I laid the malicious letters out on my writing desk and examined them for any signs of similarity. In each case the handwriting was different, as were the ink, writing paper and postmark on each envelope. I folded them up and placed them in a drawer. I knew that I would become saddened if I looked at them for too long. This thought angered me, as that had presumably been the very intention of the person who had written them. Tiger was some comfort as she jumped up onto my lap and began to clean her face.

      I tried to distract myself by compiling some notes for the book about my father. If Isaac Fox-Stirling was right there was only one thing for it. Someone would need to go back to Colombia and search for my father again. Perhaps they would even need to rescue him. The only reason I could imagine for his failure to send a message home was that he was being held there against his will.

      I was disturbed by a knock at the door.

      “Miss Green! A telegram has arrived for you!” called Mrs Garnett. She pushed a small envelope under the door.

      The envelope was damp from the rain, and the telegram within it was brief and anonymous:

      

      Meet me at Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Seven o’clock tomorrow evening.
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      Despite the shelter provided by the large tree in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the evening rain poured off the umbrella I stood beneath with James. The pleasant scent of his eau-de-cologne mingled with the smell of fresh, damp grass.

      “What’s the time?” I asked him.

      “About a minute later than when you last asked me,” he replied with a smile. He glanced at his pocket watch. “Two minutes to seven o’clock.”

      I scoured the pathways and lawns looking for the person who had asked to meet me here. A few men scurried through the square, their heads bent low under umbrellas, but there was no one who appeared to be waiting for me. The columned portico of the Royal College of Surgeons stood on one side of the square and at the far end stood Lincoln’s Inn, one of the Inns of Court, with its attractive red and cream brickwork and stained-glass windows.

      “The wonderful British summer, eh?” said James, surveying the grey sky. It had been raining ever since the storm broke during the night.

      “I suppose we had it coming,” I said.

      “That’s the problem. We always do, don’t we? It can’t be warm and sunny without a prolonged spell of pouring rain afterwards. Are you all right?”

      “Not really,” I replied. My heart was pounding quickly in my chest. “I’m nervous. You do have your revolver with you, don’t you, James?”

      “Absolutely. I’ll look after you, Penny. There’s no need to worry.”

      “Do you think he’ll harm me?”

      “I think he is unlikely to in a public space such as this. And if it’s the person who’s been sending the letters he’ll hopefully explain himself.”

      “He’ll need to. I don’t want anyone receiving further missives of this kind. I try not to let these things bother me, but of course they do.”

      “You’d have to have a heart of stone not to be bothered by them.”

      “Hopefully we’ll find out who is behind them this evening.”

      “Just be careful when you speak to him, Penny. He may want something from you in return for agreeing to write no further letters.”

      “Presumably he’ll want me to stop doing my work. That’s what he said in the letter sent to Mr Edwards. He wants to keep me away from news reporting altogether.”

      “He may well suggest something of that sort, and you’ll make things much easier for yourself if you simply agree to it.”

      “I will never agree to it!”

      “Pretend to agree to it, I meant. Just tell him what he wants to hear and then he’s unlikely to cause any more trouble. Although I have my revolver with me, I don’t particularly want to be given an excuse to fire it here this evening.”

      “I don’t like telling people what they wish to hear, especially when I strongly disagree with their sentiments.”

      “I realise that, but sometimes you have no choice. You don’t want to go putting yourself in any more danger.”

      “But surely it will make him even angrier if I tell him I intend to cease my work and then continue doing it.”

      “Possibly, but you’ll also know the identity of the person by then, so we can take measures to stop him. All we need to find out this evening is who is causing you trouble. Whatever you do, don’t get yourself into an argument with the chap.”

      The bell on a nearby clock chimed seven.

      “He’s late,” I said.

      “Why don’t we have a stroll around?” suggested James. “He may be sheltering under a tree somewhere.”

      We began to trace the perimeter of the square.

      “Has Chief Inspector Stroud arrested Mr Kurtz yet?” I asked.

      “No, and I don’t think he will do.”

      “Why not? It’s already been proven that he was lying about his whereabouts at the time when Mr Geller was murdered. He didn’t go to see Mr Daly at all!”

      “But that doesn’t mean he is the murderer.”

      “He must be! Why else would he lie? Besides, he has no alibi.”

      “Actually, he does.”

      “He does? Who provided it?”

      “Well, it took Mr Kurtz a while, but he eventually confessed to us that he went to meet a young nurse on the morning of Mr Geller’s murder. It was a regular arrangement between them, apparently.”

      “A romantic liaison?” I pictured Mr Kurtz’s pale, unattractive face and suppressed a laugh. “Why didn’t he mention it earlier? I know it’s not what he should have been doing while he was working, but if he’d been honest sooner he would have saved us all some trouble.”

      “It’s certainly not something he should have been doing while he was working. Perhaps more importantly he’s a married man, so I can understand his reluctance to tell us about it.”

      “He obviously thought a lie would serve him better, then realised it made him appear guilty of murder.”

      “We know he’s telling the truth this time because Chief Inspector Stroud has spoken to the young lady in question and she has confirmed it. With great embarrassment, I should add. Neither seemed happy to admit to the liaison.”

      “I cannot say that I am surprised.”

      “However, this has proven an interesting development, because they have both told us that they met regularly, which means Mr Kurtz’s absence from the museum that morning may have been anticipated.”

      “The murderer knew he wouldn’t be there at that time?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But that still doesn’t explain why Mr Geller didn’t put up a struggle or try to escape his attacker.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Do you remember how Mr Kurtz demonstrated where Mr Geller had been standing that morning? He had his back to the storeroom, didn’t he?”

      I nodded.

      “That may mean the attacker was hiding in the storeroom, then leapt out and attacked Geller while Kurtz was missing from the museum.”

      “But how did the attacker get into the storeroom without anyone noticing?”

      “Perhaps he broke in overnight.”

      “If that’s what happened the killer went to great lengths to plan the attack.”

      “It certainly appears as though he did. He knew when Mr Kurtz would be away and brought that length of twine with him. The question is: why?”

      We had almost walked the full circumference of the square.

      “It’s ten minutes past seven o’clock,” said James. “I don’t see any sign of our man, do you?”

      I glanced around. The square was deserted due to the inclement weather.

      “No. Perhaps he doesn’t like the rain.” Then I jumped. “Or perhaps it was a trick! Perhaps he asked me to meet him here so that something could be done elsewhere?”

      “Such as what?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he’s breaking into my lodgings.”

      “Your landlady would soon see him off,” said James.

      “We cannot be too sure on that front,” I replied, shivering. “Oh, James, I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all.”
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      Thankfully, my room had been left alone while I was out that evening and Tiger was pleased to see me when I returned. I looked around, checking and rechecking that everything was as I had left it. I felt sure that Tiger would have shown signs of distress if someone unknown had snuck inside my room. She hated strangers.

      Early the following morning another telegram arrived for me:

      

      Meet me at Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Seven o’clock this evening. WITHOUT THE INSPECTOR.

      

      So the sender of the letters had been there after all! And what’s more, he had recognised James. My fingers trembled as I returned the telegram to its envelope. Was I brave enough to meet this person without James by my side?

      I closed my eyes and tried to recall all the people I had seen at Lincoln’s Inn Fields the previous evening. There had been very few people about; certainly no one I had recognised.
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        * * *

      

      The rain had stopped by the evening and my legs felt weak with nerves as I walked around Lincoln’s Inn Fields searching for the person who had sent the telegram.

      I told myself to remain calm and heeded the advice James had given me the previous evening. I had to pretend that my intention was to co-operate. I couldn’t put myself in danger, especially without James by my side. I knew he would be angry when he found out I had come here without his protection.

      I was reassured to see that there were more people milling around than there had been the previous evening. Surely someone would heed my cries for help if anything went terribly wrong.

      I had walked a full lap of the square before I heard the bell chime seven o’clock again. I began a second circuit, more slowly this time, scrutinising everyone who walked past me. A young lawyer appeared quite uncomfortable in response to my glare.

      I still couldn’t see who might wish to meet with me. Was the letter writer playing games? Did he plan to request that I meet him here every evening?

      A man of about my height approached. He wore a bowler hat and a dark-coloured suit, and as he drew nearer I could see a pipe hanging beneath his thick black moustache.

      I knew him.

      “Mr Sherman? What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Just walk with me, Miss Green, and we will find somewhere quieter to talk,” he muttered.

      “I’m afraid I can’t, sir. I’ve arranged to meet someone here.”

      “You’ve arranged to meet me. I am the person who sent the telegrams. Now walk.”

      I felt my mouth open and close again as I turned around and walked beside him. Had Mr Sherman sent the anonymous letters? Had he even written one to himself?

      My head felt dizzy with the many questions I wished to ask, but I remained silent until he was ready to talk.

      We crossed the road and walked onto Gate Street before taking a sharp right into a narrow street called Whetstone Park. Mr Sherman glanced around, as if to ensure that we were alone. We passed a small public house and a row of cramped little houses. Several horses poked their heads at us out of stable blocks.

      “This is the rear of the Soane Museum,” said Mr Sherman, looking up at a tall brick edifice.

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “Are you the one who has been sending the letters?”

      Mr Sherman stopped and removed his pipe from his mouth. “Absolutely not! Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “Your telegrams were anonymous, so I assumed they were from the same person who sent the letters.”

      “You assumed incorrectly. I have no idea who has been sending you those letters, Miss Green.” He pushed the pipe back into his mouth and walked on at a slow pace.

      “But why ask to meet me here? And why didn’t you want James to come too? I asked him to accompany me yesterday because I feared for my safety.”

      “You’re quite safe with me, please don’t worry. I asked you here because I wish to speak to you in confidence about something. It’s important that you don’t mention our conversation to anyone, not even to Blakely. Do you hear?”

      I nodded solemnly.

      “Good. I need to have this conversation with you, Miss Green, before you go committing an enormous faux pas. This work you insist on doing with regard to Borthwick is rather tricky, as you are no doubt beginning to discover. I didn’t mean to warn you off The Ha’penny public house so sternly, but I needed to make myself clear at that moment. I hope you will appreciate why I was unable to explain anything further at the time.”

      He lowered his voice so that it was barely audible. “The long and short of it is that I have visited The Ha’penny a few times myself, and this information must only ever be shared between us. Do I make myself clear?”

      He paused to look at me and I nodded. His face held its familiar stern expression, but I felt sure that I saw fear in his pale blue eyes.

      “I have encountered that inventor fellow in The Ha’penny a few times,” he continued. “But I didn’t know him particularly well. However, I have discovered a few things about him which should not be repeated anywhere. Do you hear me, Miss Green? It is very important that you never breathe a word of this to anyone. I could lose my livelihood.”

      “I understand perfectly, Mr Sherman.”

      “I mentioned that the medical school murder had been discussed quite widely in the Turkish baths. The reason is that Richard Geller was known by quite a few people there. Although I care little for idle gossip, I do like to pay attention to some of the discussions as the editor of a newspaper. That makes sense to you, doesn’t it?”

      “It does indeed. What have they been saying about Richard Geller? Is it something which would help with the police investigation?”

      “Well, possibly.” He scratched his chin. “But we have to be careful. Extremely careful.”

      “I’m not sure I follow, Mr Sherman.”

      “It’s the police we need to be careful of. You understand that, don’t you, Miss Green? Of course, a number of men knew Richard Geller, but they won’t speak to the police about him as they would risk their own arrest by doing so.”

      “Risk their own arrest? But why should they be arrested if they have done nothing wrong?”

      “The Ha’penny, Miss Green,” he whispered impatiently. “Just think about the sort of establishment The Ha’penny is.”

      The police raid on the fancy dress ball came back to my mind. I stared at Mr Sherman, struggling to comprehend what he was revealing to me.

      “Did you know Richard Geller, sir?” I ventured.

      “Not well, although I spoke to him once or twice, I believe. I occasionally saw him at the baths, but I don’t think I ever saw him at The Ha’penny.”

      “Is there a connection between Richard Geller and Simon Borthwick?”

      “Yes!” He smiled, appearing relieved that I finally understood what he was saying. “Yes, there is. I wasn’t sure how to express it in clear terms, but Richard Geller and Simon Borthwick were close friends. I only discovered this three days ago. Up to that point I felt sure you were wasting your time trying to investigate who might have been persecuting Borthwick, but now I realise there is a great deal more behind it. You still mustn’t tell anyone about this. You understand that, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I understand, Mr Sherman. Do you think the deaths of Simon Borthwick and Richard Geller could be connected?”

      “As for that, I don’t know.”

      “But they must be!” I rummaged through my carpet bag to find my notebook and flicked through it. “Here we are,” I said, finding the right page. “Borthwick took his own life on Tuesday the seventeenth of June. I’m quite sure that Richard Geller was found dead on that same day.”

      I continued flicking through my notebook. “Yes! It was the morning of Tuesday the seventeenth of June. So Richard Geller was murdered that morning and Simon Borthwick took his own life that evening.”

      I stared down at the cobbles beneath my feet, trying to comprehend what this could mean.

      “Do you think it’s possible, Mr Sherman, that Borthwick knew about Geller’s death before he shot himself?” I asked.

      “It’s possible, but you’d need to find out, and I don’t know how you would go about making such enquiries.”

      “It might explain what Borthwick wrote in his letter,” I said. “It’s no wonder he was fearful if the people he believed to be persecuting him were behind Geller’s death. Perhaps he was worried that he would be next.”

      “He may well have been. We can only speculate at the moment.”

      “I thought it best to die by my own hand rather than theirs. That’s what he wrote! Someone murdered his friend and he felt sure they would attack him next. I will have to ask James what he thinks about it.”

      “No! You must not, on any account, tell the police about this.”

      “But there is new evidence here, Mr Sherman. Richard Geller and Simon Borthwick were friends. I can tell James that, can’t I?”

      “There’s no need. It won’t help him find the culprit.”

      “So why have you told me about it?”

      He paused to think. “I suppose I felt the need to explain the situation. And I certainly didn’t want you sniffing around at The Ha’penny. The regulars there must be left well alone.”

      “I think James needs to know about Richard Geller and Simon Borthwick’s friendship,” I said. “At the very least it might explain why Borthwick took his own life. What if the people who bullied Borthwick also murdered Richard Geller?”

      “There are many possibilities, Miss Green, but I don’t think you can involve the police too much in this one. No one will speak to them, anyway.”

      “But won’t the police make allowances if someone has valuable information for them?”

      “I don’t know, but I strongly doubt that anyone would take the risk.”

      “Mr Sherman, I promise that our conversation will remain completely confidential. I realise you have taken a great risk by confiding in me. But I think the police need to know about the connection between Richard Geller and Simon Borthwick. No more harm can come to them now. And if I tell James about it I promise I shall never reveal the source of my information. You have my word, sir.”

      Mr Sherman watched me for a moment, then put his pipe back in his mouth. “You’ve worked under me for a long time now, Miss Green. I know that I can trust you, otherwise I would never have asked to meet you here. But you do realise that my career will be at an end if you tell anyone it was me who spoke to you about this, don’t you?”

      “I know that, sir. You can trust me. I promise.”

      He began to walk on and I followed, still rather stunned by his revelations.

      “Tell Blakely the relevant information, then,” said Mr Sherman. “I know you work well together. But you must never let my name come into it.”

      We reached the end of the narrow street.

      “Walk on, Miss Green, and I’ll see you tomorrow. We never met here. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes. Completely.”
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      “Simon Borthwick and Richard Geller were friends?” asked James. “That is an interesting development indeed.”

      We were sitting at our usual table in the Museum Tavern, and as I relayed this new piece of information I hoped James wouldn’t ask me too many questions about its source.

      “Yes, it seems they were,” I replied. “Borthwick was a regular visitor to The Ha’penny. You know of The Ha’penny, don’t you? It was raided by the police a few years ago.”

      “I remember. And knowing what sort of establishment The Ha’penny is, I can hazard a guess as to the nature of the friendship between the two men. Am I correct?”

      “I cannot be certain; however, I believe Simon Borthwick might have taken his own life because Richard Geller had been murdered that morning. Perhaps he was worried that he would be next.”

      “But can we be sure that he found out about Richard Geller’s murder that day?” asked James. “How would the news have reached him? Presumably he would have been at the Crystal Palace making final arrangements for the illuminations.”

      “His work colleagues might know whether or not he had received a message.”

      “But they haven’t mentioned him receiving bad news that day?”

      “Not to me, no.”

      “Who told you about the relationship between the two men?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “He won’t be in any trouble with the law.”

      “I told him that, but he doesn’t believe it. He’s too fearful.”

      “That’s understandable, I suppose. I need you to reassure him for me, though. I should like to speak to him.”

      “James, I made a promise that I would never reveal his identity. I’m sorry. I know I can trust you to do the right thing, but if you knew who it was and someone such as Chief Inspector Cullen found out there would be huge trouble, I feel sure of it. It’s too risky. He’s frightened, James. It is someone I have known a while, but I have never seen him frightened before.”

      James scowled. “Genuine evidence would help us greatly with this case.”

      I was still trying to comprehend the secret life Mr Sherman had revealed to me. He was taking quite a risk in pursuing such a lifestyle. I wondered what it must be like to constantly live in fear of being found out. I was beginning to understand some of Simon Borthwick’s mental torment.

      “I have an idea with regard to evidence,” I said. “I visited Borthwick’s home and I know that his private papers are still kept there, but they’re about to be passed to his family. Perhaps you could request access to them? There may be letters between himself and Richard Geller which would confirm the nature of their relationship. And there might be something else that could be of use to us. I did try to sneak a look at his papers when I visited, but his housekeeper wouldn’t allow me to do so without his family’s permission, which was the right thing for her to do of course.”

      “That’s a good idea; I’ll make some enquiries. It will be easier to request access to his papers now we know that the two men knew each other. But what I still don’t understand is the motive behind Richard Geller’s murder. It was well planned.”

      “Perhaps it was someone who had a grievance against men like him,” I said.

      “It’s possible.”

      “Maybe Geller and Borthwick had both been threatened,” I said. “The difficulty we have is that many men who knew them will be reluctant to co-operate with the police for fear of incriminating themselves.”

      “That’s true. Perhaps they would speak to you.”

      “I’m not sure they’ll speak to anyone on the subject unless they know them well. The risk is too great.”

      “But we need to get to the bottom of this. You’d think they’d be willing to do so to help us find Richard Geller’s killer.”

      “You’d think so, but perhaps they’re frightened of the people who did this to Richard. Perhaps some are worried they could be next.”

      “I’m still trying to understand the motive of the culprits here,” said James. “Were Geller and Borthwick targeted because of who they were or what they did?”

      “That’s what we need to find out.”

      “And something else has occurred to me,” said James. “What if Borthwick murdered Richard Geller?”

      “Why should he do that?”

      “I don’t know. But it’s possible, isn’t it? Borthwick could have murdered Richard and then, filled with remorse, taken his own life later that day.”

      “If that’s what happened, Richard’s murder is solved.”

      “But I suspect it isn’t as simple as that,” said James. He took a sip of his stout. “Did you ever hear again from the anonymous letter writer who wished to meet you at Lincoln’s Inn Fields?”

      “No, strangely enough I didn’t,” I said, busying myself with my sherry. I hated lying to James.

      “How odd,” he replied. “I wonder if it was because I was there.”

      “It might have been,” I said. “Or maybe he just wanted to waste my time. I’ve no doubt he’ll try again soon.”

      “You’ll let me know if he makes contact again, won’t you?” asked James. “We need to find out who has been sending you those letters.”

      “I suspect it’s all connected, isn’t it?” I said. “Now we know that Borthwick and Geller were acquainted, surely it’s all part of the same investigation.”

      “Yes, I think it is. And we certainly don’t want Chief Inspector Stroud leading it, do we?”
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      “Scotland Yard?” asked Jack Copeland when James and I arrived at his laboratory within the Southwark works. “Why is Scotland Yard now involved in Simon’s death?”

      He occupied himself with a large glass jar on the table in front of him, as if he hoped we would go away. The laboratory had an acrid smell to it, as though something had recently been burnt there. James and I watched closely as Copeland inverted the glass jar over a small wired contraption.

      “May I ask what you’re doing Mr Copeland?” he asked.

      “Experimenting with a new type of filament.” The reply was muffled by his drooping moustache.

      “Would it be a terrible inconvenience to pause your experiment and speak to me for a moment?” asked James.

      Mr Copeland sighed and turned the switch on a small metal box close by. The wire contraption lit up with a bright light before immediately extinguishing. Mr Copeland sighed again.

      “Is that box a battery?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he replied curtly. “I suppose you’re both going to keep bothering me until I answer your questions.” He fixed us with his bulbous eyes.

      “We are, I’m afraid,” replied James. “We believe Simon Borthwick’s death is connected to another incident which occurred on the same day. We need your help.”

      “How? What incident?”

      “Were you with Mr Borthwick at any time on the day he died?” James asked.

      “Yes, of course I was,” replied Copeland irritably before turning to me. “I’ve been buying the Morning Express hoping to see your article about Kensington Court in there, Miss Green, but I confess that I must have missed it. Has it been published yet?”

      “Not yet, Mr Copeland.”

      “Perhaps you’ll have the courtesy to inform me once it is, so I can stop wasting my time searching through the newspaper every day to find it.”

      “I will do, Mr Copeland,” I replied, thinking it best not to add that the article hadn’t yet been written.

      “Was Mr Borthwick in this building for the entire day on Tuesday the seventeenth of June?” asked James.

      “No.”

      “Do you know where he was?”

      “At Sydenham setting up the illuminations for the Crystal Palace.”

      “So he wasn’t here at all that day?”

      “I think he might have been here in the early morning, but then he went off to Sydenham.”

      “Did you see him before he went there?”

      “I can’t remember now, but it’s fairly likely that I did.”

      “And you saw him that evening at the Crystal Palace?”

      “Yes, we all did.”

      “Who do you mean by we all?”

      “Myself, Donald Repton and Jeffrey Maynell.”

      “Your colleagues?”

      “Yes. Why are you asking me these questions, Inspector?”

      “I’m trying to understand Mr Borthwick’s movements on his final day,” replied James. “Can you recall what his mood was like?”

      “He was his normal self.”

      “Not upset or distressed in any way?”

      “No.”

      “Grumpy? Short-tempered?”

      “Well, he was prone to that, yes. But there was nothing in his mood to suggest anything out of the ordinary. That’s why I can only guess that his shooting himself was a spur-of-the-moment decision.”

      “Are you aware of Mr Borthwick receiving any unwelcome news that day?”

      “What sort of unwelcome news?”

      “He didn’t mention anything to you?”

      “No. Are you referring to the other incident which you mentioned earlier?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t recall him mentioning an incident of any sort. It would help me, Inspector, if you were able to elaborate on what that incident was.”

      “I’ll explain in due course, Mr Copeland. Thank you for answering my questions. Where might I find Mr Jeffrey Maynell?”

      

      “What a peculiar fellow,” commented James as we walked along a whitewashed corridor which was giving off a strong smell of chemicals. “I wonder if he knows more than he’s letting on. It’s rather difficult to understand what he says through those thick whiskers, isn’t it?”

      I laughed.

      “Have you spoken to this Maynell fellow yet?” James asked.

      “Only briefly,” I replied. “I spoke to his wife Lillian, but he’s not to know about that.”

      “Very well.” We reached a door marked with Maynell’s name. “Here we go,” he said, knocking briskly.

      

      “Miss Green!” said Jeffrey Maynell once James and I were standing in front of his desk. “I wondered when you’d finally come and find me.” He had a square, handsome face, but his pale eyes were cold.

      “I’m not sure I quite understand what you mean, Mr Maynell,” I replied.

      “You’ve already visited Copeland and Repton, I hear, and you have also met with my wife.” He got to his feet and pulled himself up to his full height.

      My stomach turned uncomfortably. How had he found out about my meeting with Lillian?

      I realised there was no use in keeping up any kind of pretence.

      “Yes, I did,” I replied. “It was very pleasant. Mrs Fish, the wife of one of my colleagues, also joined us.”

      “Very nice indeed. The purpose of the lunch was, I believe, to discuss Simon Borthwick?”

      “I wouldn’t say that was the sole purpose of our lunch. However, I have been trying to find out more about Mr Borthwick.”

      I hoped I wouldn’t land Lillian in any trouble by saying this. I could only imagine that he had already discussed the secret lunch with her.

      “So you discussed him with my wife?”

      “Not in any great detail, Mr Maynell. She merely told me why their courtship had ended.”

      “And what was her explanation?”

      “Mr Maynell, there is no need to be quite so confrontational,” said James.

      “I don’t take kindly to my wife being asked questions about a former suitor!” retorted Mr Maynell. “Can you understand my ire, Inspector?”

      “I appreciate that you may feel angered by it, but there is no need to speak to Miss Green in this curt manner.”

      “What was my wife’s explanation?” Mr Maynell asked me again, ignoring James’ interjection.

      “She told me that Mr Borthwick had seemed more interested in his work than in her, and that she felt he had been rather indifferent to her.”

      “And that was all?”

      “Yes. Please don’t worry, Mr Maynell. Your wife harbours no sentiment for Mr Borthwick.”

      I noticed that his face softened slightly in response to this comment.

      “Did you know Mr Borthwick well, Mr Maynell?” James asked.

      Mr Maynell turned his nose up at the question. “Of course!” he replied. “He was my colleague for some years.”

      “Do you know who might have been persecuting him?” I asked.

      My question drew an unexpected laugh from Mr Maynell. “You think he was persecuted?”

      “That’s what his letter suggests.”

      “Ah yes. Now I’ve heard about that letter, and I’ve also heard that my wife receives a mention in it. I should like to read it for myself. Do you know where I can find a copy, Inspector?”

      “You would need to contact the coroner,” said James.

      “I see.”

      “So you don’t believe that Mr Borthwick was being persecuted?” I asked.

      “Of course not!”

      “How was your own relationship with Mr Borthwick?” asked James.

      “We were not unfriendly with each other, but neither were we close. You must remember that he had once been a suitor of Lillian’s. Nevertheless, I had no truck with the man. We stayed out of each other’s way. Anyway, I think we’ve rather strayed off the point here. Did I give you permission to question me, Inspector?”

      “No. You simply began answering.”

      “The point I wished to make was to you, Miss Green.” He glared down his nose at me. “I don’t want you speaking to my wife again about this Borthwick character. Do you understand me? To be honest, the matter upsets her a great deal and must be dropped.”

      “How did you find out?” I asked.

      “Find out what?”

      “That I met with your wife.”

      “She told me! She knows better than to keep secrets from her husband. Stay away, Miss Green. Do you hear me?”

      “There is no call for you to speak to Miss Green in such a way,” said James, glowering at Maynell.

      “And there is no need for her to speak to my wife again!” snarled Maynell. “Good day to you both. I have work to do.”

      “As have I,” retorted James, taking a step closer to Maynell’s desk. “I advise you to calm your temper or I shall deem it necessary to interview you down at Southwark police station rather than here in your comfortable office.”

      Maynell’s lip curled slightly.

      “Another serious incident has been linked to Simon Borthwick’s death,” continued James, taking out his pencil and notebook. “I have a few questions for you if I may, Mr Maynell. You were with Simon Borthwick on the day he died, I believe?”

      “You know I was. Miss Green will have told you that.”

      “Was he at the Crystal Palace for the entire day? He didn’t leave and go anywhere else at all?”

      “No. He was there throughout the day.”

      “And you were with him for all of that time?”

      “Most of it, yes.”

      “It’s possible that Mr Borthwick might have received some bad news that afternoon or in the early evening. Were you aware of anything of the kind?”

      “Bad news? What sort of bad news?”

      “Something happened to a friend of his that day, but we cannot be sure as to whether he found out about it before he died.”

      “What happened?”

      “If I understand you correctly, you don’t recall Mr Borthwick either receiving or discussing any bad news?”

      “None. Though it would help if I knew what sort of bad news you happen to be referring to.”

      “A death, Mr Maynell.”

      “Another death? No, I didn’t hear anything about a death that day. Only Simon’s, of course.”

      “A friend of Mr Borthwick’s, Richard Geller, was murdered inside the museum of the medical school at St Bartholomew’s Hospital.”

      Mr Maynell’s face lost its sneer and grew solemn.

      “I read about that.”

      “So, to your knowledge, Simon Borthwick received no news about his friend’s death before he took his own life?”

      “I don’t know, Inspector. He may have done, but if so he did not discuss the matter with me. That’s rather rough about Mr Geller, though. Has the murderer been caught?”

      “Not yet, sir. Is there anyone else who might have known whether Mr Borthwick heard about his friend’s death that day?”

      “Only Repton.”
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      “I think we can be fairly certain that Borthwick was at the Crystal Palace for most of the day on the seventeenth of June, and therefore couldn’t have been responsible for Richard Geller’s murder,” said James as we made our way through the corridors to Donald Repton’s office.

      “Unless he paid someone else to murder Richard Geller.”

      “That’s a possibility, I suppose. But why would he do that? It seems they were good friends. If we can find any evidence of discord between them that would be something to consider.”

      

      “This is Inspector James Blakely from Scotland Yard,” I said to Mr Repton as we sat in his large, cluttered office. “He is investigating the death of Richard Geller inside the medical school museum at St Bartholomew’s Hospital.”

      “Ah yes, dreadful business. Can I offer either of you a brandy?”

      The white-haired engineer hovered a decanter above a filthy glass. We both declined.

      “Mr Geller was friends with Simon Borthwick,” I continued. “And Inspector Blakely would like to ask you a few questions, if possible.”

      “I will only reply to questions once Miss Green has paid me in fruit jellies,” said Mr Repton, pouring out his brandy and immediately drinking a large mouthful. “I’m only joking, of course. Ask away! I must say, this rings a bell now.”

      “Rings a bell how?” asked James.

      “Simon told me he had received some bad news that day. He seemed rather shaken by it.”

      “This was while you were both at the Crystal Palace?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he elaborate on the subject of the bad news?” asked James.

      “No, but I’m assuming it was the death of this chap at the hospital or whatever it is. Am I right?”

      “Yes. Do you know how he found out about it?”

      “I don’t, I’m afraid. Perhaps someone had a telegram sent down to the Crystal Palace.”

      “Did you tell the inquest into Mr Borthwick’s death that he had received bad news on the day of his death?”

      “Do you know what, Inspector? I didn’t. I made no mention of it because I didn’t know the nature of the bad news, and in all honesty he often made a big fuss about something or other that had occurred. Or hadn’t occurred.”

      He took another gulp of brandy. “It wasn’t out of character. I did try asking him about it on this occasion, but he said that he couldn’t dwell on it for the time being because he had the illuminations to prepare for and needed to clear his mind of all else.”

      “Do you think the news of his friend’s death might have driven him to take his own life?” asked James.

      “It’s difficult for me to say. I didn’t know the man personally enough to speculate. But it’s possible, isn’t it? Definitely possible. Do you mind if I smoke?”

      “Not at all, Mr Repton. Did you know about Mr Borthwick’s friendship with Mr Geller prior to his death?”

      “No. I only found out just now when you told me! It makes sense, of course. I remember reading about the murder in the newspaper, but I hadn’t realised the poor chap was Borthwick’s friend.”

      “What do you think Mr Borthwick meant in his letter when he said that he thought it best to die by his own hand rather than at the hands of theirs?” asked James.

      “Oh, we’re back to that again, are we?” Mr Repton looked at me and rolled his eyes. “Miss Green and I have already had this discussion. The answer is that I really don’t know, Inspector. I would tell you if I knew, but that’s the sort of thing that can only be found out through an investigation.”

      “I’d like to request permission to return here and read through any of Mr Borthwick’s personal papers which are kept in this building,” said James. “Would that be possible?”

      “Absolutely. Help yourself to whatever you need, Inspector. Now that I’ve learned of the connection between the poor unfortunate hospital chap and Mr Borthwick I’m as keen as you to understand what happened on that strange day.”

      

      James and I left the works, passing the warehouses and timber yards of Upper Ground Street before walking across Blackfriars Bridge. It was only a short walk to Fleet Street from the other side and James could take an omnibus from there to Scotland Yard. I wiped the drizzle from my spectacle lenses.

      “What do you think about our friends at the Southwark works?” asked James.

      “I find Mr Repton rather amusing and charmingly eccentric,” I replied, squinting through the smears I had added to my spectacles. “Copeland and Maynell seem rather guarded to me. I feel sorry for Lillian Maynell being married to that man. He’s rather humourless, isn’t he?”

      “He is. I suppose he was angered by your meeting with his wife. But I feel there may be more to this than they’re telling us. They didn’t overstretch themselves when replying to our questions, did they?”

      I stopped, struck by a sudden thought.

      “I think Jeffrey Maynell could be the anonymous letter writer!” I exclaimed. “The malicious letters began shortly after I met with Lillian.”

      “There’s a thought,” said James. “I can imagine him doing such a thing, and perhaps he’s adept at altering his handwriting.”

      “But how do we find out?”

      “There must be a way.” He smiled. “Leave it with me.”
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      The rain pummelled the windows of the reading room dome as I balanced on the ladder in the upper gallery, trying to find a book about Panama. I had no idea that someone else was in the gallery until I began descending the ladder and a woman in a grey dress and black hat pushed past me, almost knocking the heavy book from my hand.

      “I do apologise,” she whispered without turning to look at me. I found her manner rather brusque, but I thought little more of it as I returned to my desk.

      As I leafed through the book I had the uncomfortable sensation that someone was watching me. I looked up and glanced around, but everyone seemed occupied with their work.

      “Miss Green!” whispered Mr Edwards. “How are you this morning?”

      “I’m well, thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      I hadn’t seen him since he had made his comment about allowing me to continue with my work if I were to become his wife. I felt my cheeks redden slightly at the memory.

      “You’ll be relieved to hear that I haven’t received any more unpleasant letters,” he said.

      “Good,” I whispered in reply. “I don’t know of anyone else who has received another, so hopefully the letter writer has stopped that nonsense. Actually, I’m wondering whether I met with him yesterday.”

      “Really?” Mr Edwards’ left eyebrow lifted in surprise.

      “Yes. I suspect the writer could be the engineer Jeffrey Maynell; one of Simon Borthwick’s colleagues.”

      “Do you really think he could write such nasty letters about you?”

      “He took exception to me meeting with his wife and discussing Simon Borthwick with her. And he warned me off again when I saw him yesterday. You found out some extremely useful information for me about Hugo Banister—”

      “Would you like me to find out more about Mr Maynell?”

      “If you could I should be extremely grateful. Thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      “My pleasure, Miss Green. I can’t think why a scientist of his calibre should resort to writing unpleasant letters, but I’m quickly learning that one should never underestimate people.”

      “That’s right, Mr Edwards. One shouldn’t.”

      “I’m afraid my research into the various Bannisters hasn’t come to much. I have spoken to a couple of people with the same surname. One chap took offence to the suggestion that he might have written such a letter.”

      “Don’t worry about Hugo Bannister for the time being. Thank you very much for your help, though. I’ll let you know if the matter needs to be investigated further.”

      He left my desk, but the sense that someone was watching me remained. I looked around and saw the young woman in grey again. The back of my neck prickled as she stared at me from a desk approximately ten yards away. Her face was angular and solemn, her hair dark and her black hat distinctly unseasonal.

      I returned her stare and eventually she looked away.
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        * * *

      

      “If Father is still alive, I don’t quite know what we’re supposed to do about it,” said Eliza as we sat in a box at the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane waiting for the performance of As You Like It to begin. We were located to the right of the stage in a position that afforded us a good view over the auditorium.

      “How do we find him?” continued Eliza. “It would cost such a vast sum of money. We were so fortunate that Lizzie Dixie funded the first search. I cannot even begin to think where we might find the money a second time.”

      “Do you think Father is still alive?”

      “I like to hope that he is, Penelope. Don’t you?”

      “I do and I don’t.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? You can be so terribly confusing at times.”

      “If he is alive I can only guess that he has been unwell or in prison, and I don’t like the sound of either possibility.”

      “Perhaps he simply doesn’t care about us any more.”

      “Ellie!”

      “But it could be true, couldn’t it? Maybe he hasn’t written because he doesn’t consider us to be important any longer. Perhaps he’s quite happy where he is and feels worried that if he contacts us we’ll beg him to come home against his will.”

      “How could he be happy there? Surely he would rather be at home with his family.”

      “You’d like to think so, wouldn’t you? I should also like to think that. But there is a possibility that he chose not to come back. We must be ready to cope with that eventuality, Penelope.”

      “Wouldn’t it be wrong of us to go looking for him again if he has made that decision?”

      “No, I don’t think it would be wrong. After all, I think he owes us an explanation, doesn’t he?”

      “If he’s alive, that is. I’m not sure he can be. It isn’t the sort of thing Father would have done.”

      “Maybe he suffered a blow to the head and forgot all about us,” suggested Eliza. “It happened once to my friend’s spinster aunt. She was found wandering about in Elephant and Castle, which is no place for a lady from Belgravia.”

      “I’m not sure about this, Ellie. I don’t like having to consider all these possibilities when there is nothing to suggest that Father might still be alive. If Fox-Stirling hadn’t mentioned it we wouldn’t have found ourselves in this turmoil again. And what does he know, anyway? It’s just something he said in passing, and I wish he hadn’t because it took so long for us to accept that Father might not be alive any more. I don’t think it’s fair of him to have mentioned anything of the sort!”

      “I disagree. I think he was quite right to say something. If he has the slightest suspicion that Father might be alive he should say so while we still have the time to do something about it.”

      “But can we really find the funds to pay for someone else to travel to Colombia and find him? What if they couldn’t find him? What if there are no further answers about what has happened to him? Then it will all have been for nothing.”

      “But we would feel better for having tried again, don’t you think? Don’t you agree that we should do everything we possibly can to find out what has happened to him?”

      “I thought we had.”

      “As long as there is a possibility that he is still alive, I want to find him. I’m surprised to hear that you don’t feel the same way, Penelope.”

      “I want to believe that he’s still alive, Ellie, truly I do. But it’s so hard having to adjust my feelings about him all over again. I don’t want to raise my hopes for it all to be a complete waste again.”

      I pulled out my handkerchief and wiped my eyes.

      “I understand.”

      A great fanfare rose up from the orchestra pit and startled us both.

      “Time for curtain up,” said Eliza with a sense of relief to her voice.

      Just before the lights dimmed I looked down at the audience and saw a face upturned towards me. It was the face of a woman.

      The woman in grey I had seen in the reading room.
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      I searched for the woman again during the play’s interval but was unable to see her. Either she had stopped staring at me or she had left the auditorium altogether.

      “Are you all right, Penelope?” asked Eliza. “You seem rather distracted.”

      “I’m fine, thank you, Ellie. Just a little tired.”

      “Well you do work tremendously hard, it has to be said. Have you found out who sent me that odd letter yet?”

      “I think I know who it is. His name is Jeffrey Maynell and he took offence after I spoke to his wife about the inventor who committed suicide.”

      “That Borthwick fellow?”

      “Yes. Mr Maynell’s wife once courted him and I had lunch with her to discuss his death. She swore me to secrecy about our meeting, as presumably she knew that her husband would be upset if he found out about it. Then for some odd reason she went and told him about our meeting.”

      “Oh dear. Let’s hope he hasn’t been cruel to her about it in that case,” said Eliza.

      “He doesn’t seem to be a very pleasant man. I think she would have been better off staying with Borthwick. Actually, on second thoughts I don’t think she would have been.”

      “Why not?”

      “I think she would have been wise to choose a different man entirely. Oh look, the curtain’s about to go up again.”

      I felt relieved that this slightly evasive conversation had been brought to an end.
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        * * *

      

      We left the theatre shortly after sunset and it was dark by the time I got out of my cab on Milton Street. As I climbed the steps up to Mrs Garnett’s front door I caught sight of a figure standing under a gas lamp further along the street. As I stopped and stared I saw that it was a woman.

      Was it the woman in grey again?

      She stood facing me, as if she wanted me to see her there. Did she want to talk to me? I descended the steps and began walking up the street towards her. But as I did so she stepped out of the pool of light beneath the lamp and into the darkness.

      “Wait!” I called out.

      There was no reply.

      I quickened my step, hoping to catch up with her. I caught a glimpse of her under the next gas lamp as she ran across the bridge that straddled the railway lines. I also began to run, crossing the bridge just as the train beneath it blew a great plume of smoke and steam into the night sky.

      The brewery was ahead of us on the left of Milton Street, but I knew that there was a maze of narrow passageways on the right which someone could easily escape down. Predictably, the woman turned right into a covered walkway. It wasn’t a place I wished to find myself in after dark, but I needed to find out what she was doing there.

      I followed her into Hanover Court and slowed to a walk as I could barely see anything in the dark. The cobbles were uneven beneath my feet and only a dim light glowed from a curtained window. There was an unpleasant damp smell, which often seemed to lurk in narrow, hidden places such as this.

      My heart thudded in my throat.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      I felt sure that I could hear footsteps up ahead.

      I continued walking, holding my hands out in front of me in case I bumped into something. A passageway opened up to my right and I could see a faint light at the end of it.

      I had lost her.

      I turned into the passageway and stumbled towards the light. I discovered that it led to Moor Lane, a street which ran parallel to Milton Street. There were a few people standing around but none that I recognised as the woman in grey.

      I turned right, and a swaying drunk lurched up to me.

      “’Ow much?” he asked.

      I pushed him away, then ran down the street and back over the railway lines again.

      The woman had completely disappeared.

      I walked past The Greyhound public house and its neighbouring police station. I paused outside the doors of the station, wondering whether to report the woman.

      But was the woman who had been watching me actually committing a crime?

      Deciding that a police officer probably wouldn’t be interested in helping me, I walked home, turning right into Fore Street and right again into Milton Street. It had been a fruitless chase.

      As I climbed the steps to Mrs Garnett’s house for the second time that evening I noticed something had been written on the front door in white. It seemed to be chalk, and I could only just make it out in the gloom.

      

      Stay away!

      

      I shuddered and spun around, searching for the woman. But there was no sign of her or anyone else. I turned back to the door and rubbed at the writing with my hand. The chalk came away easily, but while I was still halfway through the task the door swung open.

      “Oh, it’s you, Miss Green!” said Mrs Garnett. “I’ve heard all sorts of strange noises out here this evening.” She glanced at the powdery chalk on my hand and dress, then looked at the door. “Goodness gracious! What are you doing to my door?”

      “Trying to clean it, Mrs Garnett.”

      Part of the writing remained.

      “Oh no, it’s begun again,” sighed Mrs Garnett.

      “Again? What do you mean?”

      “This happened a long time ago when Hercules was still alive. People used to write all sorts of things on our door because we were negroes.”

      “No, it’s not that this time. It was directed at me,” I said. “I even saw the woman who did it!”

      “Then why didn’t you stop her?”

      “I didn’t catch her in the act of writing on the door. She was watching me over there under the lamp, so I gave chase but lost sight of her. While I was looking around for her she must have returned and written this.”

      “What’s it supposed to say?”

      “’Stay away.’ It’s to do with my work. Please don’t worry; it’s nothing.”

      Mrs Garnett sucked her lip. “It’s not nothing. It may only be chalk, but she could have scratched the paintwork on my door. Stop rubbing it with your hand, Miss Green! I’ll fetch some water and a cloth. Is it something to do with that letter I received?”

      “It might be, I can’t be sure, I’m afraid.”

      She tutted. “Get inside and go up to your room. You’ll need to clean the chalk off your hands and dress.”

      “I’ll stay and clean up the door first.”

      “No, I’ll do that. I want it done properly.”
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      I received a telegram from James asking me to meet him at the Borthwick family’s law firm in Berkeley Square.

      I travelled by omnibus and found the premises on the west side of the square. The company name, Newbolt & Dimsdale, was etched onto a brass plaque beside a polished black door.

      “Penny!” James greeted me inside a high-ceilinged room with two tall windows looking out over the square. Several piles of papers and a pot of coffee sat on a large table at the centre of the room.

      “Hello, James. I can’t stay long, I’m afraid,” I sat down at the table. “I have to write an article about the death of Alexander, the Prince of Orange.”

      “That is sad news.”

      “He died from typhus fever. He was only thirty-two.”

      “Such a young age. I shan’t detain you for long in that case.”

      “Are you wearing a new suit?”

      My question appeared to startle James and he looked down at his suit as if he had only just noticed that he was wearing it.

      “As a matter of fact, it is, Penny.” He smiled.

      “You look very smart in it.”

      “Thank you. And you look very umm, fetching in your, umm blouse and—”

      “There’s no need to return the compliment James!” I laughed.

      “No, I see. Very fetching, though.” He cleared his throat. “Can I pour you some coffee?”

      “Thank you.”

      “As you can see, I managed to obtain permission from Simon Borthwick’s family to look at his papers,” said James. “I’ve had a quick read through some of these. There is rather a lot of engineering speak in the letters, but the long and short of it is that there has been a dispute over a feature of the incandescent lamp which Borthwick patented. Maynell was demanding financial compensation for an idea which Borthwick supposedly stole and Borthwick was refusing to pay it.”

      He slid a cup of coffee across the table to me.

      “Does Maynell use any threatening language?” I asked.

      “Not particularly, no, but it’s rather hostile, as you’ll see. And I have found a few photos,” said James, passing them to me. “I don’t know what Borthwick looked like, but you met him, didn’t you?”

      I nodded and examined a photo of him standing next to a generator. He wore a frock coat with a wide velvet collar and the customary floral buttonhole.

      “Yes, that’s him all right,” I replied. “And I’d say the photograph was taken fairly recently, too.”

      “There are a few more here,” said James, passing them to me.

      Borthwick was pictured on his own, then with some of his colleagues – I recognised Jack Copeland – and there were four photographs in which he was pictured with a serious-looking young man with a heavy brow, spectacles and a slightly receding chin. I laid the photographs out on the table and placed the latter four in a separate pile.

      “I don’t recognise this man he’s with,” I said. “I don’t suppose you know who he is?”

      “I have no idea,” replied James. “Perhaps it’s Richard Geller? I think we need to go and ask Mr Kurtz to confirm it.”

      As I leafed through some of the papers on the table I told James about the woman in grey.

      “You should have called in at Moor Lane police station as you passed by and reported it.”

      “But they couldn’t have arrested her for standing under a lamp and watching me!”

      “If you’d told them about her presence in the reading room and at the theatre they might have decided she was worth talking to. Mind you, they may not have been much help. Moor Lane is a City of London police station after all,” he said with mock derision.

      I laughed. “Well, whoever she is I have no doubt that Jeffrey Maynell is behind all of it. If he’s writing unpleasant letters and telling people to follow me about, perhaps he did the same to Simon Borthwick.”

      “He may well have done. And perhaps he also murdered Richard Geller.”

      “Could Jeffrey Maynell be a murderer?”

      “I don’t know. He doesn’t have a particularly pleasant manner, does he?”

      “Perhaps you could question him again.”

      “I think I will need to.”

      “I’ve asked Mr Edwards to find out more information about Jeffrey Maynell. I’ll let you know as soon as he’s finished doing so. He is usually quite thorough.”

      “I’m sure he will be. Is this a service reading room clerks routinely offer?”

      “Not routinely, no.”

      “It’s the sort of thing they do for their friends, I suppose.”

      “It is, yes. He has been quite helpful since he was sent one of those malicious letters.”

      “Mr Edwards is always helpful where you’re concerned, Penny.”

      “To be honest with you, James, I’m surprised he is still helpful having read that letter. There were a few upsetting things in it.”

      “Such as?”

      “I’d rather not say. It’s embarrassing.”

      “You can tell me.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it concerns you.”

      “Then I have a right to know!”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes! Come on, now. Tell me what it said.”

      “There is no truth in it, of course. And please don’t pass it on to the future Mrs Blakely because people can be very sensitive about these matters.”

      “What did it say, Penny?” He took a sip of coffee.

      I took a deep breath and raised my eyes to the ceiling. “It advised Mr Edwards to consider marrying me, but implied that my friendship with you might have raised questions in his mind.”

      I paused for a while before feeling brave enough to look James in the eye again.

      He frowned. “I see. And why should that be embarrassing?”

      “It suggests that there is something untoward about our friendship.”

      “But there isn’t.”

      “No, I know that. It’s a friendship between professional colleagues, nothing more. We don’t meet socially because you are engaged to be married.”

      “And you’re not far off it yourself from the sound of things.”

      “I am a long way off it! Mr Edwards is merely an acquaintance.”

      “Even though you’re terrified that he might ask you to marry him?”

      “Oh, that. I was mistaken on that front. The unpleasant letter he received suggested he marry me so that he could stop me from working as a news reporter.”

      “I can perfectly imagine how you’d feel about that!” He laughed.

      “Mr Edwards has assured me that he would never ask me to stop pursuing my profession.”

      James stopped smiling. “Has he, indeed? That’s reassurance for you, then.”

      “Not that I need any reassurance, because I would never consider marrying him.”

      “You wouldn’t?”

      “Of course not.”

      “You have often told me that one of the reasons you haven’t married is that a husband would stop you from working. Now you have the prospect of a husband who would allow you to work.”

      “But I have no wish to marry Mr Edwards.”

      “So what is the nature of your relationship?”

      “We are acquaintances.”

      “You’re acquaintances with Mr Edwards and I’m your professional colleague.”

      “Yes, like Edgar Fish.”

      James almost spat out his mouthful of coffee.

      “Are you comparing me to Fish now? Have I really dropped so low in your estimation?”

      We both laughed, but my heart ached. I wished I could tell James how I really felt about him, but with his wedding only two months away I knew there was no use in broaching the subject.
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      James and I sat at the table in the law offices and continued to read through Simon Borthwick’s papers and correspondence.

      “Now I can see what Jeffrey Maynell’s handwriting is like,” I said. “And it doesn’t match the writing on any of the anonymous letters.”

      “Except one,” said James.

      “No. It doesn’t match any of them.”

      James gave a slight cough. “There’s another letter.”

      “Another one?” I felt puzzled. “One that I haven’t yet seen”

      “Yes.”

      “Addressed to whom?”

      “It was sent to me, Penny.” He turned to face me, his blue eyes apologetic.

      I felt a burn of anger in my chest. “And you didn’t tell me?”

      “It is a horrible letter. You won’t want to read it.”

      “Do you have it with you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. I brought it here for the purpose of comparing the handwriting, and it seems that I have found a match.”

      “I would like to see it.”

      “Penny, please. You mustn’t.”

      “I’ve read all the others.”

      “It will upset you.”

      “It won’t! I’ve coped with far worse in the past. Please show it to me, James.”

      “Penny…”

      “What are you trying to protect me from?”

      “Hurtful remarks which bear no element of truth.”

      “And you think I have never encountered such untruths before? I wish to see it.”

      James sighed and reached into his pocket.

      “I can’t believe you hid it from me! I trusted that you would tell me about a matter such as this.”

      He retrieved an envelope and slowly held it out.

      “Penny, can I ask you one last time not to read it? It’s hurtful and was written purely to upset you. There are some things it is better to remain ignorant of.”

      I thought of the letter which had been sent to Mr Edwards and how it had momentarily upset me as we stood in Russell Square. Surely the letter James had been sent couldn’t be any worse.

      I held out my hand and took it. “I don’t need you deciding what will and won’t upset me, James. I can look after myself. The letter was written about me and I have a right to read it.”

      He got up from his chair and walked over to the window while I read the note.

      

      Inspector Blakely

      

      A detective of your calibre should know better than to associate with a woman like Miss Penelope Green. She is a nosey ink-slinger who insists on poking her proboscis into matters which don’t concern her. I’m unsure why the Morning Express insists on employing her. Perhaps its editor keeps her as his concubine. That is certainly a profession to which she is more suited judging by the manner in which she conducts herself around a man who is engaged to be married.

      With little skill or talent to her name, Miss Green clearly relies on her feminine wiles to succeed. I’m surprised that you haven’t realised this yet. Perhaps you should observe how she plays the reading room clerk off against yourself. The woman is only interested in furthering her own interests, and she will use whatever means she can to get there.

      You should stay well away from her if you wish to have a happy marriage, Inspector Blakely.

      

      I felt a heavy sensation in my chest as I finished reading. I laid the letter on the table and looked through the photographs of Simon Borthwick again, as if unaffected by what I had just read. I understood now why James had tried to keep the letter a secret from me.

      He turned away from the window and regarded me.

      “I hope you know that there isn’t an ounce of truth in what you’ve just read,” he said. “It seems Jeffrey Maynell is a bitter and vindictive man.”

      I realised that I would emit a loud sob if I tried to speak.

      I nodded, cleared my throat and wished that my eyes didn’t well up quite so easily.

      “It’s upset you, hasn’t it, Penny?” said James. “I knew it would. No one could read something like that and not be upset. Curse that man!”

      He strode over and snatched the letter away from me.

      “Don’t destroy it,” I said in a cracked voice. “We need to keep it.” A tear rolled down my cheek.

      “Curse him!” James said again.

      He scrunched the letter up into a ball and dropped to his knees beside my chair. He put an arm around my shoulders and wiped the tear from my cheek with his thumb. His face was close to mine.

      “It’s not true, Penny, do you hear me? Nothing that he says is true. He simply wishes to hurt you.”

      “I know.”

      “You’ve rattled him, that’s all. You’re on to him and we need to do everything we can to pin something on him. He’s a cruel man and I am going to make him pay. Trust me.”

      “I do.”

      I turned to look at him. Our faces were practically touching, and everything suddenly seemed very quiet.

      His eyes moved over my face as if he were planning to kiss me. I held my breath, not daring to move and ruin the moment. Then he seemed to check himself. He released his arm from my shoulder and slowly stood to his feet.

      Disappointment descended upon me and I felt an undeserved loathing for the woman who was keeping us apart.

      “I will do everything I can to gather evidence of what Maynell’s been doing,” said James. “I already have this letter he’s sent to me. The man was foolish to think that I would be unable to match his handwriting to the letters he sent Borthwick.”

      He picked up the ball of scrunched paper and opened it out again.

      “He must have assumed that you had never seen these letters,” I said.

      “Well, he assumed wrong. We’re one step ahead of him now.”

      “Perhaps Jack Copeland is also in on this,” I suggested. “We need to see an example of his handwriting to know for sure.”

      “You think the two men could be co-ordinating this cowardly attack?”

      “It’s worth investigating. Let me give you the other letters I have,” I said, delving into my carpet bag to find them. “And you can tell me if you find any handwriting which matches the writing on them.”

      I gave James the letters. His expression was grave, as if he were saddened that I had received any of them.

      “Would you like to join me at the medical school museum at ten o’clock tomorrow?” he asked. “We need to ask Mr Kurtz if Richard Geller is the man in these photographs.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Of course, James. I’ll see you then.”

      “And please don’t worry about that letter, Penny. It’s all nonsense.”

      “I have forgotten it already.”

      

      I stepped out into the bright sunshine of Berkeley Square and tried to push the words of Jeffrey Maynell’s letter to James out of my mind. I longed to confront Maynell and find out why he had written it. But doing so at this stage would place the investigation at risk. For the time being we needed to gather as much evidence as possible so that he could be confronted properly at a later date.

      

      You should stay away from her if you wish to have a happy marriage, Inspector Blakely.

      

      I recalled the moment when I had thought James was about to kiss me. I had to reluctantly admit that there was an element of truth to this phrase. Was there any truth to the rest of the letter?

      As I looked about me before crossing the road I caught a glimpse of a familiar figure. She stood watching me from further down the street. She wore a pale blue skirt and jacket with the same dark hat as before.

      It was the woman from the reading room again.

      I felt an uncomfortable flip in my chest. Then I gritted my teeth and strode towards her.

      She turned and walked swiftly away down Charles Street. I began to run and she did the same, pushing past people on the pavement.

      She was a good deal faster than me.

      “Oi!” I called out, aware that my shout was unladylike and unexpected to the people around me. I attracted a few disapproving glares, and my boots pinched my toes as I ran.

      The woman turned into Queen Street and I followed. She turned again into a narrow street, and I expected to see her ahead of me as I followed in her footsteps. Instead, the narrow road ahead of me was empty.

      I walked slowly, checking doorways as I went. Was she waiting for me? Would she ambush and attack me?

      I gripped the handle of my carpet bag, ready to swing it at her should I need to defend myself. But after a further search there was no sign of the woman. It was as though she had disappeared into thin air.
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      “You’ve just missed the lovesick gentleman from the library,” said Mrs Garnett as I returned home that evening. “He’s been writing things for you again.” She handed me a sheaf of papers.

      “Thank you, Mrs Garnett.” I glanced quickly at them and saw that they were the notes he had written about Jeffrey Maynell.

      

      I spent some time at my writing desk reading through Mr Edwards’ notes. Rain lashed against the window while Tiger slept on my lap. Jeffrey Maynell appeared to have enjoyed a good education, studying in the Department of Engineering at King’s College. He had joined Repton, Borthwick and Company shortly after his graduation and didn’t appear to have achieved much that was remarkable during his time there. Was it possible that he had been envious of Simon Borthwick’s success?

      It was about eight o’clock when I heard voices downstairs.

      “Miss Green!” came a shrill summons from Mrs Garnett.

      Sensing that something was wrong, I put down my papers and went to find out what was the matter. Mrs Garnett stood in the hallway with a young woman in a cloak, which was soaked through with rain.

      “You shouldn’t have come out in this weather!” Mrs Garnett scolded.

      “I need to speak to Miss Green,” said the woman, looking up the stairs at me.

      “Lillian?” I asked in puzzlement. “What is it? Has something happened?”

      “She needs to dry out beside a proper fire,” said Mrs Garnett. “You can both come and sit in my parlour.”

      We followed my landlady past the staircase and into a small room at the back of the house.

      “Let me take your wet things,” said Mrs Garnett, holding out her hand for Lillian’s bonnet and cloak. “Take a seat and I’ll make you some tea.”

      “What an attentive landlady you have,” said Lillian as Mrs Garnett went off into the kitchen.

      We sat down at the small round table, which was covered with a lace tablecloth. Golden ringlets hung about Lillian’s pretty, youthful face in wet coils.

      “What brings you here, Lillian?” I asked.” If your husband finds out you have spoken to me again he’ll be extremely angry.”

      “I know,” she replied, “but I’ll make sure he doesn’t find out this time. I’ve made a promise to myself not to tell him. I refuse to give in to his bullying.”

      “I don’t want you to put yourself at risk.”

      “Let me take responsibility for it, Penny,” she replied. “I chose to come here, didn’t I? I’ve been thinking about Simon and there are a few things I wish to tell you. I met Jeffrey when I was courting Simon. We attended an event to celebrate Repton, Borthwick and Company installing its electric lights at the Law Courts. From the moment I met Jeffrey I could see that he had an interest in me. He kept glancing over throughout the evening, which I thought most rude because I was accompanied by Simon.

      “After that evening he sent letters to my parents’ home and paid them a number of visits. It wasn’t long before he had convinced them that he was a worthier suitor than Simon. And then I was told Simon had unhealthy interests and that I shouldn’t be consorting with a man of his ilk.”

      “What kind of unhealthy interests?”

      “That was never elaborated upon.”

      “Were you aware that he had these so-called interests?”

      “No. I didn’t even know what they were. But before long everyone was telling me that he wouldn’t be a suitable husband.”

      “Everyone?”

      “My parents, my sister, Jeffrey.”

      “What about your friends?”

      “They wanted me to choose the man I would be happiest with, but they were concerned by the reports they had heard about Simon and told me there had to be something behind them.”

      “What did Simon have to say on the matter?”

      “He denied that he was involved in anything untoward, but I noticed a change in him after that. He withdrew and I wonder now if there was something he was keeping from me. I can’t think what it might have been, as I have no doubt that he loved and cared for me. He wasn’t as indifferent as I suggested at the restaurant. I only told you that because I had to provide a reason for leaving him. I found it difficult to tell you the truth when I had only just met you, and we were chatting in such a public place.”

      Lillian stopped talking as Mrs Garnett brought in the tea tray and placed it on the table. My landlady stood with her hands on her hips and regarded us both.

      “I’m judging by the silence in the room that you don’t wish to speak with me present,” she said.

      Lillian pulled an awkward grimace.

      “We only need a few minutes, Mrs Garnett,” I said, feeling rather uncomfortable.

      “Fine,” she replied curtly. “You pour the tea, Miss Green, and I’ll wait in the kitchen.”

      Once she felt sure that the kitchen door was shut, Lillian continued with her story. “It was extremely difficult for Simon and me to be as happy as we had been,” she said. “Eventually he told me that perhaps it would be for the best if I married Jeffrey. I still don’t understand why he said that. It was as if he was pushing me away, albeit reluctantly; as if he didn’t want the relationship to end, but he had no choice. Does that make any sense to you?”

      “Perhaps. Does Georgina know all this?”

      “Some of it. She has been a good friend to me. I’ve spent a great deal of time at her home, as I can’t bear to be around Jeffery at the moment. He’s so terribly possessive of me. He doesn’t like me talking to anyone; least of all someone who wishes to discuss Simon Borthwick.”

      “I realise that. He was quite angry with me when I spoke to him at the works down in Southwark.”

      “Oh dear. I do apologise.’

      “No, you mustn’t apologise for your husband’s behaviour. I’m worried about you, Lillian. Who else do you have living with you?”

      “We have a housekeeper and a maid. And Jeffrey has a valet.”

      “I think you need someone to protect you. Do the servants realise what he’s like?”

      “Oh yes. They often see his rages.”

      “Can they help in looking after you and protecting you from him?”

      “I don’t know. I think they’re rather scared of him too, if truth be told.”

      “Lillian, I think you need to spend as much time as possible elsewhere. It sounds as though Georgina and Edgar are helpful. Some men can be unpredictable, and you shouldn’t have to endure your husband’s rages. I’m interested to know if there was anyone else at Repton, Borthwick and Company who pressured you to leave Simon and choose Jeffrey instead.”

      “I remember that on one occasion Jack Copeland told me I would be better off without Simon. It was an odd comment which he made during a dinner at Mr Repton’s home. He didn’t know me very well, but he was a friend of Jeffrey’s, so I suppose that was the reason why he said it.”

      “Is your husband much of a letter writer, Lillian?”

      “Not really. Why do you ask?”

      “Some unpleasant letters have been sent to my family and friends, and as your husband was angered by our meeting I wondered if he might be behind them.”

      Her eyes widened. “What a mean thing to do! Are you all right, Penny? I didn’t realise such a terrible thing had happened to you!”

      “I’m fine, please don’t worry. Could your husband be behind the letters, do you think?”

      “I don’t know. He does spend a lot of time in his study and I can’t be certain what he’s doing in there, but I don’t like to think that he could be writing letters of that kind. What a horrible thing to do!”

      “Have you ever met a young woman who wears grey and runs quite fast?”

      “She runs?”

      “She keeps following me, and whenever I try to confront her she runs away. I thought perhaps your husband had asked her to follow me, but… I feel terribly awkward levelling such accusations at him.”

      “Oh, please don’t worry.” She rested a hand against my arm. “He doesn’t help himself with his bad moods and tempers. I’m quite sure he wouldn’t write unpleasant letters or ask someone to follow you about, but I can quite understand why you might think him capable of it.”

      “Did Simon Borthwick ever mention a man named Richard Geller?”

      “No, who’s he?”

      “A friend of Simon’s who was unfortunately murdered.”

      “Oh goodness!” Lillian flung her hands up to her mouth, and I wondered if I had been foolish to mention Mr Geller.

      “But that’s dreadful!” she continued. “Richard Geller, you say? I really don’t remember the name. Who murdered him?”

      “The police don’t know yet.”

      A line from Borthwick’s letter came back into my mind: Everything I care about has been taken away from me, piece by piece.

      “Lillian, is it your belief that your husband pursued you while you were courting Simon?”

      “Yes, he did. It began with that event celebrating the electric lights at the Law Courts. It was particularly ill-mannered of him.”

      “Perhaps Simon viewed Jeffrey’s actions as some sort of persecution.”

      Her eyebrows crumpled. “Why would he think of it in that way?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m just trying to make sense of the words he used in his letter.”

      “He thought Jeffrey was persecuting him by stealing me away?” She laughed derisively. “No, that would be ridiculous. I chose Jeffrey because Simon withdrew from me. I decided that Jeffrey was the better suitor.” She laughed again. “And now I’m not sure either man was a good choice!”

      “What makes you say that?”

      She waved the comment away. “Please forget that I said it.”

      “If I understand you correctly, Lillian,” I ventured. “You have visited me this evening to tell me that Jeffrey pursued you, even though you were courting Simon. And you were warned that Simon had unhealthy interests.”

      “Yes. Although, on reflection, I’m not sure how useful this information is to you. And I still don’t understand what was meant by ‘unhealthy interests’. Have you any inkling?”

      “None, I’m afraid,” I lied.

      “I hope you don’t mind me visiting you, Penny. I suppose I felt the need to explain how matters really stand. I didn’t feel I could speak freely at the restaurant.”

      “You told your husband that we met there, didn’t you?”

      “I’m afraid I did.” She bit her lip nervously. “Either he can read my mind or I’m a hopeless liar. But he knew that I had kept something from him and I felt it would be easier to tell him the truth. I’m sorry he was angry with you about it. He was angry with me, too.”

      “Well he shouldn’t be angry. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “It’s just the way Jeffrey is. He likes to know what I do each day and the people I meet with.”

      I felt momentarily pleased to be a spinster.

      “To tell you the truth,” Lillian lowered her voice and leaned in closer to me, “I feel quite afraid of him sometimes.”

      I felt a rising concern for her. “Where is he now?” I asked.

      “At the Garrick. He doesn’t go there very often, but when he does he stays out late, so I knew I would have time to come and see you this evening and return home before he did.”

      “But what happens when he either reads your mind or you find it impossible to lie about this evening?”

      She sighed, and I noticed that her eyes were damp. “I don’t know, Penny. Some days I wish I could leave him and return to my parents’ home.”

      I understood her predicament but had no idea what the solution might be.

      “It sounds like you’ve taken a significant risk in coming to see me this evening, Lillian. I don’t want you to find yourself in trouble with him again. Perhaps in future you could write to me instead. I think it would be safer that way.”

      She looked at me sadly. “It would be, wouldn’t it? I’ve been quite foolish this evening. I’m sorry. I felt the need to explain matters to you a little more clearly, and as soon as he left the house I dashed over here without giving the situation much thought.”

      “How did you find out my address?”

      “Edgar gave it to me.”

      I watched her hands fidget nervously and I felt a deep hatred toward Jeffrey Maynell for the fear he had instilled in his wife. I was becoming increasingly convinced that he might be capable of murder.

      “I shall come outside with you now and help you hail a cab,” I said. “And if you end up having to explain to your husband that we met this evening, please tell him that I was responsible for asking you to come here.”

      “No, Penny! I couldn’t do that!”

      “Please do. It will be safer that way. I have people who can protect me, such as Inspector Blakely from Scotland Yard. When it’s just you on your own in your home with him… I can’t bear to think what he might do. Please blame me for this if he finds out the truth.”

      “I don’t think there’s any need —”

      “Promise that you will,” I urged.

      “All right, Penny.” She fixed me with her large blue eyes. “I promise.”
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      James was already talking to Mr Kurtz inside the medical school museum when I arrived there the following morning. I had kept my eyes open for the woman in grey during my walk to St Bartholomew’s Hospital but had seen no sign of her.

      “I’ve told you everything you need to know, Inspector,” said Mr Kurtz. “What else can there be?” He paused to look me up and down. “Good morning, Miss Green. I didn’t realise you’d be joining us.” His bloodless lips formed a sinister smile.

      “Mr Kurtz, I have a question about some photographs I have come across,” said James. “Would you mind taking a look at them for me?”

      He laid the four pictures we had found at the law firm out on the table.

      “Goodness, what’s that?” James asked, peering at the contents of a large jar to his right.

      “A pair of lungs,” replied Mr Kurtz.

      “So that’s what they look like, is it?”

      “They do indeed. Would you like to see the cross-section of a lung? We have a few samples here, and you’ll find the bronchioli quite fascinating, I’m sure. The diseased samples are particularly intriguing.”

      “Perhaps another time, Mr Kurtz. I should like you to examine these photographs for now,” said James. “We know that one of these chaps is the late inventor Simon Borthwick, but we were wondering about the other fellow. I suspect it may be Richard Geller. Am I right?”

      Mr Kurtz glanced down at the photographs. “Yes, you’re right,” he confirmed.

      “Did you know of the friendship between Mr Geller and Mr Borthwick?” asked James.

      “Richard mentioned him to me once or twice, so I knew they were acquainted, if that’s any help. Clearly they were close friends if they paid to be photographed together.”

      “You weren’t aware that they were close friends?”

      “No.”

      “What did Mr Geller tell you about Simon Borthwick?”

      “Nothing specific. He occasionally mentioned him while discussing an evening he had spent with friends or something of that kind. Why do you ask?”

      “You do realise that both men died on the same day, don’t you?”

      “Was it the same day?” asked Mr Kurtz in surprise. “I thought it was the same week, but the same day is quite extraordinary. Do you think there may be a connection between their deaths?”

      “That’s exactly what we’re assuming, Mr Kurtz. Can you think of any?”

      “No, none at all.”

      “You suggest that Mr Geller didn’t mention Mr Borthwick often. However, were you aware of any change in their relationship before he died? A falling out over something, perhaps?”

      “None whatsoever. He never discussed anything like that with me.”

      “Did Mr Borthwick ever visit Mr Geller here at the hospital?” I asked.

      “No, Miss Green. I never saw him. I never saw the two together. I was under the impression that they socialised sporadically and that was all there was to it. I cannot understand why they should have died on the same day.”

      “One theory is that Mr Borthwick was so frightened by the murder of his friend that he took his own life, fearing that he would be next,” said James.

      “That is extremely tragic,” replied Mr Kurtz, his face displaying little emotion.

      “May I have a look inside the storeroom?” asked James, gesturing toward the door in the wall.

      “Of course,” said Mr Kurtz.

      We followed him across the room and he opened the door. James and I stepped inside and saw that it was a gloomy, cluttered room. The wooden shelving that ran all the way around it was loaded with jars and cases. The only light came from a small window at the far end.

      “This is where we keep the specimens we have no space for in the museum,” explained Mr Kurtz. “We put them on display from time to time, and they’re always here for medical students to look at should they request to do so.”

      James walked around the shelving, inspecting some of the items stored there. I peered at a number of jars containing various body parts, and a twisted spine mounted on a display stand.

      “Do you mind if I open this window?” asked James.

      “Not at all,” replied Mr Kurtz.

      James lifted the sash and peered outside.

      “I see there is a roof below here,” he said. “Do you ever keep this window open?”

      “Only when the weather is particularly warm.”

      “How easy would it be to open the window from the outside?”

      “For someone standing on the roof out there, you mean?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why would somebody wish to do that?”

      “Someone may have wanted to enter the storeroom surreptitiously and lurk in here until the opportunity came to murder Mr Geller in the museum.”

      Mr Kurtz’s mouth hung open. “Do you think that’s what happened?” he asked.

      “It’s a possibility. Now, could this window be opened by someone who was standing on the roof outside?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t say I have ever tried it.”

      “Let’s give it a try then, shall we?” said James as he pushed the sash up a little further. He handed me his bowler hat and began to climb out.

      “Be careful, James!” I said, seeing that the roof was steeply sloped.

      “Shut the window behind me, please, Penny.”

      I reluctantly pulled down the sash and watched him examine the window frame as he balanced precariously on the steep roof. My heart rose into my mouth as he spent some time pushing his fingers against the sash, trying to gain enough traction to lift the window. It took a fair bit of effort and he almost overbalanced, causing me to emit an involuntary shriek of alarm.

      “That was close, wasn’t it, Miss Green?” said Mr Kurtz. “Your inspector almost fell and dashed his brains out!”

      Eventually, after a considerable struggle, James was able to slide up the sash and climb back in through the window.

      “There we are,” he said. “It’s not impossible for a chap to open the window from the roof. Do you ever lock this window, Mr Kurtz?”

      “No. I didn’t think anyone would ever be foolish enough to climb onto the roof out there.”

      “And you leave it open in warmer weather, you say?”

      “Yes.”

      “That could explain how the culprit got into the museum without Geller noticing him,” James said, glancing around the storeroom. “There are plenty of hiding places in here for an intruder. Is the window ever left open overnight, Mr Kurtz?”

      “I like to ensure that it’s closed at night, but I cannot say, with certainty, that it has been closed every night. I may have overlooked doing so on occasion.”

      “And it certainly wasn’t locked, seeing as you felt it unnecessary to do that,” said James.

      “You think, Inspector, that a man gained access to this room some time during the night of the sixteenth of June and lay in wait for an opportunity to murder Richard?”

      “That’s exactly what I think. Has this room been thoroughly searched for clues?” asked James.

      “Inspector Stroud searched it.”

      “Let’s look again, in that case,” said James. “You two start at either end of the room and I’ll begin in the centre here.”

      I moved to one side, staying as far away from Mr Kurtz as possible, and began searching among the shelves, unsure of what I was looking for. There were many empty jars and others with contents I had no wish to look at closely. To my left was a small skeleton in a case.

      “I can’t see anything out of place in here,” said James after a while. “What about you, Penny? Have you found anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Mr Kurtz?”

      “No. As I said, Chief Inspector Stroud has already searched this room.”

      We looked around for a little while longer before reconvening in the centre of the room.

      “Can you be sure that the murderer climbed in through the window and lay in wait here, Inspector?” asked Mr Kurtz.

      “I cannot be entirely sure, but neither can I disprove the theory,” replied James, still looking around in case there was something he had missed.

      I left the confines of the small room and walked back into the museum. Was there a hiding place in one of the galleries above? I walked over to the spiral staircase and some jars on a low shelf caught my eye: they appeared to contain the cross-sections of lung which Kurtz had referred to earlier. I bent down to inspect them, wincing at the darkened, diseased tissue. Then something small and glittering behind one of the jars caught my eye.

      I retrieved it and was surprised to discover that it was an earring. It was a drop pendant style and appeared to be made of diamond and pearl.

      “What have you there, Penny?” asked James as he and Mr Kurtz stepped out of the storeroom.

      I showed him what I had found.

      “Interesting,” he said. “Mr Kurtz, do you have any idea how an earring might have found its way into the museum?”

      “An earring, you say?”

      He stepped over to look at it as I held it out in my palm.

      “No,” he concluded.

      “You don’t recognise it?”

      Mr Kurtz shook his head.

      “Your nurse friend,” ventured James. “Has she ever visited this room?”

      Mr Kurtz’s pale face flushed red. “No, never,” he replied curtly. “Besides, nurses don’t wear earrings like that one.”

      “Is there any other woman you’re aware of who might have entered this room?”

      “None that I’m aware of.”

      “Are there any female medical students at the current time?”

      “No, not at the moment.”

      “So it would be quite unusual for a woman to visit this museum.”

      “It would be fairly unusual, yes, although they do visit now and again. As does the occasional nurse.”

      “But a nurse wouldn’t wear jewellery like this as a rule.”

      “No.”

      “It is a very fine earring,” said James, gently lifting it from my hand and holding it up to the light to examine it more closely. “I’m surprised Inspector Stroud didn’t find it, perhaps it was dropped here after his search. I shall ask around the medical school to see if anyone has reported it missing. It would be extremely useful to identify its owner, don’t you think, Mr Kurtz?”

      “It would indeed, Inspector. I can’t think how on earth it has found its way in here.”

      

      “There’s another interesting discovery I need to tell you about,” said James as we left St Bartholomew’s Hospital. “I’ve been able to match the handwriting of another of the malicious letters.”

      “Whose is it?” I asked. “Tell me!”

      “I’m about to, Penny! The handwriting on the letter sent to Mr Edwards matches the handwriting on a letter sent to Borthwick by Jack Copeland.”

      “Jack Copeland?” I stopped. “Why should Jack Copeland write a letter like that?” I paused for a moment to think it over. “So Jeffrey Maynell and Jack Copeland have both been writing unpleasant things about me.”

      “It appears that way. But please don’t take it to heart.”

      “It’s rather difficult not to, isn’t it? Why would they write so maliciously and then speak to me as if they had never done such a thing? What have I done to upset them?”

      “You are trying to investigate Borthwick’s suicide. I suppose they object to it.”

      “Mr Maynell I can understand; he’s such an unpleasant man. Oh, I meant to tell you that his wife paid me a visit yesterday evening.”

      “Did she?”

      I told James about my conversation with Lillian.

      “Poor woman,” he said. “She seems rather frightened of him.”

      “She is. And Mr Maynell must have told Mr Copeland to write the letter to Mr Edwards,” I said. “Perhaps Mr Copeland is frightened of Mr Maynell There’s no doubt the man is a bully.”

      “Did Mr Edwards uncover anything interesting about him?”

      “He didn’t, I’m afraid.”

      “But we know from Borthwick’s papers that Maynell was demanding financial compensation from Borthwick for an idea he supposedly stole. I shall have to return to Maynell and ask him about that.”

      “Please don’t tell him that his wife visited me. She would be in terrible trouble again if he found out.”

      “I won’t, don’t worry. I’ll have to watch my step with him. I don’t think he’s a man who should be crossed.”
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      “Tiger!” I called out of my window that evening.

      The only reply was a train letting off steam as it pulled out of Moorgate station. I peered through the dusk at the chimneys and rooftops, but there was no sign of my cat.

      “Tiger!” I called again, leaning out of the window and placing a bowl of sardines on the roof tiles. It was unlike her to ignore my calls. In fact, she was usually waiting for me when I returned home each evening.

      A shaky panic began to rise in my chest. I tried to quell it by reassuring myself that she had been distracted by a pigeon or another cat.

      I sat down at my writing desk and returned to my work on Father’s book, but despite my attempts to concentrate my eyes kept wandering up from my papers to the window in front of me.

      Had I heard a miaow? Perhaps Tiger was injured.

      I tried to push these thoughts away and continue with my work. But just as I began to get some words down on the page I was disturbed by a knock at my door.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s your sister!”

      I rose up and opened the door for Eliza, who stood on the landing in a shimmering blue dress.

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you, Penelope, only George and I were passing on the way back from dinner at the Mansion House and I wanted to let you know about a wonderful idea we’ve just had.” She paused to look at me, then added, “Are you all right?”

      “Tiger hasn’t come home.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about her. She’s a cat.”

      “But she’s never disappeared before.”

      “There’s a first time for everything, Penelope.”

      Eliza walked into my room with a swish of satin.

      “I shan’t stay long, as George is waiting outside in the cab. At dinner we discussed Father’s disappearance and decided that we should ask Mr Fox-Stirling to go back to Colombia to look for him again.”

      “You and George have decided that?”

      “Yes. It makes perfect sense, doesn’t it? And we’ll make sure he takes a Spanish speaker with him this time.”

      “But isn’t he about to travel to the Himalayas?”

      “He is, yes. But we will need some time to raise the money. We were hoping that Mr Fox-Stirling could go out next year to search for him.”

      I sank down onto my bed.

      “I don’t know about this, Ellie. It’s an awful lot of money to spend. Besides, Mr Fox-Stirling didn’t find him last time, so why would he find him at the second attempt?”

      “Having a Spanish translator with him would be of enormous help. And Mr Fox-Stirling knows where he’s going. He found Father’s hut, didn’t he?”

      “But it’s been nine years! If Mr Fox-Stirling goes there next year it will be ten years since Father disappeared! How can he hope to discover anything more about his whereabouts?”

      “If Father is still alive he has every hope!”

      “And if he isn’t?”

      “I think we must at least try to find out, Penelope. For as long as there’s hope we need to keep trying.”

      “But if he were still alive he would have contacted us by now. It’s been so long. And if he’s alive yet hasn’t contacted us… Well, I suppose he has a reason for that. Perhaps he wishes to be left alone.”

      “He has no right to be left alone!” Eliza barked. “He has a wife and two daughters. We are entitled to know what has happened to him!”

      I shrank back from my sister’s anger.

      “I apologise for my outburst, but I have given this matter a great deal of thought. I realise there is a possibility that he may have started a new life out there and no longer wishes to have anything to do with us, but we’re his daughters!”

      “I know.” I felt tears pricking my eyes. “But I don’t think it’s possible that he could still be alive, Ellie. Sending Mr Fox-Stirling out there again would be a waste of time. Besides, I don’t even like the man. If we were to go to all the trouble of raising the money I should like to choose someone different.”

      “But he already knows the country. Who else is as well acquainted with Colombia as he?” She sighed. “Oh, I really thought you would be supportive of this plan. George and I have just had the most pleasant meal discussing it, and I felt certain you would agree that it was a good idea. It’s rather disappointing that you don’t. Would you prefer to believe that Father is dead? Does that make life easier for you in some way?”

      Eliza’s eyes were damp, and I felt a lump rise up into my throat.

      “It was a fact to which I had grown accustomed,” I replied quietly.

      “And so had I! I appreciate that this feels like the opening of an old wound, but we have to try, don’t we? He’s our father!”

      “I know!” I replied irritably.

      I got up from the bed and walked over to the window, hoping my cat would appear at that very moment.

      “I shall give you some time to ponder the idea,” said Eliza. “Perhaps I caught you rather unawares.”

      “Yes, you did. I’m sorry, Ellie,” I said, turning to face her. “I’m rather worried about Tiger at the moment, so I’m not in the most receptive mood. I’ll have a think about it.”

      “But she’s a cat! Cats always come back. If you had children to worry about you certainly wouldn’t waste time worrying about an animal in this manner. In fact, you wouldn’t even have noticed she was gone.”

      “You’re not making me feel any better, Ellie.”

      My sister moved toward the door. “I can see that. I should leave. Perhaps you can get in touch with me when you’ve thought more about what we have discussed.”

      “I will.”

      My sister closed the door behind her, and as I looked out of the window my heart felt even heavier. It was close to nightfall and the sardines on the roof lay untouched. I was unable to concentrate on my work, so I decided to go out and look for Tiger.

      She had to be in trouble.

      

      I descended the steps outside Mrs Garnett’s front door.

      “Tiger!” I called, scouring the street around me for the slightest movement in the dark. I strained my ears to listen out for her miaow, but all I could hear were the trains and the distant clop of horses’ hooves.

      I walked up and down the street calling for her, but there was no sign. I peered into the shadows of the gutter, worried that she might have fallen prey to an unforgiving carriage wheel.

      Then I caught sight of a figure further up the street. I stopped and stared, my heart pounding in my ears.

      It was her. The woman in grey.

      “Oi!” I shouted, throwing all thought of manners aside.

      The figure moved slightly in response.

      “Why are you watching me?” I shouted. “What do you want?”

      There was no reply, and as I watched she began to walk away from me.

      “Come back!” I called out, marching after her. Although I wanted to run I was wary that doing so would cause her to sprint off again. “Have you got something to tell me?”

      “Stay away!” came the reply, echoing the words she had chalked on my door.

      “Why?” I called back. “What will you do to me if I don’t?”

      The woman broke into a run and I knew there was little use in chasing after her again. Then a horrible sickening sensation lurched in my stomach.

      Had she harmed Tiger?

      “Have you taken my cat?” I shouted as loudly as I could. “Have you harmed her?”

      But the woman was gone.

      She had taken Tiger. She had done something cruel to her.

      I tried to tell myself that I was imagining it. I could accept that the woman was willing to threaten me by writing messages on the door, but I couldn’t believe that she would harm a poor little animal.

      She had warned me to stay away and I had ignored her. Had I paid a heavy price for my disobedience?

      

      “Miss Green, whatever is the matter?” asked my landlady as I stood in the hallway, my face wet with tears.

      “She’s done something to Tiger!” I cried.

      “Who has?”

      “The woman who wrote on the door. I saw her out there just now and Tiger is missing. She never goes missing!”

      “I’m sure she has done nothing of the sort.”

      “She did! I know she did! Tiger hasn’t come home!”

      Mrs Garnett took me by the arm and guided me into her parlour where I had sat with Lillian Maynell just a few days before.

      “Sit yourself down there, Miss Green, and I’ll fetch you some of Dr Cobbold’s Remedy.”

      I sat on the chair and wiped my face with my sleeve, but still the tears continued to flow. What had happened to Tiger? I thought of her alone and suffering without me there to help her.

      Mrs Garnett returned and poured some amber-coloured syrup from a brown bottle onto a spoon.

      “Here, this will see you right.”

      I opened my mouth as she spooned in the remedy; a cloying mixture of sugar and tar. As I reluctantly swallowed a sharp tingling sensation ran up my nose and across my forehead.

      “Now you must sleep,” said Mrs Garnett. “Take yourself up to bed, Miss Green. Your cat will be back by the morning, I’m sure of it.”

      “But that woman has taken her!”

      “No one has taken Tiger. She’s out enjoying the summer night. Cats have no loyalty, you know, much as you like to think otherwise.”

      “Tiger does,” I said sorrowfully.

      Mrs Garnett shook her head and sucked her lip. “Only because you feed her. Now, no more arguments, Miss Green. Up to bed with you.”
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      I endured a sleepless night and felt bereft when there was no sign of Tiger the following morning. I called at our neighbours’ homes to ask whether anyone had seen her, but no one had. Mrs Garnett assured me that she would keep a lookout while I was at work.

      I arrived at the newsroom to find Frederick and Mr Sherman peering out of the narrow grimy window together.

      “What is it?” I asked. “I’ve just been out in the street, but I saw nothing untoward.”

      “Ah, Miss Green,” said Mr Sherman. “Good morning.”

      We exchanged a glance. I felt there was a new understanding between us following our secret meeting.

      “Has something occurred out there?” I asked.

      “Not out there, no. But in here, perhaps.”

      He stepped away from the window and I saw that the glass had been smashed.

      “Oh dear! How did that happen?” I asked as Miss Welton entered the newsroom with a dustpan and brush.

      “It seems that someone decided to hurl something at us,” said Mr Sherman.

      My boots crunched on broken glass as I walked closer to the window.

      “What?” I asked.

      “This,” said Frederick, holding half a brick in his hand.

      He was trying to pull away some string which was wrapped around it. Attached to the string was a piece of paper.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Nothing, just rubbish,” replied Frederick, tugging even harder at the string. “Miss Welton, do you have a pair of scissors?”

      “I do, but I’m busy brushing up the glass at the present time,” replied the secretary, who was on her knees with the dustpan and brush.

      My attention was still focused on the piece of paper attached to the brick. Someone had carried out a vindictive act, and had presumably attempted to justify it in the note.

      “Can I see that piece of paper, please, Frederick?” I asked.

      “There’s no need, Miss Green.” He pulled it off the string and crumpled it into a ball.

      “Show me this instant!” I shouted.

      Everyone in the room stopped and stared at me.

      I had surprised even myself with my outburst, but my patience was in short supply. I was worried about Tiger, and Dr Cobbold’s Remedy had left me with a thick head.

      “I want to see what is written on that piece of paper,” I said quietly but determinedly. “Especially if it concerns me. I have seen the letters which have been written about me, and now my cat has been taken.”

      “Taken?” repeated Miss Welton in horror.

      “Yes, by a woman who has been following me these past few days. So I demand to see what is written on that piece of paper.”

      Frederick glanced at Mr Sherman, as if checking for his approval. The editor gave a slight nod as Frederick slowly held out the ball of crumpled paper for me to examine.

      “It doesn’t say much at all,” he said. “It’s just a name.”

      I opened out the ball of paper, confident that the name written on it would be mine.

      And sure enough it was. Written in blue ink were the words: ‘Miss Penny Green’.

      “As I thought,” I said stiffly, staring at the handwriting. “It’s probably that Maynell chap again.”

      “The man could have killed someone!” said Mr Sherman.

      “When did this happen?” I asked.

      “About five minutes before you arrived,” said Frederick.

      He went on to describe how the half-brick had come crashing through the window while he and Edgar were sitting at their desks. It had hit my desk and bounced off onto the floor.

      “We need to summon the police,” said Mr Sherman. “Someone has attempted murder here this morning!”

      The culprit must have been on Fleet Street as I arrived for work that morning. I tried to recall whether I had seen anyone throwing something or running away.

      “Someone in the street must have seen who did it,” I said.

      At that moment, the newsroom door opened and a red-faced Edgar strode in.

      “No, nothing,” he said breathlessly. “Good morning, Miss Green.”

      “Have you been out searching for the person who threw the brick through the window?” I asked.

      “Yes. But he got away quickly, that’s for sure. I found a few people who were able to describe him to me.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “A chap in a cap. Brown jacket. Young fellow. Ran off in the direction of St Bride’s.”

      “Maynell must have paid him to do it,” I hissed.

      “Do you really think so?” asked Edgar.

      “I can’t think who else it could have been. He has employed someone to follow me and now my cat is missing!”

      “Your cat?” asked Edgar incredulously. “What’s the cat got to do with anything?”

      “I don’t know.” I felt fresh tears in my eyes. “But Jeffrey Maynell needs to be arrested and I’m going to see to it that he is!”

      

      I had visited James’ drab, smoky office in Scotland Yard a couple of times before. As I approached his desk, various police officers strode in and out of the room carrying piles of books and papers.

      “Penny!” James rose to his feet as soon as he saw me. “Is everything all right?” He was in his shirtsleeves and wore a dark tweed waistcoat.

      “No, it’s not.” I placed my heavy carpet bag on his desk, opened it and pulled out the brick which had been thrown through the window.

      “My goodness,” said James. “Have you just lugged that all the way from Fleet Street?”

      “I took the omnibus.”

      “Where’s it from? Why’s there a string wrapped around it?”

      I showed him the note. “It was hurled through the window of our offices this morning.”

      “Was anybody hurt?”

      “No, but they easily could have been. I want you to arrest Jeffrey Maynell, James. He has to be behind this.” I told him about the young man who had reportedly thrown the brick.

      “That doesn’t sound like an accurate description of Maynell,” said James.

      “He obviously paid someone to do it!”

      “Hmm, it would be rather difficult to prove that Jeffrey Maynell is responsible for this attack,” said James.

      “But it has to be him! He wrote the letters.”

      “He wrote one malicious letter.”

      “He forced Copeland to write another. He’s got that woman following me about and she’s taken my cat!”

      “Tiger?”

      “Yes!”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Tiger has vanished, James. All of this is connected, and Jeffrey Maynell is behind the whole thing.”

      “Well, we can certainly link him to the letter he sent me, so I can question him about that. But as for the rest—”

      “There’s no one else it can be, James! And I should imagine that he murdered Richard Geller, too!”

      James put on his jacket. He picked up a bundle of papers from his desk and folded them into his pocket. Then he fetched his bowler hat from the hat stand.

      “I was planning to go down to Repton’s works this afternoon, but there’s no time like the present. We must be careful, Penny. I know you think Maynell is behind this, but we can’t accuse him of everything just yet. I’ll speak to him about the letter and about the disagreement between him and Borthwick. Let’s see where that gets us.”

      “He could have killed someone this morning! We need to stop him, James. And I need to know where Tiger is!”

      “I know, but we must remain calm. I can’t take you with me to Southwark unless you promise to keep a cool head. Patience gains the day.”

      “But if you arrest Maynell today he can’t do anything else, can he?”

      “By the sound of things, Penny, he may have other people doing his dirty work for him. Let’s go and see what he has to say for himself.”

      “Shall I bring the brick?”

      James laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked. “It’s evidence!”

      “The brick can stay here, Penny.”
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      “We should speak to Donald Repton first,” said James as we climbed out of the cab outside the Southwark works.

      “Must we?” I said. “Surely he has no idea what Jeffrey Maynell has been up to. His mind is muddled by brandy half the time.”

      “It’s important that he knows what’s going on.”

      

      “Inspector Blakely! Miss Green! Do come and sit down. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      James and I declined Mr Repton’s offer of a drink and took our seats opposite him. “How’s the investigation going, Blakely?”

      “Progressing, sir, but not as quickly as I’d like. I wish to speak to you about two members of your staff.”

      “Do you indeed?”

      James pulled the bundle of papers from the pocket of his jacket.

      “I received a rather unpleasant letter last week,” he said, unfolding the letter which Jeffrey Maynell had sent him. “It contains rather derogatory comments about my colleague, Miss Green.”

      “Oh dear. Really?”

      “I have the evidence here in my hand, but I hope you won’t mind if I don’t show you what the letter says to save Miss Green’s embarrassment.”

      “Goodness, is it that bad?” asked Mr Repton with concern.

      “It’s all nonsense, of course,” said James. “However, it is also—”

      “I think it would be better if Mr Repton read what his colleagues have written about me,” I interrupted.

      “Are you sure, Penny?” asked James.

      “Yes, I don’t mind. It’s all nonsense, as you say.”

      “Of course.”

      James passed the papers to Mr Repton, who fitted a monocle into his right eye. I felt my teeth clench as he read it, acutely aware that he was reading comments of a most personal nature about me.

      “Well, that won’t do at all,” said Donald Repton. “Who wrote this? There’s no signature.”

      “The sender chose to remain anonymous,” said James. “That’s rather typical of a coward, I’m afraid. Fortunately, I was able to identify the sender when I came across this.”

      He handed Donald Repton another letter.

      “This was sent to Borthwick!” exclaimed Donald Repton. “And it is signed, I see. Jeffrey Maynell. I’m sorry, but I don’t see the connection. I thought this was to be another unpleasant letter, but it merely discusses the patent.”

      “Do you not notice the similarity in the handwriting?” asked James. “It confirms that Jeffrey Maynell sent both letters.”

      “What? Maynell sent you that nasty letter about Miss Green?” Mr Repton raised his eyebrows and his monocle fell out.

      “Yes.”

      “No, there must be some mistake!” He pushed the monocle back into its place. “He would never do such a thing!”

      “He already bears Miss Green a grudge, sir. However, to be completely certain I need to discuss the matter with the man himself, and I wish to make you aware that I intend to do so.”

      “Yes, of course.” Donald Repton sat back in his chair. “If he’s written that letter he must be admonished for it!”

      “I have another unpleasant pairing of letters here.” James unfolded the bundle of papers again. “Here is a letter written to Mr Edwards, an acquaintance of Miss Green’s. Do you mind if Mr Repton reads this one as well, Penny?”

      “Not at all.”

      Once again, I felt embarrassed that Donald Repton was to read the disparaging remarks about me. I watched his face as he read it, his brow knitting together.

      “And this is another letter sent to Simon Borthwick,” said James, handing it to Mr Repton. “It’s rather long and there’s no need to read it. The important matter is the signature at the end.”

      “Jack Copeland,” said Donald Repton. He pulled the monocle away from his eye and stared at James. “You’re telling me that Jack Copeland said those dreadful things about this pleasant lady here?”

      “It certainly seems that way when you compare the handwriting,’ said James.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Two men had attempted to sully my name. They had once been Borthwick’s persecutors and now they had turned on me.

      “I am struggling to believe it,” replied Donald Repton. “You’re perfectly entitled to speak to both of them, of course, but I cannot believe that it’s true. There must be a plausible explanation.”

      “What explanation can there be other than malice?” asked James.

      “I agree with you,” he replied. “Perhaps the two men can clear this all up. Let me know once you’re finished with them, for I should like to speak to the pair of them myself.”

      He turned to face me. “Miss Green, I’m struggling to understand how something as dreadful as this could have happened to you. All I can do at the present time is apologise for the upset this has caused. I do hope you haven’t taken it to heart.”

      “Thank you, Mr Repton, and no I haven’t. It’s something that sometimes has to be endured in my line of work.”

      I could see that Mr Repton wasn’t entirely convinced by my reply. It was difficult to conceal the fact that the letters had upset me greatly. His kind smile made my eyes feel watery.

      

      “Penny, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to see Jeffrey Maynell with me,” said James as we made our way to Mr Maynell’s office.

      “Why not?”

      “You know the reason. You have seen the things he wrote about you. And after the brick was thrown through your office window this morning you’re understandably upset at the present time.”

      “I can remain calm about such matters.”

      “Are you sure? It’s important that we keep our interview with him controlled. We cannot accuse him of throwing bricks or stealing your cat or any of the other matters which have occurred, or he will become uncooperative. We don’t want to upset him. If we can keep our interview conversational we might be able to coax him into incriminating himself.”

      “Can we ask about the woman in grey?”

      “Let’s see how the conversation progresses, Penny.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 42

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeffrey Maynell kept us waiting as he finished some correspondence. James and I sat silently across the desk from him, the tick of his clock on the mantelpiece almost deafening amid the silence.

      Had Mr Maynell found out about his wife’s evening visit to my lodgings? I hoped Lillian had managed to remain silent on the matter.

      He eventually laid his pen down and regarded us coolly.

      “What can I help you with, Inspector? And what’s this ink-slinger doing here again?”

      “There is no need to be impolite to Miss Green,” responded James. “We shan’t detain you for long. The matter pertains to a letter you’ve written.”

      “Which one?”

      “This one here,” said James, passing the letter across the desk to him.

      Mr Maynell unfolded it and I watched him scowl as he read it.

      “What nonsense is this, Inspector?”

      “Is that your handwriting, Mr Maynell?”

      “It looks similar, but it’s not mine. The letter isn’t even signed. How can you possibly attribute it to me?”

      “It bears a remarkable resemblance to this letter, which you sent to Simon Borthwick. Even the ink is the same.”

      Mr Maynell read the second letter. “Yes, I recall writing this. I can vouch that this one was written by me and I have signed it. I would never send an unsigned letter, Inspector. Why on earth would you think I had sent this anonymous letter?”

      “Because you appear to bear some animosity towards Miss Green.”

      Mr Maynell laughed. “Why should I bear Miss Green any ill will?”

      “When we visited this establishment the last time you had some rather strong words for her.”

      “I was angry because Miss Green had arranged a secret meeting with my wife to discuss a former suitor. Any other fellow would have been equally annoyed.”

      “So you deny that this anonymous letter was written by you, Mr Maynell,” said James, “even though the handwriting matches that of another letter you wrote?”

      “Absolutely, Inspector. It is mere coincidence. Have you had a graphologist analyse these letters?”

      “Not yet,” replied James with a hint of awkwardness to his voice.

      “May I suggest that you do so? I’m certain that you’re a good detective, Inspector Blakely; however, you are clearly no expert in handwriting. You need to have these letters analysed by someone who knows what they’re talking about.”

      “If this letter was not written by you,” said James, “how do you explain why someone has gone to the trouble of forging your handwriting?”

      “I don’t believe anyone has attempted to imitate it, Inspector. It’s merely coincidence, as I have already said! There is nothing to connect me with that letter other than a passing similarity in the handwriting. That is all, Inspector. I would thank you to trouble me with this no longer.”

      “Can you explain your request to Simon Borthwick for financial compensation in return for an idea that he supposedly stole?” asked James.

      “Oh, that.” Maynell sat back in his chair and interlocked his fingers. “It’s rather long and complicated, and it has nothing to do with this letter you’ve shown me.”

      “The tone of your correspondence to Borthwick on the matter suggests that there was a significant disagreement between the two of you.”

      “Not significant, Inspector. He borrowed my idea to use a filament made of carbonised paper; an idea which he had begun to pass off as his own.”

      “But his patent used a carbonised cotton filament, didn’t it?” I said. “I found a letter accusing him of stealing that idea from an inventor named Hugo Bannister.”

      “We are always attempting to find filaments which burn for longer,” replied Maynell. “And as soon as someone else found a more suitable material Borthwick was quick to adopt it.”

      “Without giving credit where it was due?” asked James.

      “Exactly,” said Maynell. “I did not consider the disagreement between us significant, but I was rather tired of his behaviour and decided that demanding financial disbursement would dissuade the man from continuing in the same vein. The chap never had an original idea of his own.”

      “Do you think Borthwick might have interpreted your letters to him discussing this matter as persecution?” asked James.

      Mr Maynell laughed coldly. “Probably! It wasn’t persecution, though, was it? I find it impossible to believe that a few letters mentioning the idea he had stolen could have driven him to his death.”

      “You were first introduced and became attracted to your wife while she was courting Simon Borthwick, is that right?” I ventured.

      Maynell’s eyes flashed angrily. If James hadn’t been sitting next to me I should have felt fearful of him.

      “Is that what she told you?” he snapped.

      “I deduced it,” I replied as calmly as possible.

      “There was nothing dishonourable about my behaviour, if that’s what you think. I cannot deny that I was drawn to Lillian, and when I heard rumours about the man – rumours which I dare not repeat – I decided that she needed saving.”

      “I’m interested in the rumours you mention, as it happens,” said James. “What were they?”

      “You will hear nothing of them from me, Inspector! I suggest you continue with your own investigating if you truly wish to find out.”

      “Simon Borthwick may have felt that you were persecuting him because you had contested his ideas and then married Lillian,” I suggested.

      He shook his head, then fixed me with his pale gaze. “If that’s what the man thought, then God help him. If Borthwick’s mind was so disturbed as to view matters in that way it’s no wonder he took his own life, is it? What could I have done otherwise? Left Lillian to her unhappy fate? Allowed him to continue stealing other people’s work? What else could I have done with regard to this matter? The man was troubled. He wasn’t anything like the genius everyone believed him to be. Can we leave this conversation alone now? I’m tired of it, I really am, and so is Lillian. It’s beginning to affect her health. She is currently nursing a mild fever, and I can only hope that it doesn’t progress into anything worse.”

      I remembered how soaked through she had been on the evening of her visit. I sincerely hoped that hadn’t been the cause of her illness.

      “Of course, Mr Maynell,” said James. “Another quick question, though, if I may. A brick was thrown through a window at the Morning Express offices this morning. Do you know anything about that?”

      Mr Maynell’s expression turned to one of incredulity.

      “A brick, Inspector? Do you honestly think I would throw a brick through a window?” He stood to his feet. “Do I look the brick-hurling type?”

      “No,” James quickly replied. “Finally, do you mind if I ask where you were on the morning of the seventeenth of June?”

      I saw Mr Maynell’s fist clench involuntarily. “That was the day Borthwick died, wasn’t it? I was at the Crystal Palace, but then you already knew that.”

      “You were there all morning?”

      “Yes. I got there at about ten o’clock,” he replied curtly. “You can ask my wife if you have any doubt. I really don’t understand your line of questioning, Inspector. You seem extremely muddled. First you accuse me of sending you a strange letter, and next you suggest that I was somehow persecuting Borthwick. Then there are questions about a brick and my whereabouts on the day Borthwick shot himself! Where is this all leading, Inspector? What’s going on?”

      “I wish I knew,” replied James. “Thank you for your time, Mr Maynell.”

      

      “We didn’t ask him about the woman who has been following me,” I hissed to James once we had left Jeffrey Maynell’s office. “Or about Tiger!”

      “You saw how his patience had run out, Penny.”

      “But what if he asked that woman to follow me? And what about Tiger?”

      James stopped. “You really think Maynell would steal a cat?”

      He noticed my lower lip wobble slightly.

      “I’m sorry,” he added hurriedly. “I didn’t intend to sound dismissive. I know how important Tiger is to you. A lot has happened over the past few weeks, and it wouldn’t do us any good to level all of it at Maynell in one go. Perhaps he is responsible, perhaps he’s not. There’s a great deal more investigating to do.”

      “Do you believe him about the letter?” I asked. “Do you believe anything he said?”

      “I’m not sure that I did,” replied James. “Either the man is innocent, or he is well practised at shaking off accusations.”

      “Which leaves us no closer to the truth!” I hissed.

      “Penny, I asked you to remain calm, didn’t I?”

      “It’s rather difficult to do so!”

      “I know, but you must. Will you be able to stay calm while we speak to Jack Copeland, or is it best that you occupy yourself with something else?”

      “I will be calm!” I snarled.

      James watched me for a moment, then his lips formed a smile. “I do find you comical at times, Penny.”

      “I fail to see what could be funny about all this!”

      “You are when you’re seething with anger but claiming to be calm. I asked you to keep a cool head, didn’t I?”

      “If you refer to a cool head again my temper will be lost for good!”

      “Can I trust you to conduct yourself with decorum when we speak to Jack Copeland?”

      “Of course you can trust me,” I replied, marching off ahead of him. “Let’s get it over with.”
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      Jack Copeland occupied himself with a tall piece of apparatus holding various vessels connected by several lengths of tubing.

      “Oh, it’s you again, Inspector,” he said glumly. “I really don’t have any time for you, I’m afraid.”

      “May I ask what you’re doing, Mr Copeland?” asked James.

      “Creating a vacuum with a Sprengel pump.”

      “How fascinating. May I ask what substance that is?” James pointed to a container filled with a thick, shiny liquid.

      “Mercury. Each drop which travels down this tube here takes a pocket of air with it, gradually reducing the air pressure within the bulb I’ve attached. Eventually, a vacuum will be created in the bulb.”

      “Impressive,” said James. “I think I should have quite liked to be a scientist.”

      “But instead you are a police officer,” replied Copeland, his long moustache twitching. “What do you want? I’m rather busy.”

      “The vacuum takes a little while to develop, does it not?” asked James. “That will allow you a short amount of time to examine a letter I have here.”

      “What letter?” asked Copeland, suddenly growing more interested.

      James handed the paper to him and I looked away as he read it, trying not to think about the words it contained.

      “Who the devil is Mr Edwards?” asked Copeland.

      “An acquaintance of Miss Green’s,” said James.

      “I see. The author of this letter doesn’t think a great deal of Miss Green, does he?”

      “He’s trying to stir up trouble,” said James. “Do you recognise the handwriting, Mr Copeland?”

      “I’m afraid not. This letter isn’t signed. Why are you showing it to me?”

      “You say that you don’t recognise the handwriting, but it bears a remarkable resemblance to your own, does it not?”

      Jack Copeland peered at the letter more closely. “Now you come to mention it, I suppose it does. But it is not my handwriting, I can assure you of that.”

      James showed Jack Copeland the letter he had written to Borthwick. “When you compare these two letters you can see that there is barely anything to differentiate the handwriting on either of them,” said James. “The person who wrote one must have written the other. Can you see that now?”

      “When you put it like that, Inspector, yes, I can see it. But surely it’s nothing more than chance. Why would I write an anonymous letter to a man I’ve never heard of about a woman with whom I have had only the briefest of acquaintances?”

      “You tell me, Mr Copeland.”

      “Now hold on, Inspector!” His bulbous eyes glared at James. “You cannot possibly think that I wrote this!”

      “The handwriting is identical to yours, Mr Copeland.”

      “It is similar, Inspector, not identical. You can’t just march in here throwing wild accusations around without any evidence. There is no proof at all that I wrote this letter. And there’s no motive, either. Why on earth would I do such a thing?”

      “Because Miss Green has been trying to find out who Simon Borthwick’s persecutors were, and in doing so she has angered people who must be worried that she is getting closer to the truth.”

      “You think that I persecuted Simon Borthwick?” He shoved the letter back into James’ hands.

      “My mind is not yet made up on the matter, Mr Copeland.”

      “But you’re considering it? What nonsense! He was a colleague of mine, and I respected him. We were friends.”

      “Where were you early in the morning of the seventeenth of June?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Please answer my question.”

      “Now hold on a moment. What are you trying to infer? I think I need to take the advice of a lawyer before answering any more of your questions.”

      “If you require a lawyer, Mr Copeland, that suggests to me that you may have something to hide.”

      “What on earth are you talking about? Every man has the right to seek a lawyer’s advice whether he’s guilty of something or not! Do you really take the suggestion of a lawyer to be an admission of guilt? How preposterous! And you call yourself a detective!”

      “I only enquired as to your whereabouts on the morning of the seventeenth of June, Mr Copeland.”

      “Why that day?”

      “It was the day on which Mr Borthwick took his own life.”

      “Why, I travelled to the Crystal Palace of course! Where else could I possibly have been, Inspector?”

      “I don’t know. Hence the question.”

      “Are you trying to be smart with me?”

      “Not at all, Mr Copeland. I am simply looking for an explanation as to how and why a malicious letter was written in your handwriting.”

      “You’re not the only one! I should also like to know the answer to that question. If someone is trying to frame me for something I wish to get to the bottom of it as soon as possible!”

      “An acquaintance of Mr Borthwick’s, Richard Geller, was murdered inside the museum at St Bartholomew’s medical school on the morning of the seventeenth of June. Were you aware of that?”

      “No, but I suppose I’m guilty of that too, am I? A letter which resembles my handwriting is sent to someone I have never met and that implicates me in the murder of Borthwick’s friend?”

      “Not at all, Mr Copeland. You’re the one making assumptions now.”

      “So why all the questions, Inspector? Are you attempting to manipulate me into divulging something?”

      “No, I have finished with my questions for now. Thank you for your time, Mr Copeland.”

      “You’re finished, are you? So you walk into my laboratory and rile me as if I were a bear to be poked with a stick.” Copeland jabbed his finger angrily at James as he spoke. I had never seen him so animated before. “Well, let me tell you something, Inspector. This bear can roar if he needs to. And he can do far worse than that if necessary!”

      James glanced at me and I could tell he was suggesting that we quit the room.

      We turned to walk towards the door.

      “That’s it is it, Inspector?” Copeland called after us. “When shall I look forward to your next visit?”

      James escorted me out of the laboratory without giving a reply.

      

      “Well, that’s two men angered in one morning,” commented James as we left the works and made our way towards Blackfriars Bridge. “Who shall we rile next?”

      I laughed. “What do you think? Was Copeland telling the truth?”

      “He seemed to be. But the letters do appear to be in his and Maynell’s handwriting. Both men claim it’s a matter of chance or coincidence, but I need to have the letters analysed by a graphologist as soon as possible. We need to be able to prove that they wrote them.”

      The wharves were busy with steamboats and barges as we began our walk across the bridge. Sails flapped in the wind and trains clattered over the railway bridge alongside us. Clouds raced across the sun, casting brief shadows over the city.

      “I need to finish my article on the statue France is gifting America tomorrow,” I said. “Shall we meet at the Museum Tavern this evening to discuss Maynell’s prospective arrest? He cannot carry on like this and get away with it. And neither can Copeland.”

      “I should like to, Penny, but I’m afraid I can’t this evening.”

      “Do you have other plans?”

      “I’m afraid so.” He avoided my gaze.

      “What are they?”

      “Only dull plans, I’m afraid.”

      “I’m still interested to hear about them.”

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t be.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      James turned to look at me, his expression weary. “You wouldn’t be interested, Penny.”

      “Now I am extremely interested. We’ve been discussing your dull plans long enough for me to wonder what they could possibly be.”

      “Just wedding discussions.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      “There you go. I knew you wouldn’t be interested.”

      “Perhaps we could meet at the tavern tomorrow evening instead?”

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible either.”

      I felt puzzled. James was usually keen to meet me at the Museum Tavern to discuss whichever case we were working on.

      “You’re discussing wedding plans again tomorrow evening?” I asked.

      We stopped midway across the bridge. A warm breeze brought with it the dank smell of the Thames.

      James’ eyes were fixed on a steamboat, which made its way downriver towards us.

      “Penny… I’m not sure it’s proper that I meet you at the Museum Tavern at all.”

      “Not proper? But we meet there to discuss our work. You’ve never said anything about it being improper before. I don’t understand. Why should you no longer wish to meet me there?”

      “I do!” He turned to face me again. “I do wish to meet you there, Penny. But… something has been said.”

      “By whom? Who has said something?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Of course it matters! Who told you that you shouldn’t meet me there?”

      “The person in question hasn’t told me, as such. It has merely been implied.”

      “The future Mrs Blakely?”

      He said nothing, but instead held my gaze. I realised my suggestion had been correct and tried to remain impassive.

      “I don’t see why she should prevent you from meeting with a colleague to discuss work. You’re not even married to her yet.”

      “She views it differently.”

      “How does she view it?”

      “To be honest with you, Penny, I’m not entirely sure. But there is some discomfort around the fact that you and I occasionally meet at a public house.”

      “Does she think I’m about to steal you away?”

      James laughed awkwardly. “Of course not!”

      “Then I still don’t understand.”

      The truth was that I did understand. The future Mrs Blakely was concerned about James’ relationship with me and I knew that she had every right to be. Perhaps I wanted to hear him admit it.

      “It’s just a notion she has at the present time,” said James. “I’m sure it will die away in due course, but for the time being I think it best if Charlotte feels satisfied that I am not meeting with you at a public house.”

      He didn’t often refer to her by name. I stared back at him, trying to ignore the tightening sensation in my throat.

      “Are you saying that we shouldn’t meet at all?”

      “No, I’m not saying that. We have to meet during the course of our work, don’t we?”

      “But no more meetings at the Museum Tavern?”

      “Perhaps not until the notion—”

      “Forget about the notion,” I said impatiently. “She doesn’t want us to meet one another, and in a few months’ time she will be your wife. She’s already beginning to tighten her grip on you. I suppose I should have expected that. She’s perfectly entitled to, of course. I don’t even know why I’m surprised.” I sighed. “But for some strange reason I am.”

      “I don’t like this either, Penny,” he replied quietly.

      “It’s a choice you have made, James! No one is forcing you to marry her.”

      I turned away from him and continued my walk along the bridge. I half hoped that he would call out or catch up with me.

      But he didn’t.
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      Tiger’s tin bowl sat empty by the stove as I got dressed the following morning. I turned to look at my bed, hopeful that I would see her sleeping there, but her favourite place was vacant. A tear ran down my cheek, swiftly followed by another.

      Footsteps on the staircase up to my room prompted me to remove my spectacles and quickly dry my tears with the sleeve of my blouse.

      “Telegram for you, Miss Green!” called Mrs Garnett.

      I hoped she would push the envelope under the door, but she appeared to be waiting for me to open it.

      I rubbed at my eyes, hoping my landlady wouldn’t notice that I had been crying, and forced a smile onto my face.

      “Good grief. Are you all right?” she asked as I opened the door.

      “Of course,” I replied with as much cheer as I could muster. But my voice cracked and the look of concern on her face gave rise to an enormous sob.

      “You’re certainly not all right.”

      My landlady took my arm, led me over to my bed and made me sit down.

      “You need some rest; you’ve exhausted yourself. I’ll be back in a moment with Dr Cobbold’s Remedy.”

      “There’s no need, Mrs Garnett!” I called out after her, but she was gone.

      I wiped my eyes again and turned my attention to the envelope my landlady had placed next to me on the bed. Opening it, I saw that the telegram was from Mr Sherman.

      

      Another unpleasant incident at office. Best to stay away for few days.

      

      Had another brick been thrown through the window? Or something worse? Why hadn’t he given any further detail about the unpleasant incident?

      “Oh no! You look even worse now, Miss Green,” said Mrs Garnett as she returned to the room. “Did the telegram bring bad news?”

      “I have been advised not to go to my office,” I said weakly.

      “That’s a good thing. You need a few days of rest,” replied Mrs Garnett as she poured out a spoonful of the thick brown syrup.

      “I don’t need any rest,” I protested. “I need to find Tiger!”

      “She’ll come back. She’s a cat.”

      “She won’t. They’ve taken her!”

      “Who’s taken her?”

      “The woman who wrote on the door.”

      “I find that hard to believe.” The spoon of remedy was poised by my mouth. “Open wide.”

      “I don’t like this medicine, Mrs Garnett, and I’m not convinced that it does anything of use.”

      “Open!”

      I felt my face crumple as I swallowed the syrup.

      “Now you must sleep.”

      “What will happen if they don’t want me to go back at all?”

      “Who?”

      “The newspaper. What if Mr Sherman decides he doesn’t want me to write for him any more? You saw what it was like when it happened before.”

      “I remember that all right. What does the telegram say?”

      I showed it to her.

      “This doesn’t imply that you’re to lose your job; it only asks you to stay away for a few days. What could the unpleasant incident have been?”

      “I have no idea. I only wish that I knew.”

      “What was the previous one?”

      “What previous one?”

      “It says here another unpleasant incident. Which suggests to me that there was one before it.”

      “Someone threw a brick through the newsroom window.”

      “That is indeed unpleasant. But why does it mean that you must stay away?”

      “Because the brick was intended for me. It had my name attached to it.”

      Mrs Garnett gasped. “Whatever have you landed yourself in this time, Miss Green?”

      “I don’t know, but all of this has happened since I started taking an interest in the cases of Simon Borthwick and Richard Geller.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Two people who appear to have died unnecessarily. I shouldn’t have become involved.”

      “It certainly sounds like you shouldn’t have if people are throwing bricks at you through the window. They’d better not throw bricks through my windows!”

      “I hope they won’t, Mrs Garnett.”

      “You hope they won’t? Is that all the reassurance you can give me? That woman wrote on my door, didn’t she?”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs Garnett. Please don’t ask me to stay away from my home as well!”

      “I don’t understand exactly what it is you do, Miss Green, but I can see that it has involved you in a whole host of troubles. I don’t really know how you manage it. As the good book says: He that passeth by, and meddleth with strife belonging not to him, is like one that taketh a dog by the ears.”

      “But I’m a news reporter, Mrs Garnett. It’s my job to meddle with strife!”

      “You’ll meddle yourself into an early grave if you’re not careful.”

      “If I don’t find out who caused the deaths of Simon Borthwick and Richard Geller the people responsible will get away with it. And they could do the same to someone else.”

      “Perhaps they’ll do the same to you!”

      I stared at Mrs Garnett and a shiver ran down my back. “Please don’t say that.”

      “Whoever is responsible must be an evil person. Did you ever find out who wrote that letter to me?”

      “Not yet.”

      “And what is your police officer friend doing about all this?”

      “He’s a detective. And he’s doing his best, but it’s difficult to prove anything against these people.”

      “That’s because they’re clever. They know what they’re doing. You, on the other hand, do not. You need to stop this investigative work. Look what happened to the two unfortunate chaps who crossed these people.”

      “I’m not going to die, Mrs Garnett.”

      “How do you know that?”

      The truth was that I couldn’t be certain. The sickening sensation returned as I realised that Simon Borthwick had taken his own life because doing so had been preferable to living in purgatory.

      “I wonder…” I found myself murmuring.

      “Wonder what?”

      “Was Richard murdered to punish Simon?”

      “How would I know?”

      “It was a rhetorical question, Mrs Garnett, but it has certainly made me think.”

      “You need to stop thinking, go back to bed and get some sleep. You saw your editor’s telegram, and it was clearly written on my door. Stay away. How long will it take for you to heed the advice you’ve been given?”
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      Miss Green

      

      I was both distressed and saddened to learn of the despicable letters penned by Mr Maynell and Mr Copeland. I am writing to inform you that I have dismissed both men from the employment of Repton, Borthwick and Company, and wish to offer my sincere apologies for the distress they have caused you.

      

      Respectfully,

      Mr Donald Repton

      

      I smiled as I read the letter. Despite the men’s denials it seemed Mr Repton was convinced of their guilt. It was an honourable move and rather a brave one. Surely Jack Copeland had an important job to do at the Kensington Court development. Could he be easily replaced? I folded the letter and felt pleased to have gained Mr Repton’s support.

      This was the second day I had stayed at home, having received no further word from Mr Sherman about the latest incident at the office. For the remainder of the morning I sat at my writing desk and watched the sun’s passage over the rooftops of London. I couldn’t remember the last time I had spent such a long time doing so little. All the while I hoped that I would hear a miaow and see Tiger jump into view on the roof tiles in front of me. But she never came.

      I spent some time writing about my father’s travels in Colombia. The words were beginning to come a little more easily and I found myself warming to the idea that Mr Fox-Stirling might undertake another search for him. It seemed preferable to taking no action at all.

      My conversation with James on Blackfriars Bridge kept returning to my mind. What exactly had Charlotte said to him about me? How had she guessed that we harboured feelings for one another?

      I tried to imagine how James felt about the situation. Was he saddened that his fiancée sought to put an end to our friendship? Or was he prepared to accept it? Perhaps I would never understand how he felt about it. I had to tell myself that one thing was clear. James had been forced to choose between me and his fiancée.

      My little room grew hotter as the heat of the day intensified. I became restless and felt the need to venture outside. I wanted to talk to someone. I couldn’t bear to sit around waiting for Tiger when I felt sure she would not return.

      Mr Sherman didn’t want me to attend the office but there was another place I could visit.

      

      “Miss Green!” whispered Mr Edwards with a grin. “It’s been a little while since I last saw you. How are you? You look rather tired if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “I am. My cat is still missing.”

      “Still? I didn’t realise she had been missing.”

      “Yes, it’s been three days now. I don’t think she’ll ever come back now.”

      He held out his hand as if to pat me on the shoulder, but seemed to think better of it.

      “I’m sure she will come back, Miss Green. Cats often do this sort of thing.”

      “That’s what everyone has said, but she has never done anything of the kind before.”

      “Perhaps it’s the weather. We’ve had an unusually long spell of high pressure. Animals can react in strange ways to the weather.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Having taken a seat in the reading room I realised how hot the air was inside. Once again, I felt the need to move about.

      “It’s no good. I can’t concentrate in here,” I said.

      I suddenly felt tearful again. Perhaps it would have been better to remain in my room.

      “Miss Green, you don’t look very well. Perhaps a short walk would do you good.”

      “I think it would.”

      “If you can bear with me for a few moments I could accompany you.”

      

      Mr Edwards and I walked around Russell Square. Birdsong rang out from the trees and two young children played on the grass with their nanny.

      There was something rather calming about Mr Edwards’ company. He had a soft, pleasant voice and seemed relaxed in my company. I no longer spent all our time together worrying that he might propose marriage to me at any moment.

      We passed the Duke of Bedford statue and continued on our way.

      “Has there been any progress with regard to all this malicious letter business?” he asked.

      I told him about James’ conversations with Mr Maynell and Mr Copeland.

      “They most certainly wrote the letters,” I said. “And yet they deny everything!”

      “Unpleasant men indeed,” said Mr Edwards. “I should like to have a word with them myself. Fancy writing such unkind things about a lady!”

      “I don’t care about the letters,” I replied. “I just want Tiger to come home.”

      “She will; I feel sure of it, Miss Green. She is probably engaged in asserting her territorial rights, as is common among the Felidae.”

      “Felidae?”

      “The cat family. Subdivided into the Pantherinae and Felinae groups. Your Tiger is one of the latter, though her name is synonymous with the former!”

      “Is that so?”

      We walked around the perimeter of the square once and then began a second lap. A child’s nurse passed us pushing a perambulator, and behind her walked a woman in a plain grey dress. A large black hat partly shielded her face.

      I glanced at her as we walked past and thought it unusual that she was looking so directly at me. All the while Mr Edwards was talking about cats. It was only once we had passed her that I felt a sickening lurch in my stomach. I stopped.

      “It’s her!” I said.

      “Who?” asked Mr Edwards.

      I spun around to see the woman running away from us. She had removed her hat and was holding it in one hand as she sprinted off.

      “The woman in grey! I think she took Tiger!”

      “She took her? Are you sure?”

      “She keeps following me!”

      I began to run after her.

      “Miss Green!” Mr Edwards cried out from behind me.

      “I need to catch her this time!” I called back.

      But as I ran after the retreating figure I knew that, as before, I had no hope of catching her. My legs felt heavy and my breathing was constricted by my corset. As I slowed to a walk a figure ran past me at a great pace.

      “Hold this!” came the instruction as he flung a bowler hat over his shoulder for me to catch.

      Mr Edwards’ arms and legs moved like pistons as he sprinted along the path. People dodged and dived out of his way, appearing as surprised by his speed as I was.

      The woman in grey was at the far end of the park. She must have heard the pounding of Mr Edwards’ feet, for she turned and saw him closing in on her. Apparently unfazed, she darted toward the edge of the park and vaulted over the wrought iron fence in one swift move.

      I blinked, not wholly convinced that I had just seen a woman perform such a manoeuvre while wearing skirts. But the vault did nothing to deter Mr Edwards. He performed the same action and the pair vanished from my view.

      I ran to catch up, but there was no sign of them by the time I reached the fence. I dropped my carpet bag and Mr Edwards’ hat onto the other side of the fence and managed to slowly clamber over it, feeling rather foolish and conspicuous as I did so.

      I crossed the road and peered along the stretch of large houses which lined Upper Bedford Place. There was no sign of Mr Edwards there.

      I continued on to the next street, Woburn Place, which was busy with traffic. I felt sure that I saw a running figure up ahead. Then I saw the woman’s black hat lying on the ground, so I picked it up. It was made from black silk and had a bow wrapped around it.

      I ran as best as I could with my bag and two hats, but as I reached the junction with Great Coram Street I could see no one running on ahead of me. Unless Mr Edwards and the woman in grey had run exceptionally fast, they must have turned off somewhere. The only other turning I could see was a small lane between the large terraced homes which led to the mews.

      I ran through the entrance to the mews and along the uneven cobbles.

      “Help!” I heard a woman’s voice call out.

      I turned into the mews on my left, where horses were hanging their heads over stable doors and chickens pecked at the gaps between the cobblestones. At the far end of the mews I saw Mr Edwards clinging to the arm of the woman in grey. She was trying to pull herself away.

      “Robbery!” she shouted.

      A stable lad appeared, followed by another. They immediately set themselves upon Mr Edwards.

      “No!” I called out, running up to them. “It’s not a robbery! He is not harming her. Leave him alone!”

      Mr Edwards tried to duck the stable boys’ blows while still clinging steadfastly to the woman’s arm.

      “Stop hitting him!” I shouted. “Everybody stop!”

      The stable lads paused to stare at me and I held out the woman’s hat. She snatched it and glared at me with dark eyes. She looked twenty-five or so in my estimation.

      “Get him off me,” she ordered as if Mr Edwards were a dog and I were his owner.

      “You’ll run away again if he lets go,” I replied. “Who are you?”

      She ignored my question.

      “What’s goin’ on ’ere?” asked one of the stable lads.

      “Fetch a police officer,” I replied.

      “I ain’t fetchin’ no one till yer tell us what’s goin’ on,” he said.

      “Ow!” said the woman as Mr Edwards held tightly to her arm.

      “Who are you?” he asked her.

      “Let go. Yer hurtin’ ’er!” said the stable lads, who looked as though they were about to start beating Mr Edwards again.

      “Hold on, Mr Edwards!” I called to him. “I’ll go and fetch a police officer to place her under arrest.”

      I turned to summon help but was confronted by a small crowd wearing quizzical expressions. As I did my best to run around them I stumbled upon a police constable.
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      “She’s been following me for several days!” I explained to the dour police constable in the small, airless room at the police station. “And I think she’s stolen my cat.”

      “Do you know who she is?” he asked.

      “No! That’s why Mr Edwards chased after her, so we could find out! She runs too swiftly for me to catch her. Has she told you who she is?”

      “Not me personally.”

      I sighed. “Can I ask you again to please send a telegram to Inspector James Blakely at Scotland Yard. He will be able to deal with this matter. He knows this woman has been following me.”

      “I’ll have to let Inspector Rigby decide whether that’s a good idea or not.”

      “Tell him to do it!” I demanded. “And then this whole mess will be sorted out for good!”

      

      An hour later I was permitted to sit at a table with Mr Edwards. The dour police constable sat with us, as did Inspector Rigby: a large man with heavy jowls, black whiskers and unblinking eyes. He scribbled copious notes onto several sheets of paper.

      James had also joined us, though there wasn’t a chair available for him to sit on. He paced the room and I tried to pretend that he didn’t look handsome in his smart grey suit. Our conversation on Blackfriars Bridge weighed heavily on my mind. I knew I had to accept that he had chosen Charlotte instead of me, but I felt a twinge of sadness whenever I looked at him.

      “I have never been arrested before,” said Mr Edwards. “Do I need to find myself a lawyer?”

      “There will be no need for that,” said James. “We’ll have the charges dropped and get you out of here as soon as possible.”

      “We’ll see about that,” retorted Inspector Rigby.

      “Mr Edwards was merely helping Miss Green,” said James. “That woman has been pestering her for a number of days now. When will you allow me to question her?”

      “There is no need for you to do so.”

      “I’m afraid there is, Inspector Rigby. There is a connection here with the murder of Richard Geller at St Bartholomew’s Hospital and I am currently investigating that case.”

      “Doesn’t St Bartholomew’s fall under the jurisdiction of the City of London police?”

      “It does, but the commissioner was personally asked by the victim’s father, an important Rabbi, to have the case investigated by the Yard.”

      “You mention a connection between that murder and Mr Edwards’ attack on an innocent woman. What is the connection?”

      “I shall be extremely happy to sit down with you later today to explain the situation to you, Inspector Rigby,” replied James. “But in the meantime, I must ask that you allow my good friends here to leave and grant me fifteen minutes with the woman in question.”

      “I don’t wish to discuss this in detail with you here, Inspector Blakely. Please come into my office so we can continue the debate.”

      The two inspectors left the room, leaving us alone with the dour police constable.

      “How are you?” I asked Mr Edwards. “Did the stable lads hurt you?”

      “Oh no,” he replied gently touching a painful-looking bruise on his cheekbone. “Not much, anyway.”

      “I had no idea you could run so fast,” I said. “It was quite astonishing to witness.”

      He blushed. “I was the hundred-yard flat race champion at university. I like to keep it up where possible, and I’m glad I did as it meant that we finally caught her.”

      “Yes, you did. Thank you, Mr Edwards. We’ll be able to find out who she is now and put a stop to all this unpleasantness.”
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        * * *

      

      “Her name is Miss Maria Forsyth and she denies ever having followed you,” said James when he and Inspector Rigby returned to the room a short while later. “She says she has no idea who you are.”

      “What nonsense!” I leapt up from my seat. “You saw her following me, didn’t you, Mr Edwards?”

      “I saw her pass us in Russell Square,” he replied.

      “Exactly! She was following me!”

      “Well, she was walking towards us if we’re to be precise,” corrected Mr Edwards.

      “But she looked at me. You saw the look she gave me, didn’t you?”

      “Actually, the first thing that drew my attention was that you began chasing after her, Miss Green. Are you sure she’s the woman who has been following you?”

      “Of course she is!”

      I felt my stomach flip with anger as I noticed a sceptical glance pass between Mr Edwards and James.

      “If she’s innocent, why did she run away?” I snapped. “You saw how quickly she scarpered and the way she vaulted over that fence! She was acting suspiciously and she didn’t want to be caught!”

      “That’s a good point,” said Mr Edwards. “She didn’t half move. Have you encountered Miss Forsyth before, Inspector Blakely?”

      “No, though Penny has mentioned her to me a few times.”

      “Can I speak with her?” I appealed to Inspector Rigby.

      He sucked the air in through his teeth as he gave this some thought.

      “Please?” I asked. “I only wish to know who she is.”

      “We know who she is,” replied the Inspector. “She’s Miss Maria Forsyth, and she appears to have done nothing wrong.”

      I snorted. “I disagree with that!”

      “This gentleman, however,” Inspector Rigby gestured toward Mr Edwards, “chased after the poor woman and manhandled her in Woburn Mews.”

      “Only because I asked him to, Inspector,” I said. “I take full responsibility for his actions.”

      “It’s a shame the chap can’t take responsibility for himself,” the inspector replied. “Do you do everything Miss Green asks of you Mr Edwards?”

      “I think I probably do,” he replied.

      James rubbed his brow, seemingly bemused by this remark.

      “However, Miss Green did not ask me to chase after Miss Forsyth,” continued Mr Edwards. “I merely did so because I could see that Miss Green wished for her to be apprehended.”

      “If you let me speak to Miss Forsyth,” I continued, “perhaps I can explain to her why Mr Edwards and I pursued her.”

      “Very well,” replied Inspector Rigby. “But the woman is keen to leave the station and I have found no reason to hold her here any longer. You may have five minutes with her, and I shall be present throughout.”

      

      Inspector Rigby escorted me into the room where Miss Forsyth was waiting.

      “When can I leave this place, Inspector?” she asked as we entered the room.

      Then she saw me and curled her lip. There was no doubt in my mind that she was the woman in grey.

      “Miss Green would like to speak to you for a few minutes, Miss Forsyth,” said the inspector. “And then you can be on your way.”

      “What do you want?” she asked me coldly.

      Her expression was haughty for someone so young. Her grey cotton dress, buttoned up to her throat, was trimmed with dark lace. Her black hat lay on the table in front of her and my eyes were drawn to the pair of earrings which glittered in her ears.

      I immediately thought of the earring I had found inside the medical school museum.

      “I want to know why you’re following me,” I said.

      “Why would I follow you?” she replied with a seemingly confused expression.

      “I saw you in the reading room and after that at the theatre. You were watching me on both occasions. And then you waited for me outside my home and chalked the words Stay Away on my landlady’s front door. After that you followed me to Berkeley Square and I chased after you, but you escaped.”

      A smile slowly spread across Miss Forsyth’s face as I spoke. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I don’t even know who you are.”

      “You’re lying!” I retorted.

      “Now, now, Miss Green,” said Inspector Rigby. “There is no need for anyone to lose their temper.”

      “Someone asked you to follow me,” I said to Miss Forsyth, ignoring the inspector’s admonition. “Who was it?”

      The smile remained on her face. “It’s clear to me and to the police that you have mistaken me for someone else.”

      “No, I haven’t. I recognise you. And it is no coincidence that you were in Russell Square today.”

      “I was walking to my sister’s house in Gordon Square when your uncouth friend decided to chase me.”

      “So why did you run away?”

      “I was frightened! I didn’t know what he was planning to do to me!”

      Inspector Rigby glared at me as if to ascertain why I wasn’t satisfied with this explanation.

      “Where’s my cat?” I asked.

      “Your cat?” She laughed. “How would I know anything about a cat?”

      “You took her!” I snarled.

      Her laughter rang in my ears and I felt my fist clench as I fought the urge to strike her.

      “Inspector, this woman is deluded!” chuckled Miss Forsyth. “I hope you intend to commit her to Bedlam.”

      I lunged towards her with no idea what I would do if I got close enough. Inspector Rigby grabbed my arm and pushed me back.

      “That’s quite enough, ladies. Miss Green, leave this room immediately.”

      Anger boiled in my chest as he led me away.

      “She’s lying!” I said to him. “Everything she has said is a lie!”

      “That may be so,” he replied. “But we have no evidence to support your claims.”

      “So in the meantime you intend to arrest my friend, Mr Edwards, who has done nothing wrong!”

      “No, he won’t be arrested,” replied Inspector Rigby as we walked back toward the others. “Miss Forsyth has graciously said that she does not wish to press charges.”
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        * * *

      

      “Miss Forsyth doesn’t wish to press charges because she was up to no good in the first place!” I fumed as I walked back across Russell Square towards the British Museum with James and Mr Edwards. “Did you ask her about the earring we found at the museum, James?”

      “Not on this occasion, but we have a record of her name and address now, so we can ask her about it later if necessary.”

      “If necessary? I think it rather essential.”

      “Penny, there’s nothing to suggest that she has any connection at all to Richard Geller’s murder.”

      “Not yet, but it’s worth asking, don’t you think?”

      “I suppose it is.”

      I sighed. “I feel as though we have missed an opportunity to challenge her properly.”

      “Inspector Rigby was rather protective of her,” said James. “He seemed to view her as the victim of that whole business today.”

      “I shouldn’t have grappled with her in that manner,” added Mr Edwards with deep shame.

      “What else could you have done?” I asked. “You did the right thing, Mr Edwards. Sadly, I cannot prove that she’s the same woman who has been following me, and it seems that no one believes me, anyway.”

      “I believe you, Miss Green,” said Mr Edwards.

      “As do I, Penny,” added James.

      “Well it didn’t seem that way at the police station!” I retorted. “I saw the look you gave each other.”

      “What look?” asked James.

      “A look of exasperation.”

      “We did no such thing!” said Mr Edwards.

      “You did so!” I replied. “You both say you believe me to keep me happy, but I don’t think either of you actually does.”

      “That’s not true,” said James. “I understand you’re upset about Tiger, but it’s not fair to suggest that we don’t believe you. We both wish to help as much as we possibly can.”

      “You cannot help me any further, James. The future Mrs Blakely has decreed it.”

      “Now come on, Penny. That’s unfair.” James stopped.

      “Decreed what?” Mr Edwards asked, also drawing to a halt. “What’s unfair? And what does it have to do with the future Mrs Blakely?”

      “Ask James,” I replied, walking on without them.
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      “Miss Green! What brings you here at this hour?”

      Mr Sherman’s housekeeper had shown me into his study, which had crimson wallpaper and was as untidy as his office at the Morning Express. It was the first time I had visited my editor’s home in Holborn and I could see that he was surprised and uneasy about my being there. A pipe was lodged in his mouth and he wore a velvet paisley smoking jacket.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked, standing and gesturing for me to sit in an easy chair by the fireplace. Then he sat back at his desk.

      “Not especially,” I replied.

      “Then you must have a sherry,” he replied, picking up the decanter on his desk. “There is another glass somewhere about the place. It’s East India sherry, Miss Green. Your favourite.”

      He found the spare glass, filled it and passed it to me. I took a sip and enjoyed the comforting warmth of it in my throat.

      “What was the unpleasant incident?” I asked.

      “Oh, you don’t need to worry yourself about that.”

      “But I should like to know! Was it anything to do with Mr Maynell or Mr Copeland from Repton, Borthwick and Company?”

      “I don’t know who it was to do with, Miss Green, but there is no need to concern yourself about the incident.”

      “But how long do you wish me to stay away from the office?”

      “For as long as it takes for matters to calm down. Sadly, I think you need to stop pursuing your current line of inquiry.”

      “But I can’t stop!” I replied. “Jeffrey Maynell and Jack Copeland are writing poisonous letters about me, and a woman called Maria Forsyth has been following me. They all deny it, of course, but I have to continue with the investigation. I cannot allow them to get away with what they’re doing. And there is also Richard Geller’s murder to consider. Somehow these people are behind it, but we need to prove how exactly.”

      Mr Sherman blew out a puff of pipe smoke. “Leave it to the police, Miss Green. The very best course of action now is to distance yourself from it all.”

      “I can’t leave it up to the police.”

      “Of course you can. It’s their job to solve these crimes. Stop the work you’re doing on this and I have every confidence that the malicious letters, the bricks through the windows and the other unfortunate incidents will come to an end.”

      “You still haven’t told me what has happened at the office.”

      “Nor have I any need to, for the time being.”

      I felt sure that Edgar or Frederick would tell me if I were to ask them.

      “If I were to stop my work on this case I would be giving up,” I said.

      “Is that such a bad thing?” he replied. “Sometimes perseverance tips over into sheer stubbornness. Now and again a little skilled judgement is required. You can’t win every battle.”

      “Maybe I can’t. But I know that I cannot leave this matter to the police.”

      “Why ever not?”

      “Because you told me yourself that there are certain people who refuse to speak to the police.”

      “Well, that’s the detectives’ problem to manage, not yours.”

      “Do you think they might speak to me?”

      “Miss Green, do not get involved! You will only make matters worse for yourself!”

      “You didn’t answer my question, sir. Would the men who refuse to speak to the police speak to me?”

      “I don’t know,” he replied irritably. “But even if there’s a chance they will, what of it? They can’t help the case progress because there isn’t the slightest chance they would agree to appear in court.”

      “I’m quite sure they wouldn’t have to. Please will you help me try? Two men have lost their lives. Two innocent men. And I have been to the museum at the medical school and seen where it all happened.” I shivered. “It was such a terrible thing to happen to Richard Geller.”

      “I heard that Rabbi Geller asked the Yard to investigate. They will get to the bottom of this very quickly now, you’ll see.”

      “Not if people refuse to speak to them.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if Inspector Blakely has been asked to work on it.”

      “As a matter of fact, he has.”

      “Well there you go then, Miss Green. You have every confidence in the man, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do. But I’m not prepared to stop pleading with you, Mr Sherman. I need to speak to someone who knew Richard Geller well. And someone who knew Simon Borthwick. I would be discreet; you know that I would. I would never put anybody in danger and I won’t tell the police who I’ve spoken to. Not even James.

      “Please, Mr Sherman, will you ask the people you know and find out if there is someone who could speak to me about Mr Geller and Mr Borthwick? Even if they have nothing helpful to impart I shall at least know that I have tried. I cannot miss an opportunity to find out something more. I’ve tried speaking to the people who I feel sure are behind it, but I have made no progress. I need to understand more about Richard Geller and Simon Borthwick, and I feel sure that someone knows something which can be of some use to me.”

      “I must say that you’re extremely persistent.”

      “That’s why I’m a news reporter.”

      “I would much prefer you to devote your energies to the stories we print in the paper.”

      “I am more than happy to, but I need to see this one through as well. Please, Mr Sherman.”

      He stared into the middle distance and sucked on his pipe thoughtfully.

      “I’m going to have to think about it, Miss Green,” he replied after a long pause. “I can’t promise you anything at all.”
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        * * *

      

      An envelope was waiting for me when I arrived home. Inside it was an invitation to dine with Edgar and Georgina Fish. Initially, my heart sank at the thought of having to make polite conversation for a whole evening, but then I realised that Edgar could perhaps tell me what had been happening at the office in my absence.
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      “I can’t help thinking that my behaviour toward Inspector Blakely has been rather petulant,” I said to Eliza as we had lunch together at The Holborn Restaurant. Another day away from work had provided me with a little extra time to meet with my sister.

      “What have you done now, Penelope?” she asked as she dipped her spoon into her bowl of chicken consommé.

      “I think I may have become rather sulky when he mentioned that his fiancée would prefer it if we no longer spent time together alone.”

      “Sulky? Oh dear, that’s rather immature. It sounds as though his fiancée has finally realised that she has something to be concerned about.”

      “She has nothing to be concerned about!”

      “Is that so?”

      “Of course! However, I would probably say something similar if I were in her shoes.”

      “Why would you say something similar?”

      “Because perhaps it isn’t fitting for a betrothed man and a spinster to be meeting together unchaperoned.”

      “You have always told me that it was for professional reasons.”

      “That’s right.”

      “In which case she has nothing to be concerned about.”

      “No, nothing at all. But it’s not commonplace, is it?”

      “No. But then you’re not really a commonplace sort of woman, Penelope.”

      “It was unfair of me to be rude to Inspector Blakely about it. It’s not his fault.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I think I shall need to apologise to him.”

      “If you’ve been petulant an apology sounds like the right course of action. Then you must learn to distance yourself from the man. He is to be married in September, after all.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s been some time since I last saw the delightful Mr Edwards. How is he?”

      “He’s very well, thank you, Ellie. I must say that I was impressed by his running ability earlier this week.”

      “Mr Edwards is athletic?”

      “Yes. He was the hundred-yard flat race champion during his university days.”

      I explained to Eliza what had occurred with Maria Forsyth in Russell Square.

      Eliza stopped eating for a moment and shook her head in dismay. “Oh dear, Penelope. You had the poor man arrested!”

      “He wasn’t arrested, he was merely questioned. As was the woman who took Tiger.”

      “How do you know that she is the culprit?”

      “I just know. She was hanging about nearby on the day Tiger went missing.”

      Eliza sighed. “Until quite recently I thought Mr Edwards was a suitable match for you.”

      “What’s changed your mind?”

      “I’m beginning to think that he could do with someone rather more sensible. You get yourself into such ridiculous scrapes, Penelope. And to think Mr Edwards ended up at the police station because you had a notion that some poor woman stole your cat.”

      “It’s rather more than that, Ellie,” I said, feeling exasperated.

      “Yes, I suspected as much. It sounds to me as though you owe both Inspector Blakely and Mr Edwards an apology. Why they should choose to consort with you I’ll never know.”

      “Perhaps they like a lady who gets herself into scrapes.”

      “I suppose they must do. But you can wipe that smile off your face. It’s hardly something to be proud of!”

      I occupied myself with my tomato soup and decided not to tell my sister that I had been instructed to stay away from the Morning Express offices for the time being.

      “Have you considered the plan George and I suggested about asking Mr Fox-Stirling to look for Father in Colombia again?” asked Eliza.

      “Must it be him? Can’t we find someone else?”

      “He knows the area better than anyone else.”

      “Yet failed to find any sign of Father’s whereabouts the last time.”

      “But there’s no better alternative, wouldn’t you agree? We can insist that he takes a Spanish translator with him this time.”

      “It’ll take us a long time to raise the funds.”

      “We’ll manage it. In the meantime, shall I go ahead and ask Mr Fox-Stirling?”

      I sighed. “Yes, I suppose so.”

      “Good. That settles matters, then. I shall invite him and his wife over for dinner and propose the idea.”
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        * * *

      

      After lunch I walked up to the post office on High Holborn and sent a contrite telegram to James.

      

      I wish to apologise for my churlish conduct and have every respect for your fiancée’s wishes.

      

      Penny

      

      I addressed it to his home rather than to Scotland Yard.
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      A warm breeze whipped down the steps as I exited Westminster Bridge Station the following afternoon. Big Ben chimed three o’clock as I crossed the road and made my way toward Westminster Bridge.

      I was on time.

      I slowly walked to the centre of the bridge as a multitude of people bustled past me. I wasn’t sure how I would identify the person I was supposed to meet there when I had no idea what he looked like.

      I paused beside one of the large ornate lamps and gazed up the river, where the Houses of Parliament and St Thomas’ hospital faced each other across the Thames.

      There was no word yet with regard to when I could return to the Morning Express offices, but that morning I had received a telegram from Mr Sherman.

      

      Mr Hamilton will meet you on Westminster Bridge at three o’clock today. Not his real name.

      

      Was Mr Hamilton young or old? Short or tall? I wondered. I turned to watch the passers-by, wishing that Mr Sherman had given me a clue about the man’s appearance in his telegram.

      I had begun to doubt that Mr Hamilton would turn up when a tall man in a dark frock coat and top hat leant up against the wall next to me.

      “Miss Green?” His voice had a slight Scottish lilt.

      I looked up at him. “Mr Hamilton?”

      He was about forty years of age and clean-shaven apart from a thin, dark moustache, which spread across his upper lip. He regarded me with cool green eyes.

      “I’m only doing this because William is a good friend of mine and I owe him a favour.”

      “I appreciate you speaking to me. Thank you, Mr Hamilton. Did you know Mr Borthwick and Mr Geller?”

      “I knew both of them,” he replied, looking out over the river.

      “Can you tell me anything further about their deaths?”

      “I don’t know. What have you already learned?”

      I spent a few minutes explaining the work I had done. His face betrayed no emotion as I spoke.

      “It sounds as though you’ve done quite a bit yourself,” he replied. “I’m not sure how I can help you.”

      “Have you any idea who might have murdered Mr Geller?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Can you tell me anything more about him? Or about Mr Borthwick? How well did you know them?”

      “I should think I usually saw them two or three times a month; sometimes at The Ha’penny and sometimes at other places. Friends’ houses. I knew Geller much better than Borthwick, as I first met him about five or six years ago. He was outgoing with lots of friends. You know who his father is, I presume?”

      I nodded. “A rabbi, I believe.”

      “He was concerned about his family finding out too much about him, so he was very careful. He had a passion for pathology, and once you had him on the subject he would continue talking about it until late into the night. He took a few of us to that museum where he worked one time.” He gave a guarded smile. “There are some interesting things in there. He enjoyed his work very much.”

      “And Mr Borthwick?”

      “He was quite different from Geller. He could be entertaining at times and tempestuous at others, but they got along extremely well. Borthwick had a great mind, but his work often consumed him. Sometimes he missed dinner parties because he was working late in his laboratory. That irritated Geller a great deal.” Mr Hamilton gave a quiet laugh. “But on the whole they enjoyed each other’s company and were very much looking forward to their move to America.”

      “They had planned to emigrate?

      “Yes, didn’t you know? Geller had secured a position with the Perelman School of Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania.”

      “And they were both going?”

      “Yes. You seem surprised, Miss Green.”

      “I certainly am, as it’s the first I have heard of it. But what about Borthwick’s work? Everything appeared to be going so well for him here.”

      “I’m sure it would have gone just as well for him in America.”

      “Do you know what Borthwick planned to do when they reached America?”

      “I believe he harboured hopes of working with Thomas Edison.”

      “That would have been a wonderful opportunity for him.” I looked out over the river and felt a pang of sadness that the opportunity had never been realised. “When had they intended to travel?”

      “I can’t be certain. Within the next month or two, I suppose. I only heard of it shortly before Geller died.”

      “Have you ever come across a woman called Maria Forsyth?”

      Mr Hamilton shook his head. “No.”

      “Are you acquainted with Jeffrey Maynell? Or Jack Copeland?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “What do you know of Mrs Lillian Maynell?”

      “Who’s she?”

      “She was briefly engaged to Simon Borthwick.”

      “Oh, of course. Lillian! I recall her now.”

      “Was Mr Borthwick fond of her?”

      “He seemed to be. I suppose he would have married her if she hadn’t left him for some other chap. I think Borthwick craved the respectability marriage would have afforded him.”

      “She married Jeffrey Maynell, his colleague.”

      “So that’s who that Maynell chap he mentioned is. I understand now. I never met him, but I encountered Lillian once or twice.”

      “I don’t think she knew anything of Mr Geller. She has never alluded to him.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” Mr Hamilton checked his pocket watch. “I’m afraid I must go, Miss Green.”

      “Thank you for agreeing to speak with me.”

      “William assured me that our conversation would not be repeated to anyone else.” He took a pipe from his pocket and lit it.

      “It won’t be, Mr Hamilton. I can assure you of that.”

      “Thank you. In the meantime, we must hope that the police catch Geller’s killer. They’re taking their time, aren’t they?”

      “The case is not a straightforward one. In my mind there are a few obvious suspects, but it is proving impossible to gather enough evidence against them.”

      “Poor Borthwick,” he said. “Geller’s murder must have been devastating for him.”

      I nodded.

      “I wonder if that was the intention of Geller’s killer,” he continued. “I can think of no reason why anyone should wish to harm Geller other than to make Borthwick suffer.”

      “You think that might have been the motive?” I asked.

      “Does it make any sense to you?”

      “It’s a dreadful thought that someone would kill one man to wreak revenge upon another. But I must reluctantly admit that it does seem to make sense, Mr Hamilton.”
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        * * *

      

      While I took the underground railway to Moorgate I wrote down what Mr Hamilton had told me. I had become accustomed to discussing the case with James, but now that he could no longer meet me at the Museum Tavern my work felt quite solitary. Everything seemed much easier when I had someone to discuss it with, but now I would have to work out the implications for myself.

      It was busy on the platform when I disembarked from the train. As the crowd moved toward the stairs a man on my right suddenly lurched to one side, as if someone had pushed him. There was barely time for me to react before a shove into my back sent me flying to the floor. A woman cried out and I tried to get back onto my feet again, fearful of being trampled. A woman in a blue dress helped me stand up, her eyes wide with horror.

      “Get a doctor!” she called out.

      A man in a top hat suggested that I rest myself against the wall.

      “I’m fine, thank you. I’m almost home,” I said.

      “She hasn’t realised,” the woman in the blue dress said to the man.

      “Realised what?” I asked.

      “Your shoulder.”

      As she said the words I noticed that my right shoulder felt cold and damp. I touched it with my left hand and realised it was wet.

      “How did that happen?” I asked, looking at my left hand.

      And that’s when my head began to spin.

      My hand was covered in blood.
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      “Miss Green!” Edgar greeted me as I arrived at his home for the dinner party. “How are you? Have they found out who attacked you? Tell us what happened!”

      “I’m fine thank you Edgar. The wound isn’t deep, they didn’t manage to cause me much harm.”

      “But who was it?” asked Georgina as she dashed over to me, her silk dress rustling.

      “I didn’t see, but I have an idea. A woman called Maria Forsyth has been following me and I recently confronted her, I think this attack must be an attempt at revenge. I’ve spent much of today at the police station in Westminster and I’ve told them to speak to Inspector Rigby in Bloomsbury who dealt with the previous incident. Between them I hope they find her.”

      “Well I think it’s a dreadful business,” said Georgina. “You don’t deserve this at all, you’re extremely brave Penny!”

      Georgina introduced me to Frederick Potter’s wife Clara. Mrs Potter was as portly as her husband and was laced extremely tightly into a dress of gold satin.

      I wore one of the few evening dresses I owned. It was made of russet-coloured satin, with fringing around the hips, a small bustle and a buttoned bodice. A silk shawl covered my bandaged shoulder, and before leaving home I had hastily pinned some rather limp cotton flowers into my hair.

      “How are you after the stabbing, Miss Green?” asked Frederick.

      “Quite recovered, thank you,” I replied. “What happened at the office? Mr Sherman told me to stay away, but I’m still not sure why.”

      “You don’t know why?” said Frederick with surprise. Just as he was about to elaborate we were interrupted as a sixth guest was shown into the room.

      Mr Edwards.

      His hair was neatly parted and he was dressed in a smart evening suit I hadn’t seen him wear before. I almost found him handsome, and I smiled warmly.

      “I hope you don’t mind us inviting Mr Edwards,” Georgina whispered into my ear. “We couldn’t think who else to invite to balance the numbers, and then Edgar remembered that you and Mr Edwards were acquaintances.”

      “Thank you, Georgina. I don’t mind at all.”

      A large white cat curled around my skirts. I bent down to stroke it and felt a lump in my throat as Tiger came back to my mind.

      “Are you all right, Miss Green?” asked Mr Edwards with a look of concern.

      “Yes, it’s only a superficial wound,” I replied.

      “It may be superficial, but the person who did it surely intended you serious harm!”

      “They may have done, but fortunately it was easily treated.”

      “Have the police caught the culprit?” he asked.

      “No. It was impossible to see who did it. The station was busy, and it happened so quickly. It wouldn’t surprise me if it was our friend Maria Forsyth.”

      “She wouldn’t go to such extreme lengths, would she?”

      “I don’t know, Mr Edwards, but that foolish inspector let her go, and I have no doubt that she still poses a threat. The situation is extremely frustrating.”

      “Perhaps a glass of champagne will make you feel better, Penny,” said Georgina.

      “It’s worth a try, isn’t it? Thank you.”

      

      We dined on pigeon compote in a pleasantly furnished dining room with large windows overlooking the garden. I impatiently speared at my food with my fork, waiting for an opportunity to find out what had happened at the office.

      “I can’t help but admire your carriage clock, Georgina,” said Clara.

      “Thank you. We received it as a gift at our wedding, didn’t we, Edgar?”

      “We did indeed,” replied Edgar. “I must say I was listening to the thing ticking the other evening and it got me thinking about where on earth seconds and minutes come from. And hours and days. How did that whole business come about?”

      “It’s the time it takes for the earth to rotate,” said Frederick. “And for the earth to travel around the sun.”

      “I know that, Potter. What I mean is that some chap somewhere decided to count it all up into seconds and minutes, and so on. Who on earth did that?”

      “We have the invention of the mechanical clock to thank for that,” said Mr Edwards. “Until time was represented on a clock face nobody concerned themselves too much with minutes and seconds.”

      “How the dickens were they on time for anything?” asked Edgar.

      Mr Edwards shrugged. “I don’t suppose time mattered so much back then. Summer hours were longer and winter hours were shorter.”

      “Hours were longer and shorter?” asked Edgar. “What are you talking about, Edwards?”

      Mr Edwards laughed. “It does seem rather confusing, doesn’t it? To summarise, the measurement of time uses the sexagesimal system, which we can credit as an invention to the Babylonians. Coincidentally, it fits well with the duodecimal system, which the ancient Egyptians used to divide the day into smaller segments. They began this with the use of sundials, which were simple at first but became surprisingly sophisticated.”

      I sipped my wine as Mr Edwards spoke and recalled how quickly he had sprinted across Russell Square. There was no doubt that he was talented, both physically and intellectually.

      “I’m sorry, but I found myself lost at sexa... What was it you said?” asked Edgar.

      “The sexagesimal system,” replied Mr Edwards. “It uses sixty as a base. There is also duodecimal, which uses twelve.”

      “I see,” said Edgar.

      “Twelve fits into sixty neatly five times over, which is rather convenient, wouldn’t you say?” said Mr Edwards.

      “And there are twenty-four hours in a day, which is twice twelve!” said Frederick. “It’s all quite simple, Fish. I don’t know why you’re looking so baffled.”

      “Greek astronomers refined the system of timekeeping, of course,” continued Mr Edwards. “And it would be remiss of me not to mention the Persians with their water clocks and the Chinese with their candle clocks.”

      “Important not to forget them,” added Frederick.

      “It may surprise you to learn that European monks were proficient manufacturers of clocks during the Dark Ages, and I believe that Wells Cathedral housed one of the first ever mechanical clocks.”

      “You have an impressive capability for recalling facts, Mr Edwards!” enthused Georgina.

      “It’s because the chap works in a library,” said Edgar. “I would know all this if I worked in a library.”

      “No, Edgar, you wouldn’t,” retorted his wife, removing a ginger cat from the table.

      “Rather amusingly, the French attempted to implement a decimal time system about ninety years ago,” continued Mr Edwards. “They had one hundred seconds in a minute, one hundred minutes in an hour and ten hours in a day.”

      Frederick snorted. “That’s the French for you.”

      “I could listen to you all day, Mr Edwards,” said Clara, her chin resting on her hands. “You’re such a clever man.”

      Mr Edwards coloured slightly, and Frederick scowled.

      “You must adore your job at the library, Mr Edwards,” said Georgina. “It’s clear that you have a passion for knowledge.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” he replied, his face still slightly red. “My job can become rather boring at times, so that’s when I turn to reading books. I can’t say I relish the thought of working in a library for the rest of my days. There are far more interesting pursuits in life. Such as being a news reporter!” He looked at me and smiled.

      “Oh no,” said Edgar. “You wouldn’t want to do that. Potter and Miss Green would agree with me, I’m sure.”

      “There are good days and bad days,” I said. “But I must say I’m rather tired of trying to find out what incident has occurred at the Morning Express offices.” I had been waiting impatiently to ask the question ever since we had sat down for dinner.

      “They still haven’t caught the chap who threw the brick,” said Edgar.

      “I’m not talking about the brick. I was present for the brick incident,” I replied. “I’m referring to the more recent incident, which Mr Sherman refuses to tell me about.”

      “It was nothing,” said Edgar.

      “Nothing at all,” added Frederick.

      “But it had to be something. Otherwise, why would he ask me to stay away?” I asked.

      “Veal pie!” shrilled Georgina, clapping her hands together with glee as her staff served up the next course. “We’ve had some wonderful veal recently, haven’t we, Edgar?”

      “It really is delightful veal,” said Edgar.

      “I had some spectacular veal in Marseille once,” added Frederick.

      “I cannot help but notice that you’ve changed the topic of conversation,” I said. “But I really must know what happened at the office.”

      “I’m sure it will only be a day or two before you can return,” said Edgar. “They have almost finished the repainting now.”

      “Why did the office require repainting?”

      “To cover up the smoke damage,” said Frederick.

      “Shush!” said Edgar.

      “Smoke?” I exclaimed. “From what?”

      “My pipe,” chuckled Edgar.

      “Please be honest with me,” I said. “Was there a fire?”

      “Only a small one,” said Frederick.

      “Shush!” said Edgar again. “We’re not supposed to say!”

      “Why aren’t you supposed to say?” I asked.

      “Mr Sherman doesn’t wish you to feel worried.”

      “Someone set fire to the office?” I probed.

      “They tried to,” replied Edgar with a sigh.

      “But that’s dreadful! Was anyone hurt?”

      “Thankfully, no. It was late in the evening and a chap from the Holborn Gazette spotted it before it really took hold.”

      “And scored himself a story at the same time,” said Frederick.

      “We didn’t publish anything,” added Edgar. “Mr Sherman felt those responsible should not be given any publicity.”

      “Have they been caught?”

      “Afraid not,” said Edgar.

      “But there’s no suggestion that this has anything to do with the brick which was thrown through the window, is there? It could have been entirely unrelated.”

      “Two attacks on our office within the same week?” said Edgar. “The same culprit must be behind both incidents.”

      “Oh, don’t say that,” I said. “I feel terrible knowing that I’m responsible for all this.”

      “Please don’t feel terrible about it, Miss Green,” said Edgar. “You weren’t even supposed to know about the fire.”

      “Well I’m pleased that I know about it because I don’t want anything to be hidden from me. I must find a way to make recompense for what has happened.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that,” said Edgar.

      “No, you shouldn’t worry about that, Penny,” said Georgina. “You’re such a darling, delightful person that you mustn’t concern yourself over these unpleasant matters. In fact, you mustn’t think about them at all. How are you finding the pie?”

      “It’s lovely. Thank you, Georgina.”

      “I must say, Miss Green, that you have some wonderfully supportive friends and colleagues,” Mr Edwards chimed in, holding up his glass. “I propose a toast to no longer worrying about such matters.”

      Everyone raised their glasses and joined in with the toast. I smiled, but inside I felt that they were all missing the point somewhat. The people behind Richard Geller and Simon Borthwick’s deaths were still at large.

      “How is Lillian faring?” I asked Georgina.

      “She’s well, thank you. She had a slight fever, which she’s recovering from. However, there’s been a slight hiccup as her poor husband has lost his job.”

      I felt my stomach flip. This was something else I felt partly responsible for. I decided to pretend that I had heard nothing of it.

      “It’s not too concerning for the Maynells,” interjected Edgar, “seeing as Lillian comes from an extremely wealthy family.”

      “But it’s still sad news for her husband,” I said, aware of the insincerity in my voice. “Is Mr Repton laying off many of his workers?”

      “Another of Jeffrey’s colleagues also lost his job,” continued Georgina. “But only the two of them, and Lillian was extremely surprised because she believes they were two of Repton’s best men. Along with Borthwick, of course. Mr Repton has lost all three of them now.”

      “The company must be in rather a precarious position,” said Mr Edwards. “It’s committed to completing that large project in Kensington; one of the first of its kind in the world! How will Mr Repton achieve such a feat if he is losing all his staff?”
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      “Good afternoon, Miss Green. Are you working?” Mr Edwards whispered as I sat at my desk in the reading room.

      I quickly folded away the notes I had made from my conversation with Mr Hamilton.

      “Yes, Mr Edwards.”

      “You shouldn’t be, not with your injury. And are you sure that it’s safe for you to be out and about? What if that woman tries to attack you again?”

      “I’m keeping an eye out for her, Mr Edwards. I can’t allow her to stop me from living my life. And the police should have her under arrest very soon.”

      I smiled in an attempt hide my anxiety. The truth was I felt quite nervous going about my daily business, finding myself checking my surroundings whenever possible. But to hide away would have been to admit defeat.

      “If you’re sure, Miss Green.” Mr Edwards sighed. “Did you enjoy the dinner party?”

      “I did, thank you.”

      “It was extremely pleasant to acquaint myself better with your colleagues. The Fishes are wonderfully hospitable people.”

      “I must say that Edgar is more tolerable when accompanied by his wife.”

      Mr Edwards laughed, and I recalled how impressed Georgina and Clara had been with him. Perhaps I had failed to recognise his true eligibility.

      “I hope you don’t mind me asking, Miss Green, but would you? Oh—”

      The smile disappeared from his face as he noticed someone walking towards us. “Inspector Blakely,” he said. “You’re here to see Miss Green, I take it.”

      “Absolutely.” James grinned, and my heart skipped a beat. “I have an update for you, Penny,” said James. “Do you have a brief moment?”

      “I do indeed.” I gathered up my papers and put them into my carpet bag under the watchful and disappointed gaze of Mr Edwards.

      

      “I thought Charlotte had prohibited you from visiting the Museum Tavern,” I said as we sat down at a table with our drinks.

      James rolled his eyes. “I might have known you would refer to that again. She hasn’t prohibited me from visiting this public house and neither has she prohibited us from speaking. It’s just that… Actually, I don’t wish to dwell on the matter any longer. How are you? I heard about the attack at Moorgate Station. Dreadful news. How’s your shoulder?”

      “It’s fine, thank you, James. It hurts a little when I move my arm, but no real harm was done.”

      He shook his head. “It shouldn’t have happened,” he said. “And you should be at home recuperating.”

      “I’ve been sitting around at home for a few days and it’s been thoroughly tedious.”

      “Have the City of London police arrested anyone yet?”

      I laughed. “What do you think, James?”

      “You didn’t have to speak to Chief Inspector Stroud about it, did you?”

      “No, it was one of his colleagues. I’ve told him I suspect that it was Maria Forsyth and that all he needs to do is contact Inspector Rigby to find out where she lives. I shall visit them again tomorrow to ensure that it happens.”

      “If only it were that easy.”

      “It must be, mustn’t it?”

      “Let me explain something else first, then I’ll tell you where we’ve got to with Maria Forsyth.”

      He removed some folded papers from the inside pocket of his jacket. I could see they were the malicious letters which had been written about me.

      “Thank you for your telegram and apology,” he said as he unfolded them. “Although it wasn’t necessary. There was no need to apologise.”

      “I felt I owed it to you.”

      We held each other’s gaze and then James cleared his throat.

      “I’ve had a graphologist look at these and the findings are, frankly, quite surprising. These letters are forgeries.”

      “Really?”

      “Apparently so.”

      “But how can the graphologist tell?”

      “I have no idea, but I trust the professional’s opinion. I gave him the unpleasant letters which had been sent to your friends and family, and then the letters Maynell and Copeland had written to Borthwick. By comparing the handwriting in the letters he was able to deduce that the handwriting in the anonymous letters was copied.”

      “But how? They look identical to me.”

      “And to me. That’s probably why we’re not graphologists, Penny. He did try explaining it to me. Something about the upper and lower extensions not flowing as naturally as they should. He assured me that they were exceptionally good forgeries, however.”

      “So Maynell and Copeland weren’t lying. They were telling us the truth! And someone framed them. You do realise that Repton has dismissed both men?”

      “Yes, I did hear that.” James rubbed his chin. “Perhaps I should have asked the graphologist to look at the letters before we spoke to Repton.”

      “With hindsight, yes.”

      “Repton didn’t realise the letters had been forged, did he?” said James. “He was equally convinced by them.”

      “We all were. And as for the remaining letters, they were presumably written in the handwriting of other individuals the forger wished to frame. I wonder who they might be.”

      “Well, we could try to find out, but we don’t want it to detract from the main course of the investigation. We need to find out who forged these letters. We must also rule Maynell and Copeland out and inform Mr Repton as soon as possible that he needs to reinstate them.”

      “Maria Forsyth,” I said. “It has to be her! You need to speak to her again.”

      “I’ve tried,” James said with a sigh, “but I don’t think Maria Forsyth is her real name.”

      “What?”

      “I asked Inspector Rigby for her address because I wished to discuss the earring with her. But the family at the address she gave him had never come across a woman matching her description.”

      “She gave a false name and address?”

      “She certainly did.”

      “Inspector Rigby should have arrested her while he had the chance!” I fumed. “And to think that Mr Edwards caught her and then found himself in trouble for doing so! I knew she was a criminal, but no one would listen to me.”

      “With the greatest respect to Inspector Rigby, he had no evidence to suggest that she was a criminal.”

      “I told him what she was up to. It couldn’t have been more obvious that she was trouble.”

      I gulped down the rest of my sherry and slumped back against the seat.

      “Now what do we do, James? She stuck a knife in my shoulder and next time the outcome could be far worse! I am trying not to be fearful, James, but I can’t help worrying now. We must find her, and fast!”

      “We don’t know for sure that it was her who attacked you, but I agree that it’s a possibility. And I think you’d be far safer remaining at home until we’ve tracked her down. However, as you’ve already told me how boring that is I doubt I’ll be able to persuade you to, will I?”

      I shook my head in reply.

      “I’ve had a jeweller look at the earring we found in the medical school museum,” continued James. “It appears to be quite a costly item and was sold by Villier & Powell’s in Burlington Arcade.”

      “So we must take it to the jewellers and find out who purchased it!”

      “I have already done so, Penny.”

      “Then who bought the earrings?”

      “The young gentleman at the jewellers didn’t know.”

      “Oh.”

      “He found a record of the sale and was able to tell me that the purchase was made approximately three months ago for one hundred pounds.”

      “But he couldn’t recall who had come into the shop that day and paid such a significant sum for a pair of earrings?”

      “Sadly, he couldn’t.”

      “It’s her, isn’t it, James? Everything now points to the woman who calls herself Maria Forsyth. We must make every effort to find her again. Where is she?”
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      Donald Repton presented a lonely figure as he stood within the subterranean engine house at the Kensington Court development. Several paraffin lamps had been positioned on the floor.

      “Hello, Inspector! Miss Green!” He smoothed down his shock of white hair. “What brings you down here again?”

      “We wish to offer an apology,” said James.

      “Oh no, I’m quite sure there is no need for you to apologise for anything.” He took a hip flask from his pocket and offered it to James.

      “No thank you, Mr Repton. How is your work progressing?”

      Two engines had now been installed, but I knew that another five were needed. And the space where the generators should have stood remained empty.

      “I cannot deny that we’re a little behind schedule,” replied Repton, taking a swig from his flask.

      “I’m sure you’ll catch up before long,” said James with a lack of conviction to his voice. “I must reiterate my apology, Mr Repton. I’ve had the letters we believed Mr Maynell and Mr Copeland to have written examined, and it transpires that the letters are forgeries.”

      “Someone else wrote them?”

      “That’s what a graphologist has said.”

      “Oh, I see.” Mr Repton’s mouth hung open as he considered the implications of this.

      “I’m aware that Mr Maynell and Mr Copeland were summarily dismissed,” continued James. “May I suggest that you reinstate them as soon as possible? I regret the error I have made with my accusation and feel terribly conscience-stricken that two men have been dismissed from their profession as a result.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” replied Repton. “I had planned to dismiss them anyway.”

      “Had you?” I asked. “Why?”

      “The truth of the matter is I have found a buyer for the company.”

      “You’re selling Repton, Borthwick and Company?” James asked.

      “Yes, to a company in Doncaster. They have been manufacturing generators for longer than I have, and I’ve come to realise that the work required here in Kensington is more than I can manage.”

      “But surely Mr Maynell and Mr Copeland could be invited back to work for the new employer,” I suggested.

      “I don’t have time for all that before I depart.”

      “Depart?” I queried. “Where are you going?”

      “To America!” he replied. “I’m heading across the pond.” He took another gulp from his flask.

      “Why?” asked James.

      “For the opportunities which that great nation presents, electricity is a burgeoning industry there. I could make three times the amount of money in America, it’s an idea which I’ve been considering for a while.”

      “Wasn’t Simon Borthwick also planning to move to America?” I asked.

      “Was he?” asked James. “How do you know this?”

      “His friend Richard Geller had been offered a position within the medical school at the University of Pennsylvania,” I explained. “Apparently, Mr Geller had asked Mr Borthwick to accompany him.”

      “Were you aware of Borthwick’s plans to travel to America, Mr Repton?” asked James.

      “The matter was discussed between us,” he replied with a hardened glance. His manner was notably less affable than it had been up to this point.

      “And what was your reaction upon hearing that your most successful engineer and inventor was preparing to move overseas?”

      “I assumed that he would soon change his mind.”

      “Did he mention to you what he planned to do in America?” asked James.

      “He harboured a notion that he would perhaps be lucky enough to find work with Thomas Edison in New York.”

      “Did you do or say anything in a bid to convince him to continue working for you?”

      “What company owner wouldn’t? I had no wish for him to emigrate.”

      “How did you try to persuade him to stay?” asked James.

      “I thought a few strong words would do the trick, but sadly his mind seemed to be made up. Anyway, this is all of no consequence now, Inspector. I cannot understand why someone would wish to write such unpleasant things about Miss Green here and then pretend someone else had written the letters. It makes no sense to me.”

      “What sort of strong words did you use when you spoke with Mr Borthwick?” asked James.

      “The sort of words a chap uses when he is about to lose his best employee! That’s all there was to it.”

      “Was there anything else?”

      “What do you mean, anything else?” He scowled.

      “What else did you do to persuade Mr Borthwick to stay?”

      “That was all, Inspector! Strong words; nothing more.”

      “Do you know a woman who calls herself Maria Forsyth?”

      “No. Why should I?”

      “Can you think of anyone who dislikes Mr Maynell and Mr Copeland enough to forge malicious letters imitating their handwriting?”

      “No, but I must say that I’m rather pleased now that I’ve sold the company and have the chance leave this whole sorry business behind me.”

      “When do you leave these shores, Mr Repton?”

      “Next Monday. I’m to travel on the Britannia from Liverpool.”

      “We shall be very sorry to see you leave,” said James.
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      “We need to think of a reason to detain Repton,” James said as we walked toward Kensington High Street Station. “Once he’s on that ship bound for America we will have lost him from the investigation. We only have five days. It’s rather a sudden departure, isn’t it? Suspiciously sudden, I should say.”

      “It’s tempting to speculate as to whether he’s running away from something,” I added.

      “I’d say he was, wouldn’t you? How exactly did you find out that Borthwick and Geller were planning to move to America? It’s the first I’ve heard of it. You say Geller had secured a job there.”

      “Yes.”

      “Who told you such a thing?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say. I made a promise to keep the person’s identity a secret.”

      “But I’m investigating the case, Penny! You cannot withhold that information.”

      “I can, James, and I have to. I have made a promise.”

      “What else did this mysterious person tell you?”

      “A little more about Geller and Borthwick.”

      “Such as what? You need to share this information with me right away!”

      “I’ve written it all down and can show you my notes. There was little else that seemed to be of any use, although the person did suggest that Geller’s murder may have been carried out in order to hurt Borthwick.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning that no one bore Geller any ill-will. It was his association with Borthwick which caused him to become the victim of such a terrible crime. By harming Geller the culprit intended to injure Borthwick.”

      James nodded. “I see. And does your anonymous source know this for certain, or was it merely a supposition?”

      “A supposition, I’d say.”

      “I should very much like to talk to this person, whoever it is.”

      “I don’t believe the person in question would be willing to speak to the police. In fact, I feel sure of it.”

      “That’s a great shame.”

      “He didn’t even tell me his real name.”

      “So we have established that it’s a man. That narrows it down a little, I suppose.”

      “Let’s not become distracted by my source, James. Do you really think Mr Repton’s sudden departure for America is suspicious?”

      “I think it could be. We need to ask ourselves what he stood to lose if Borthwick had left his company. He told us that he tried to persuade Borthwick to stay. Did he use more than strong words, I wonder?”
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      “And do you really believe that a simple apology is sufficient recompense for causing me to lose my employment, Inspector?”

      Jeffrey Maynell jutted out his jaw as he awaited James’ reply. He had received us in the drawing room of his large home in Mayfair’s Dover Street.

      “I hadn’t expected that Mr Repton would make such a rash move,” explained James. “I thought he would await further evidence. I told him I planned to have the letters examined by a graphologist.”

      “You should have awaited further evidence before accusing us in the first place!” retorted Maynell.

      “Are you aware that Mr Repton is to sell his company and move to America?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’ve heard about that. The man’s mind seems to have become rather muddled of late.”

      “So perhaps he was planning to dismiss his staff anyway.” As soon as the words left my mouth I regretted them.

      Maynell’s face reddened with rage. “So I’ve been treated fairly after all! Is that what you’re suggesting, Miss Green? It has nothing to do with the careless work of your inspector friend? The fact that Repton intended to sell his company absolves this detective of his responsibility, does it? The fact that his investigation has been clumsy and amateurish has nothing to do with it?”

      “I take it you feel no loyalty toward your former employer now,” said James.

      “None at all! And I shall complain to the Commissioner of Scotland Yard with regard to your foolhardy conduct, Inspector.”

      “As you wish, Mr Maynell. You’re perfectly entitled to do so.”

      “Indeed I am.”

      “Were you aware that Simon Borthwick was also planning to move to America, Mr Maynell?” asked James.

      “Yes, I was. And it would have been good riddance to him. I was tired of playing second fiddle.”

      “So you wanted him to move there?”

      “Of course! He was to emigrate with a friend, and don’t ask me to elaborate on what sort of friend, Inspector. I have no wish to discuss such matters under my own roof!”

      “How did Mr Repton feel about Mr Borthwick’s proposed emigration?” asked James.

      “He would have been nothing without Borthwick. That partly explains his decision to sell the company, I suppose.”

      “Mr Borthwick was that invaluable, was he? Even though he reportedly stole other people’s ideas?” ventured James.

      “He stole ideas but somehow improved upon them as well. He was impressive, though I’m reluctant to admit it even now,” he said with a sneer. “And I cannot pretend, either, that a lot of our success wasn’t down to him.”

      “Mr Repton told me that he tried to make Mr Borthwick stay. Do you know how he went about it?”

      “He had words with him, no doubt.”

      “Might Mr Repton have threatened him?”

      “He may have done.”

      “How threatening might he have been?”

      “It depends on how much he’d had to drink.”

      “Mr Borthwick intended to move to America because his friend Richard Geller was emigrating there,” said James. “The removal of this friend from the equation would presumably have changed Mr Borthwick’s mind.”

      “Removal? What do you mean?”

      “Murder, Mr Maynell.”

      “Ah, right. Borthwick’s friend Geller was murdered in the hospital, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes. And perhaps that’s why Mr Borthwick took his own life,” James suggested. “An incident which Mr Repton could not have anticipated.”

      A sinister smile spread across Maynell’s face. “I see now, Inspector. I know what you’re suggesting. Mr Repton removed this friend so that Borthwick no longer had any reason to travel to America. But the plan backfired rather badly when Borthwick murdered himself!”

      He gave a cackle before continuing. “And when Miss Green, the ink-scribbler, developed an unexpected interest in Borthwick’s demise, Repton tried to warn her off with the unpleasant letters. But the letters would have incriminated him had they been in his own hand, wouldn’t they? Better to have them written by two men he no longer had any use for. He tried to frame us! And now he’s to sell the company and escape to America. I can only presume that you intend to arrest him before he quits these shores, Inspector.”

      “I shall do my best, Mr Maynell.”

      We were interrupted by Lillian, whose yellow satin dress brightened the room.

      “Penny!” She smiled broadly at me, then glanced warily at her husband.

      “Don’t worry,” he said impatiently, “I have no objection to you two ladies speaking. No further damage can be done now, and I think I’ve just solved the inspector’s case for him.”

      “Have you, darling?”

      “I believe so. You have an arrest to make now, don’t you, Inspector?” said Maynell with a smug smile.

      “I have indeed,” replied James.

      “That’s wonderful news!” said Lillian. “Who do you intend to arrest?”

      “Repton,” replied her husband. “He’s behind all this nonsense. You wouldn’t think him capable of murder, would you?”

      “No!” said Lillian with a look of shock on her face. “Mr Repton? Could he really have done such a thing? It was cruel of him to dismiss you, but surely he wouldn’t carry out a murder. I once thought him such a kindly man.”

      Mr Maynell gave a contemptible laugh. “It was all an act!”

      “Whom did he murder?” asked Lillian.

      “Borthwick’s friend,” replied Maynell. “I’ll explain it to you later, dear.”

      “I see.” Lillian turned to me. “Georgina told me all about her dinner party, and what delightful company you and your friend were. He works at the British Library, is that right? She was very impressed by his extensive knowledge!”

      From the corner of my eye I noticed that James had turned to gauge my response. I chose not to meet his gaze.

      “It was a pleasant evening,” I replied.

      “Perhaps now that this sorry business is concluded we could host a similar dinner here. That would be pleasant, wouldn’t it?” said Lillian. “We need a distraction at the present time. It’s been so terribly difficult with Jeffrey losing his job. Georgina and Edgar are great fun, aren’t they, Jeffrey?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Oh, come now. A little socialising is just what you need. It does you no good to sit about brooding.”

      I didn’t like the dark expression on her husband’s face.
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      James and I stepped out of the house.

      “I need to go back to Kensington and catch up with Repton again,” said James.

      “Do you think he’s the person Mr Borthwick believed to be persecuting him?”

      “He must be.”

      “In that case, why didn’t Mr Borthwick name him in his letter?”

      “That’s a good point.”

      “And how does Maria Forsyth fit in with all this?”

      “There are still a few questions to be answered, Penny.”

      “Perhaps Maynell didn’t quite solve it after all,” I suggested.

      James laughed. “We had to allow the man to think he had, though, didn’t we? I had no wish to see him become any angrier than he already was.”

      “He might have exploded like one of Repton’s light bulbs.”

      “That would have made rather a mess of the drawing room.” He laughed. “Right, I must go. I don’t want to let Repton slip through our fingers.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 54

          

        

      

    

    
      Once James and I had parted company I walked along Piccadilly with its expensive shops and restaurants. Fashionable ladies with small, pampered dogs shielded themselves from the afternoon sun with their parasols. There was a dull ache in my wounded shoulder, but I tried my best to ignore it.

      As I passed the Burlington Arcade I recalled James telling me that the earring we had found at the medical school museum had been bought at a jewellers’ shop there. I turned into the covered row of little shops and searched for the sign bearing the name Villier & Powell. I walked past a milliner, tailor and stationer, each with their luxury wares displayed neatly in small-paned windows. I eventually found the jeweller about halfway along the row.

      A young man with neat red whiskers stood inside the shop and the scent of expensive perfume lingered in the air.

      “Good afternoon,” I said with a smile. “I would like to enquire about a pair of earrings which were bought from this shop about three months ago. They were drop earrings made of diamond and pearl, I believe, and they cost about one hundred pounds. Do you recall them?”

      “We’ve sold a few like that, madam.”

      “Would you be able to look over your records and find out who this particular pair of earrings was sold to?”

      The man gave me a suspicious look.

      “I’m unable to furnish you with that information, madam. Is there anything you wish to purchase from us?”

      I glanced around at the shelves of glittering jewellery, acutely aware that there was nothing in the shop which I could afford to purchase. I tried to think of a reason to persist.

      “If there is nothing else you require, madam, I don’t believe I can be of any further assistance.” He glanced toward the door.

      “Did you sell the pair of earrings yourself, sir?”

      “I am not obliged to share any more information with you.”

      The expression on his face was stony, and I felt the sensation of a door closing on me. This was the only lead we had for the woman who called herself Maria Forsyth. It was the only possible hope we had of finding out her true identity. The woman who had taken Tiger and attacked me. The woman who might remain forever hidden if I failed to extract the information I needed from the jeweller.

      As I thought of Tiger and how long she had been missing, my eyes welled up. I saw a flicker of discomfort pass across the man’s features.

      “Please, madam.” He gestured toward the door.

      “It’s just that…” I trailed off and rummaged around in my bag for a clean handkerchief.

      “It’s just what, madam?”

      “It’s rather important to me that I find out who purchased those earrings. This is a matter that is very close to my heart. It’s my sister… the earrings were given to her shortly before she died.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Please accept my condolences.”

      “Thank you. She was too ill to ever tell me who gave her such a beautiful pair of earrings. I know they were quite costly and I wanted to inform the benefactor of my sister’s passing. Oh dear, I’m sorry…” I feigned a slight swoon, as if overcome by emotion.

      “Madam!”

      The man dashed out from behind the counter and guided me into a plush velvet chair.

      “Thank you. I do apologise for causing you such trouble,” I said weakly. “You say that you don’t recall selling those earrings, but perhaps one of your colleagues might.”

      I looked up at him with wet, sorrowful eyes.

      He pursed his lips, realising that helping me was the only way he could hope to stop my tears.

      “I suppose I could ask Mr Villier himself.”

      “Would you? That would be so kind of you. I do apologise for taking up your time in this manner, but it’s rather important to me.”

      “I can see that.”

      

      A few moments later we were joined by Mr Villier, a round-faced man wearing a bright, patterned waistcoat. I tearfully explained my predicament to him.

      “Drop earrings, you say, in diamond and pearl?”

      I nodded.

      “We have a few which match that description. Would you recognise the exact pair if I showed them to you?”

      I nodded again.

      Mr Villier unlocked several little drawers behind the counter and proceeded to open a series of small, silk-lined boxes to show me the earrings inside.

      “Those!” I said as he opened the fifth box. I recognised the style of the earrings immediately.

      “A most excellent choice. Your sister’s benefactor had good taste,” he replied, closing the box and placing it back in its drawer.

      He lifted a heavy ledger onto the counter and began to leaf through it. “We don’t usually record the name of the person who buys a piece of jewellery; however, many of our customers are regular visitors and buy from us several times over. We pride ourselves on the quality of our jewellery and the excellence of our service, don’t we, Wilson?”

      The young man forced a smile.

      A clock ticked as I patiently watched Mr Villier leaf through the sales ledger. He picked up a pencil and paper and made some notes on it before closing the book.

      “My apologies, madam. I didn’t ask your name.”

      “Miss Milligan.”

      “Very good, Miss Milligan. From our ledger I can see that we have sold five pairs of those particular earrings within the past three months. A beautiful pair they are, too, and certainly not cheap. Your sister must have been a popular lady.”

      “She was.” I sniffed.

      “I recall selling three pairs myself. Wilson, you must have sold one or two, I gather?”

      “Yes, one or two I should think. Perhaps Mr Powell also sold a pair.”

      “He may have done,” added Mr Villier as he examined the notes he had made. “Lady Hathaway bought a pair on the third of May. I distinctly remember her purchasing those earrings and my handwriting on the ledger records the sale. Is Lady Hathaway a familiar name to you, Miss Milligan?”

      Could this be another pseudonym used by Maria Forsyth?

      “It is not immediately familiar, Mr Villier.”

      “Very good. I shall continue.”

      Mr Villier and Mr Wilson discussed some of the other sales, suggesting the names of others that meant nothing to me. What name had I hoped to hear? Perhaps Maria Forsyth was Lady Hathaway after all? Should I ask if Mr Villier knew where she lived? I decided to wait until the two men had finished making their suggestions.

      “This sale from the fifth of June is one I don’t recall,” said Mr Villier, “although it’s in my handwriting. Do you have any memory of it, Wilson?”

      Mr Wilson reopened the ledger and examined it closely.

      “I’m afraid I don’t,” he said after a long silence.

      My heart began to sink. This task was beginning to feel rather hopeless.

      “And finally, we have a pair of these earrings bought by one of our regular customers. This sale was recorded by you, Wilson. However, I remember it as the chap bought a number of other items at the same time. There was a necklace in a similar style that he purchased. A Mr Maynell.”

      I blinked.

      “Does that name mean anything to you, Miss Milligan?”

      “I’m not sure. The fifth of June, you say?”

      “Yes. Jeffrey Maynell is a good customer of ours.”

      My heart thudded heavily in my chest. I tried my best to appear calm and pretend that the name meant nothing to me.

      “Perhaps the person who bought the earrings is the one you don’t recall,” I said. “It’s a shame, as I did so wish to offer my thanks for the kindness.” I rose out of my chair, attempting to look disappointed. “Thank you for your help, gentlemen.”

      “It’s interesting that you should enquire about these earrings, as a detective visited us a few days ago to ask about a very similar pair,” said Mr Wilson. “In fact, I think it may even have been the same pair.”

      “A detective?” said Mr Villier. “What did he want?”

      “I’m not sure why he was asking. You were out of the shop at the time, and I’m afraid I wasn’t much help to him.”

      “Never mind,” replied Mr Villier. “Is there anything else you need help with, Miss Milligan?”

      “No, thank you!” I replied over my shoulder as I swiftly left the shop.
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      I marched along Piccadilly and hailed a cab to take me to Kensington. I predicted that James would have escorted Mr Repton to Kensington’s Church Court police station for questioning. The distance wasn’t great, but the journey seemed to take an inordinate length of time.

      “Can’t you ask the horse to trot?” I called to the cabman through the hatch in the roof. “I’m in a hurry!”

      He paid me no heed. As I watched the horse lumber along Knightsbridge Road I tried to understand how Mr Maynell had manipulated us. He had claimed that Mr Repton was framing him, yet it now seemed to be the other way around.

      As the traffic slowed along Kensington High Street I paid my fare and ran the rest of the way to the police station.

      The constable behind the desk refused to allow me to interrupt James and Mr Repton, despite my earnest protestations. I sat on a wooden bench in the waiting room and agitatedly scribbled in my notebook, trying to piece together the information. How did Mr Maynell know Maria Forsyth? Why should he have wished to kill Richard Geller? And what was Maria Forsyth’s true identity?

      By the time James finally appeared it was almost six o’clock.

      “Penny?”

      I hurriedly told him what had happened at the jewellers’ shop. He listened with interest.

      “We must get back to Maynell,” I said. “He’s hiding something! Do you have the earring with you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” said James, feeling around for it in his jacket pocket. “Are you sure about this, Penny? I’ve already upset the man by wrongly accusing him of writing that letter. Are you certain that the jeweller gave you the name Jeffrey Maynell?”

      “Yes, I’m sure! He said Mr Maynell. It has to be him doesn’t it? And anyway, we needn’t accuse him of anything. All you need do is ask if he recognises that earring.”

      “And if he denies that it has anything to do with him?”

      “I’m sure you’ll think of something, James. Come on! We must find him without further delay.”

      

      “How did you find Donald Repton?” I asked as we sat together in the cab on our way to Dover Street.

      “Rude and uncooperative,” replied James, “which is hardly surprising. Guilty or not, the man had no wish to be questioned at a police station.”

      “Is he to be kept there?”

      “Yes, they’re detaining him overnight. But they cannot detain him forever and the chap has conveniently bought himself a ticket for the SS Britannia, so time is running out. I’m not sure about this Maynell business at all. I hope it is a worthwhile diversion, as I could do without any more of my time being wasted.”

      “Have you ever known me to waste your time?” I asked with a smile.

      “No, but there’s always a first time. I hope something will come of this conversation with Maynell.”

      

      “What is it this time, Inspector?” asked Jeffrey Maynell with an angry scowl.

      I glared at him, unable to hide my dislike for the man. Not only was he dishonest; he was also a bully. It was highly likely now that he was a murderer to boot.

      We stood in the hallway of his home. Maynell had been interrupted while eating supper in his study and still held his serviette in one hand.

      “Just one question, Mr Maynell. That is all we’re here to bother you with,” replied James.

      “Have you spoken to Repton?”

      “Yes, we have, and he is currently detained at Church Court police station in Kensington.”

      “Arrested?”

      “Not yet, but I’m working on it.”

      “That’s a shame,” replied Maynell. “This had better be quick, Inspector. My supper’s getting cold.”

      “It will be. Do please apologise to your wife for the interruption.”

      “There’s no need for that. She’s dining out this evening.”

      James reached into the pocket of his jacket and brought out a folded handkerchief. He unfolded it to reveal the earring.

      “Can I ask whether you recognise this piece of jewellery, Mr Maynell?”

      He took a step closer and squinted at it.

      “Yes, it does look familiar. I bought quite a similar pair just recently.”

      “May I ask where you purchased the earrings from, Mr Maynell?”

      “I could tell you, Inspector, but what does this have to do with anything?”

      “I would greatly appreciate it if you could answer my question, Mr Maynell. Where did you buy the earrings?”

      “At my favourite jewellers’ shop in Burlington Arcade. Villier & Powell.”

      I was taken aback by Mr Maynell’s honesty. Why had he made no attempt to cover his tracks?

      “Do you know a woman who calls herself Maria Forsyth, Mr Maynell?”

      “No, I don’t. Who is she?”

      “We’re not entirely sure yet. That is not her real name.”

      Mr Maynell laughed. “Inspector, I really have no idea what this conversation is about.”

      “For whom did you buy the earrings, Mr Maynell?”

      “Well, I should think that would be quite obvious, Inspector. Why do you even need to ask? I bought them for my wife.”
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      “Are you sure you bought them for your wife?” asked James. “I have reason to believe that this missing earring may belong to another woman.”

      “I’m sure there are plenty of ladies who own the same style of earring,” replied Maynell.

      “Does your wife happen to be missing one of these earrings?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Can you be sure of that?” asked James.

      “I think so. Although now I come to think of it I don’t remember seeing her wear that particular pair for a little while. Is that the missing earring in your handkerchief? Where was it found?”

      “Mr Maynell, allow me to reassure you that our utmost discretion is guaranteed before I ask you this next question,” said James. “Did you gift a pair of these earrings to any woman other than your wife?”

      “Certainly not!” Mr Maynell jutted out his jaw. “What an impertinent question!”

      “My intention is not to offend,” said James. “I only ask such a thing to ensure that all possibilities have been explored.”

      “I bought the earrings for Lillian,” said Mr Maynell. “Along with a matching necklace, which she adores.”

      “In which case, perhaps she has lost an earring,” said James. “Are you able to look through her jewellery, sir?”

      “I can’t say that I have ever looked through my wife’s jewellery box, but seeing as I’m rather baffled as to what all this is about I shall go and see now.”

      “Please could you bring us the other earring when you find it,” James suggested. “Or both if the full pair is there.”

      We waited in the hallway while Mr Maynell went upstairs.

      “It’s not possible,” I whispered to James. “Lillian cannot be involved in this, can she?”

      “Anything’s possible, Penny. You know that.”

      Maynell descended the stairs a short while later.

      “How did you get on?” asked James.

      “My wife has a lot of jewellery,” said Mr Maynell.

      “Have you found the earrings?”

      “I found one of them,” he said, holding it out. It matched the earring James held exactly. “Lillian has a great deal of jewellery, as I say. The other must be there somewhere. Are you going to tell me what this is about? Where did you find the earring you are holding in your hand?”

      “I shall explain all in good time,” replied James. “Can you tell me where your wife is dining this evening?”

      “No,” replied Mr Maynell. “I don’t want you involving her in this nonsense. I want to know what’s going on here, Inspector. What has happened with Repton? When are you planning to arrest him?”

      “As I have just said, I shall explain everything to you when we have more time. Where is your wife this evening, Mr Maynell?”

      “If you’re not prepared to explain it to me now I shall refuse to tell you.”

      James sighed. “That’s a shame, as it would grieve me to arrest you for wilfully obstructing a police officer in the execution of his duty.”

      “You would arrest me for not telling you where my wife is?” His mouth hung open. “But Lillian hasn’t done anything wrong!”

      “Perhaps you can ask her yourself, sir,” James replied. “Now where can I find her?”

      

      “I used to think Lillian Maynell was perfectly nice,” I murmured to James as we approached the restaurant, Les Jardins d’Harmonie, in Old Burlington Street. It was a small yet elegant establishment with a red and gold awning.

      “Used to?”

      “Until her earring was found inside the medical school museum.”

      “Let’s not jump to any conclusions, Penny. We cannot be sure that it is hers as yet.”

      Mr Maynell had marched on ahead of us and was already deep in conversation with his wife when we entered the restaurant.

      “I wonder what he knows,” mused James.

      Several diners turned to look at us as we approached them. Attired in my everyday blouse and skirt, I was not dressed suitably to dine in such an establishment. I smiled apologetically and wished the place wasn’t so quiet.

      Lillian had changed out of her yellow dress into a dark red one. Her brow crumpled, and she bit her lip as her husband spoke to her. Then she turned to face us, and her glance was not one I recognised at all. Her blue eyes were ice cold.

      I noticed that her companion looked familiar.

      It was the woman in grey.

      “My goodness,” whispered James. “I believe we have found Miss Forsyth.”

      He darted off and spoke quietly with a slick-haired man who looked to be the maître d’hôtel. I remained standing where I was in the centre of the restaurant with a number of people staring at me.

      After his quick conversation with the maître d’, James approached Maynell, Lillian and Maria, and asked them to accompany him to a room above the restaurant. There were some whispered words between the three, and Lillian seemed reluctant to move until she noticed that she and her friend were attracting inquisitive stares.

      Mr Maynell looked on, rubbing his brow.

      

      I had expected Lillian to be angry or upset once we reached the restaurant manager’s office, but she was either an accomplished actress or completely innocent of any wrongdoing. She sat herself down behind the manager’s desk beneath a painting of the picturesque French countryside, her golden ringlets framing her face.

      “I must say that this is quite a surprise, Inspector,” she said with a sweet smile. “And Miss Green! How lovely to see you again.”

      Maria Forsyth said nothing. Instead, she stood in the corner of the room and examined her fingernails.

      “Will this take long, Inspector?” asked Mr Maynell. “My wife and I are well known in this establishment and it’s rather embarrassing to be escorted off to a private room in this manner. What are your plans, exactly?”

      James stepped toward the desk, took the item of jewellery from his pocket once again and showed it to Lillian in his outstretched palm.

      “Do you recognise this earring, Mrs Maynell?”
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      “Why yes, it’s mine!” Lillian confirmed with a smile. “So that’s what all this is about. Thank you for going to such great lengths to return my earring to me. I was wondering where it had got to. Where did you find it?”

      “On the floor of the museum inside St Bartholomew’s medical school,” replied James. “Do you know how it came to be there?”

      “In the what? The medical school? What a strange place for it to be found! How on earth did it get there?”

      “I was hoping you might be able to tell me,” replied James.

      “I wish I could, but I’m afraid I have no idea. I’m very sorry, Inspector, though I’m extremely grateful to the person who found it. Did you make a note of his name? I should like to thank him personally for the return of my pretty earring.”

      She extended her hand to take the piece of jewellery, but James held on to it.

      “Have you ever set foot in the museum inside St Bartholomew’s medical school?” asked James.

      “Never.”

      “You heard my wife, Inspector,” said Mr Maynell with a sneer. “It doesn’t matter how the earring got there. Please return it and allow Mrs Maynell and Miss Preston to continue with their meal.”

      “Miss Preston?” I said. “So you are not Miss Forsyth.”

      The woman glared at me.

      “As we suspected, she goes by another name,” said James. “We’ll get to the bottom of that in a moment.”

      “Hang on a moment,” said Mr Maynell, his face suddenly full of concern. “This medical school you mention. Wasn’t Richard Geller murdered at that location?”

      “He was indeed, Mr Maynell.” James turned to face Lillian. “Did you ever know a Richard Geller, Mrs Maynell?”

      “No, I can’t say that I did. Who is he?” she asked.

      “Was, Mrs Maynell,” corrected James. “Richard Geller was found strangled inside the museum of St Bartholomew’s medical school.”

      “Oh dear. How horrible!”

      “I see now why you’re so interested in this earring,” said Mr Maynell, his voice quavering. “It was found at the murder scene.”

      “Murder?!” exclaimed Lillian, her lower lip trembling. “Oh goodness!” She clasped her hand to her chest. “I feel quite… Oh my.”

      “You are aware, I believe, that Richard Geller was a friend of Simon Borthwick’s?” James asked her.

      “Don’t mention that name to my wife!” warned Maynell.

      “I’m afraid it’s unavoidable,” replied James. “Can you explain how your earring came to be found at the scene of Mr Geller’s death, Mrs Maynell?”

      “No, I can’t,” she replied tersely.

      “Did you know about Simon Borthwick’s friendship with Richard Geller?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “You have never heard the name before?”

      “No.”

      She stared down at the desk in front of her and I began to suspect that she was lying.

      “You’ve heard what she has to say for herself, Inspector. Now leave!” said Maynell.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” replied James. “Not while I suspect that your wife had something to do with Mr Geller’s death.”

      “But that’s ridiculous! My wife had nothing to do with it. Look at the size of her! Do you think for one moment that she possesses the strength to overpower a man?”

      I had to agree with Mr Maynell. As I watched his petite wife dab at her eyes with a lace handkerchief, it was impossible to imagine how she could cause anyone any harm.

      “There’s no doubt that she had some help,” said James. “Presumably from her friend over there.” He pointed at Miss Preston, who glared at him in response.

      “Catherine Preston,” I said, recalling Lillian and Georgina’s reminisces from their school days. “You’ve known each other for a long time, haven’t you?” Both women looked at me and said nothing. “Did you ask Catherine to follow me, Lillian?” I continued. “Was it Catherine who stabbed my shoulder with a knife?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” replied Lillian haughtily.

      I struggled to believe that she was the same fragile woman who had visited me in my lodgings.

      Miss Preston curled her lip at me. “You interfere too much, Miss Green.”

      “So you admit to following me now?” I asked.

      “There is no need for me to admit any such thing. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Yes, you have! You wrote those letters and threw a brick through the window of my offices. And you tried to set fire to the place!”

      Miss Preston laughed. “I did no such thing!”

      “It’s a shame we don’t have Mr Kurtz here with us,” said James. “As I feel sure that Miss Preston here would be familiar to him.”

      She gave him a quizzical look.

      “I suspect she has been a regular visitor to the medical school at St Bartholomew’s Hospital,” continued James. “I’m not sure which pretext she would have used. Perhaps she pretended to be a prospective medical student. I’m sure she will have found some excuse to patrol the corridors of the medical school and establish the routine of the two men who worked at the museum.”

      “What are you talking about?” asked Lillian.

      “And there’s no doubt that Miss Preston possesses a physical ability which is slightly unusual for her sex,” said James. “You’ve witnessed how fast she can run, haven’t you, Miss Green? And I hear that she vaults a fence with great agility. Perhaps a woman of her abilities would be capable of climbing onto a roof and in through the window of the storeroom attached to the medical museum.”

      “What is this, Inspector?” scoffed Maynell. “My wife has already asked you what you’re talking about, and I would ask the same question. Do you expect us to stand here and listen to this nonsense?”

      Catherine Preston hadn’t shifted her gaze from James since he had begun explaining his theory. She didn’t even appear to blink. Her face was as still as a mask, and it made me shiver.

      “Miss Preston,” said James. “Did you hide yourself in the storeroom until Mr Kurtz left Mr Geller alone in the museum? And Mrs Maynell, did you wait for Mr Kurtz to leave the room that morning before you walked in there and confronted Richard Geller about his friendship with Simon Borthwick?”

      Lillian shook her head. “Of course not!”

      Catherine remained silent and Jeffrey Maynell’s face was ashen.

      “It is my belief that while Mr Geller was distracted by your conversation your friend Miss Preston crept out of the storeroom and looped the twine around his neck.”

      “No!” shouted Lillian.

      “The man stood no chance,” said James. “He would have struggled, of course, and that is how you lost your earring, Mrs Maynell. But there were two of you and one of him, and I have no doubt that he would have succumbed within minutes.”

      “It’s not true!” said Lillian. “And you have no proof!”

      “There are witnesses and alibis to call upon, of course,” said James. “The usual procedures. The question is, can you disprove it?”

      “Of course she can!” retorted Maynell. “She can and she will! She’s my wife! She knew nothing about this Geller chap, and she couldn’t have cared less for Borthwick. She ended their courtship herself! The man didn’t care for her either. Their love affair was one monstrous mistake.”

      “It wasn’t!” snapped Lillian.

      Maynell turned to stare at his wife. His lips moved but no sound came out.

      “He loved me,” she said quietly. “He even apologised to me in his letter.” A strange grimace broke across her face and I struggled to ascertain whether she was laughing or crying.

      “He didn’t love you,” scorned her husband. “He loved that… I can’t bring myself to even say it!”

      “Mr Geller was in the way,” said James. “Am I correct, Mrs Maynell? If it hadn’t been for him Simon Borthwick would have given you his full attention. If it hadn’t been for Mr Geller Simon Borthwick wouldn’t have even considered moving away to America. Away from you. Am I right?”

      Tears flowed down Lillian’s face unchecked.

      “No!” shouted Maynell. “No, I refuse to believe it! The man was a degenerate. Both of them were! But this has nothing to do with my wife; nothing at all. This is all wrong, Inspector! You’ve concocted this strange, twisted tale out of nothing. Nothing, I tell you!”

      “And what do you say, Miss Preston?” asked James. “You’ve been rather quiet.”

      She took a few steps towards him, her eyes fixed on his.

      “Miss Preston?” said James.

      Without saying a word, she lunged forward and struck him in the stomach. James fell back, colliding heavily with a chair, and that’s when I saw the flash of metal in her hand.

      “She’s got a knife!” I screamed. “Use your revolver, James!”
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      James lay on his side on the floor, his face creased with pain and his hands clutched to his stomach. I bent down to retrieve the gun he kept in a holster beneath his jacket.

      As I did so, Catherine lunged toward me. I sheltered myself with my arms, knowing that if I rolled away she was likely to stab James a second time.

      I heard a shout and Catherine fell backwards. She had been hauled to the ground by Jeffrey Maynell.

      “James!” I cried.

      “I’m all right, Penny,” he whispered. “Call for help, will you?”

      “Someone fetch a doctor!” I shouted.

      But Jeffrey Maynell was still grappling with Catherine and Lillian stood behind the desk, unsure what to do next. Blood began to seep through James’ fingers and across his waistcoat.

      I lifted his jacket to locate his revolver. Lillian walked over to her husband and her friend, and I wondered who she intended to help. I felt my fingers close around the cold metal of the gun.

      “Stop!” I ordered, standing to my feet and pointing the gun at Catherine. “Stop now!”

      Jeffrey Maynell had hold of Catherine’s wrist as the pair scrambled around on the floor. They instantly froze, and the gas light flickered on the blade in Catherine’s hand.

      “Drop the knife!” I shouted, the barrel of the gun trembled so much in my hands that I could barely keep it pointed at her.

      She kept her eyes on me as she allowed the knife to slide from her hand. It fell to the floor with a clatter.

      “Mr Maynell, call for help!” I said. “James is injured!”

      “Of course.”

      He began to get to his feet, while I kept the gun pointed at Catherine. I glanced briefly down at James, who had managed to push himself up into a sitting position.

      “I’m all right, Penny.” He forced a smile. “It’s only a flesh wound.”

      Neither of us saw Lillian throw herself at me until it was too late. She grappled with me and extracted the revolver from my shaky hand.

      “Stay where you are!” she shouted at her husband, who stood poised with his hand on the door.

      “Lily…” he said, his eyes fearful. “Don’t do this.”

      “Get your knife, Catherine,” she said to her friend. “Between us we can finish them off. Jeffrey, get on the floor next to the inspector.”

      Maynell cautiously did as he was told, while his wife kept the revolver trained on him. Catherine grabbed the knife and moved toward the door as if planning to prevent our escape.

      “James needs help,” I pleaded. “He’s injured.”

      “You think I want to help a police inspector who’s about to arrest me?” Lillian asked. She shifted the barrel of the gun away from her husband and pointed it at me.

      “Lillian, please don’t make this any worse than it already is,” I said quietly, my eyes trained on the revolver. “You’ll never get away with it. Just stop now for everyone’s sake. Please.”

      “Simon apologised to me,” she said with a cackle. “Isn’t that the strangest part of it all?”

      The door swung open, making Catherine startle and the slick-haired maître d’hôtel appeared in the doorway.

      “Is everything all right? I…”

      Lillian swung her arm around to point the gun at him.

      “Duck!” shouted Mr Maynell.

      James lurched at Lillian’s legs and a gunshot rang out. Lillian was knocked to the floor and the revolver fell from her hand.

      “Grab the gun!” shouted James, still holding on to her.

      The stunned maître d’hôtel remained standing where he was, the gunshot having missed him by some stroke of good fortune.

      Maynell and I both scrambled for the revolver, but he got to it first.

      “Catherine!” Lillian cried out. “Help me, Catherine!”

      Maynell got to his feet, clasping the gun firmly in both hands.

      “She can’t hear you, Lily,” he said to his wife. “I’m afraid you’ve shot her.”
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      “How I’ve missed you, Tiger!” Tears dripped onto her fur as I hugged her thin, bony body. Her purr reverberated loudly in my ear.

      “She’s already eaten two tins of sardines,” said Mrs Garnett. “And a slice of cake.”

      “Cake?”

      My landlady shrugged. “She needed fattening up after ten days shut away in Mr Rumbelow’s stable. The rats may have sustained her for a while, but after that she must have been rather hungry. Mr Rumbelow told me she’s welcome to return any time for a spot of rat-catching.”

      “I shan’t be allowing her back there in a hurry,” I said. “She belongs here.”

      “Fancy getting stuck in a stable like that. Cats do such foolish things. I told you she hadn’t been stolen, didn’t I?”

      “I didn’t think Tiger would ever stray as far as Monkwell Street.”

      “I’ve always said that cats have a secret life we know nothing about. Who knows where she goes and what she does? You’re lucky Mr Rumbelow happened to mention her to Mrs Hooper next door, otherwise I don’t know how you’d ever have got her back.”

      I hugged Tiger even tighter.

      “I am lucky, indeed.”

      “So, what of the woman you believed to have taken her?” asked Mrs Garnett. “What’s happened to her?”

      “She’s dead.”

      “What?! How?”

      “Do you remember that rain-soaked woman, Mrs Maynell, who visited me one evening? She accidentally shot her.”

      Mrs Garnett’s mouth hung open.

      “Mrs Maynell was arrested in Mayfair this evening. That’s where I have just come from. Inspector Blakely has taken her to Vine Street police station.”

      “The people you associate with, Miss Green… That little fair-haired woman the size of a girl shot her friend? Did she do it because she thought the woman had taken your cat?”

      “No. I shall have to explain it all to you in due course, Mrs Garnett. For the time being I’d rather make a fuss of Tiger now that she’s returned.”

      “Yes, you do that. Just cuddle the cat and forget about all that horrible shooting business. The things women do these days.” She sucked her lip disapprovingly. “And let’s get some kerosene combed through Tiger’s fur. She’s covered in fleas from Mr Rumbelow’s stable.”
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      “We passed a sleepless night at Puerto Cabello in Venezuela as our ship was moored beneath the prison there,” said Mr Fox-Stirling with a glass of red wine in his hand. “Every half-hour the sentries called out from one man to the next. Centinela alerta! And no sooner had they finished one round when they struck it up all over again! Every half-hour. Day and night. Centinela alerta!”

      “Presumably to ensure that no chap was asleep on the job,” said Eliza’s husband George.

      “Exactly so,” replied Mr Fox-Stirling. “And there was no chap asleep on our ship, either! There were magnificent palm trees in Puerto Cabello, however. I’d wager that some were one hundred feet high. And all the stems pierced with bullet holes!” He slapped the table as he laughed and gulped back a large mouthful of wine.

      “Penelope and I are delighted that you are willing to return to those shores again and search for our father,” said Eliza.

      We were dining at my sister’s home on a course of spiced beef with marrow au gratin. Mr Edwards sat opposite me, listening intently to Mr Fox-Stirling’s tales of derring-do. The conversation had lost my interest some time earlier and I had spent much of the evening wondering how James was progressing with his questioning of the Maynells.

      “I must say that I am very much looking forward to my return to Colombia,” boomed Mr Fox-Stirling. “I’ve missed the fine cigars there.”

      “Don’t forget that you have the Himalayas to see to first,” said his wife.

      “Forget the Himalayas? How could I forget them, Margaret?” Mr Fox-Stirling laughed again as Eliza’s butler refilled his glass.

      “That’s the life of an adventurer!” said Mr Edwards admiringly.

      “We’re quite happy for you to proceed with your Himalayas expedition first, Mr Fox-Stirling,” said Eliza. “It’ll take us a while to raise the funds for your trip.”

      “On that note,” said Mr Edwards, clearing his throat. “I should like to make a donation if I may.”

      “Really, Mr Edwards?” said Eliza. “That’s terribly kind of you.”

      “My parents left me with a not-insubstantial inheritance,” continued Mr Edwards. “It does nothing for me other than accrue a little interest in the bank.”

      “No, you must keep your inheritance,” I said. “You may need it for something important.”

      “There is more than enough to meet my needs,” he replied. “I should like to do what I can to help you discover what happened to your father.”

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      “Please call me Francis, Miss Green.” He held my gaze and I smiled. “The same applies to everyone here,” he said, turning to the other guests. “None of this Mr Edwards nonsense, please. Call me Francis.”

      “Of course, Francis,” said Eliza. “And a handsome name it is, too. Thank you for your kind offer of help with our search for Father. It’s much appreciated, isn’t it, Penelope?”

      “It is,” I added. “Thank you, Francis.”

      He grinned, as if pleased to have entered this new state of familiarity.

      The housekeeper entered the room and whispered something into Eliza’s ear.

      “Penelope,” Eliza announced. “I’m informed that there is a caller for you.”
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      James stood in Eliza’s hallway, his bowler hat clasped in one hand.

      “How are you?” I asked. “How serious is your injury? You should be resting!”

      “The injury’s fine, it’s healing quickly. Thank you, Penny.” He glanced down at his stomach. “It’s well bandaged and there’s no chance of me resting at the moment. I’ve been busy interviewing the Maynells.”

      “You should come and join us in the dining room,” I said. “There’s far too much food and drink for our small party to get through. Eliza could have invited another four people!”

      “That’s a nice thought. I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast. It’s been rather a busy day down at the station in Kensington. Do you think your sister would mind?”

      “Of course she wouldn’t!”

      James took a step forward and then hesitated. “Mr Edwards isn’t with you by any chance, is he?”

      “He is,” I replied, “but that doesn’t matter a bit. He’ll be pleased to see you.”

      “On second thoughts, perhaps it’s not a good idea after all,” James said, frowning slightly. “No, I’ll journey home as I intended. The cab brought me through Bayswater and I remembered you telling me you would be dining here with Mr Fox-Stirling this evening. I only stopped by to tell you what has happened with the Maynells.”

      “Please, James.”

      “Please what?”

      “Please stay.”

      “It’s not appropriate, Penny.”

      “Tell me how you got on, then.”

      “Jeffrey Maynell knew nothing of what his wife had been up to. That much is clear.”

      “And Lillian?”

      “She has confessed.”

      My heart skipped excitedly. “Well done, James!”

      “It will make the trial easier to manage and by confessing Lillian’s hoping the sentence will be more lenient.”

      “She doesn’t deserve a lenient sentence,” I scorned. “I don’t suppose Simon Borthwick ever knew that Lillian was his persecutor.”

      “No, I don’t think he did. He even apologised to her in his letter, didn’t he? It seems he blamed himself for the termination of their engagement. And perhaps he suspected that Mr Geller had been murdered due to the nature of their friendship.”

      “Which is why he feared that he would be next.”

      “I think so. And Lillian was your persecutor, too. She sent many unpleasant letters about Borthwick, including the one you found in his book.”

      “She forged all the different styles of handwriting?”

      “No, she paid a forger to do that. She had no qualms about implicating her husband and his colleagues in this tragic affair.”

      “Jeffrey was cruel toward her.”

      “It seems that he was; however, I don’t think it ever truly broke her heart. Every move she has made since her relationship with Borthwick ended was part of a calculated scheme of revenge.”

      “And to think that she came dashing over to my home one rainy evening desperate to confide how beastly Jeffrey was!”

      “That was all part of her clever manipulation. She was hoping to frame her husband.”

      “But the earring let her down.”

      “Indeed.”

      “She made the mistake of admitting that it was hers.”

      “Yes. I wondered why she didn’t deny it. She may not have realised where she had lost it. And perhaps she was certain that Repton was about to be charged with Geller’s murder. She’d evaded suspicion for so long that maybe she had become a little overconfident. Repton appears to be completely blameless. He has been released from custody, so he won’t miss his ship after all.”

      “And I don’t suppose we’ll ever hear Catherine Preston’s side of the story.”

      “No. Lillian’s confession confirmed that Catherine strangled Richard Geller, but I would have liked to speak to the woman myself. Lillian put paid to that.”

      “I recall now something Lillian and Georgina told me about Catherine Preston,” I said. “Georgina commented that Catherine had always done what Lillian had asked her to when they were at school. Lillian’s explanation was that Catherine had a motherless upbringing. But that doesn’t fully explain why Catherine was so willing to do Lillian’s bidding. Did Lillian explain it any better to you?”

      “I don’t think Lillian really understands it herself. From what she told me she has always had an unusual hold over Catherine. Perhaps money played a part. Lillian’s family was wealthy and Catherine’s far less so, and it sounds as though she grew up without her mother, which must have affected her in some respects. Lillian is mortified that she has accidentally killed her friend, but she chose her path and now we must leave the rest to the judge and jury. I wanted to thank you, Penny, for persevering at that jewellery shop in Burlington Arcade. You put my work to shame!”

      “Not at all.”

      “Well, you did, because I was unable to get Maynell’s name from them.”

      “It was all down to a tall tale and a few tears. That combination is easier to conjure when you’re a woman.”

      “Indeed it is, Penny. I couldn’t have employed that same trick!”

      We both laughed.

      “I’ll let you return to your meal. Apologies for the interruption.” He placed his bowler hat back on his head.

      “I wish you would join us, James.”

      “You know that it would make matters rather awkward.”

      I sighed.

      “You were right, you know,” said James, lowering his voice.

      “About what?”

      “What you said on Blackfriars Bridge. No one is forcing me to marry Charlotte.”

      “You made a choice.”

      “I did. But I made that choice before I met you. Had we met sooner, I believe things might be rather different now.”

      His words saddened me, and I couldn’t miss the opportunity to respond. “But we didn’t meet sooner, and nothing will ever change that. You can still make a choice, though. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I can, but the repercussions of such a choice would be…” He trailed off and stared down at the tiled floor. “I don’t know. It would be quite dreadful. The wedding has already been postponed once before.”

      “And?”

      James looked at me, his eyes searching my face.

      “Can you imagine if I called it off?”

      “There would be some fuss for a while,” I said, “but it would eventually calm down and be forgotten about.”

      “An uncle of mine was once sued for breach of promise.”

      “Charlotte wouldn’t do that, would she?”

      “She would! And her mother would weigh in, no doubt. It would be awful.”

      “What else can I say, James? Yes, it would be awful, but only for a while. And then you would be free to pursue happiness with someone else.”

      “With you?”

      “Yes.”

      No sooner had I said it than his warm lips were on mine. He rested his hand gently on my shoulder, which tingled beneath his touch.

      But as quickly as he had kissed me, he drew away again.

      “Miss Green?” came a voice from behind me.

      I spun around to see Mr Edwards standing beside the door to the drawing room. He stared first at me and then at James.

      A rush of heat flooded my face. I opened my mouth to speak but had no idea what to say.

      How long had Mr Edwards been standing there?

      “Your sister asked me to inform you that pudding is served.” His voice betrayed no emotion.

      He adjusted his tie and walked back into the drawing room.
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      “And this invisible though mighty energy is day by day becoming more the obedient servant of mankind, whom once it only terrified in the lightning flash, or amused by the crackle of the philosopher’s electrical machine.” - ‘Electric Lighting in America, An Interview with Dr J A Fleming’. Pall Mall Gazette, Thursday 18th December 1884. Retrieved courtesy of the British Newspaper Archive.

      

      Simon Borthwick is fictional, I borrowed his achievements from the British chemist and inventor Sir Joseph Swan. Swan obtained the British patent for the light bulb in 1880 and then began installing electric lighting in various buildings including the Savoy Theatre. It was Swan who lit the dancing fairies in the performance of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Iolanthe in 1882.

      Illumination displays were a popular form of entertainment in the early days of electricity. In the Sporting News of 9th June 1888 an advert reads:-

      “Garden Fete - Crystal Palace - Today. Flowers, fountains, music, natural beauties of park, shrubberies and plantations revealed by electric light. Lakes, lawns, rosary and kiosks superbly illuminated by 50,000 fairy lights.”

      Donald Repton is also fictional, I borrowed his achievements from the pioneering British electrical engineer Rookes Evelyn Bell Crompton. Crompton established an engineering company and manufactured  Swan’s light bulb under licence. In the 1880s the company dominated the British lighting market and worked on projects such as Windsor Castle, King’s Cross Station, The Mansion House and even Vienna Opera House. The Kensington Court project was built in 1888 (a few years later than 1884 when The Inventor is set). Crompton lived at the development for a time and it still stands today, Crompton’s Electric Lighting Station where the generators were housed is used as offices.

      So who actually invented the light bulb? The American inventor Thomas Edison is often given the credit but that’s partly due to the success of his company General Electric (initially named the Edison Electric Light Company). Edison obtained the US patent for the light bulb in 1880. Despite my research I can’t determine whether Edison sued Swan for infringement or whether it was vice versa (or both!), but the end result was the establishment of the joint company Ediswan which manufactured the light bulb in Britain.

      Inventors worldwide worked on the light bulb throughout the nineteenth century, as well as Swan and Edison they include: Humphry Davy, Pavel Yablochkov, Frederick de Moleyns, Hermann Sprengel, Henry Woodward, Matthew Evans, William E Sawyer and Albon Man. With so many inventors working on the same idea in the latter part of the nineteenth century, litigation between them was to be expected.

      

      The police raid on the fancy dress ball at The Ha’penny is inspired by a real-life event in 1880 in Manchester. On 25th September of that year police raided a private party at the Temperance Hall in Hulme where 47 men were guests: around half of them wore women’s clothing. All the men were arrested and charged with ‘soliciting and inciting each other to commit an unnameable offence’. In court they were fined on the surety of ‘good behaviour’ for the following twelve months, if they defaulted then the punishment was imprisonment for three months. The incident was widely reported in the press with The Illustrated Police News headline being: ‘Disgraceful Proceedings in Manchester - Men dressed as Women.’

      William Sherman is right to be cautious about his private life, the most extreme punishment at the time was imprisonment from ten years to life. In 1885 in Britain the Criminal Law Amendment Act recriminalized male homosexuality, one of the most famous cases tried under this act was the trial of playwright Oscar Wilde in 1895 for ‘gross indecency’. He was sentenced to two years’ hard labour which led to poor health and undoubtedly his untimely death at the age of 46.

      

      The Crystal Palace was built for Britain’s Great Exhibition in 1851, the first international exhibition of manufactured products. The enormous glasshouse was constructed in Hyde Park and 14,000 exhibitors were contained within its 990,000 square feet of space. The building was three times the size of St Paul’s Cathedral.

      After the Great Exhibition, the Crystal Palace was painstakingly dismantled and reassembled eight miles away at a park in Sydenham, south London. It reopened in 1854 and was used for various events, festivals and exhibitions over the years. The park was attractively landscaped and its lake was home to the famous concrete Crystal Palace dinosaurs.

      Crystal Palace was destroyed by fire in 1936, an event witnessed by my Grandfather from five miles away on Clapham Common. Even at that distance he said the light from the fire was bright enough to read a newspaper by.

      Some of the landscaped grounds of Crystal Palace remain: including the grassed-over Italian-style terraces, steps and a few statues. These days the park is famously home to the Crystal Palace football team’s ground and the area itself is now called Crystal Palace. The 160 year old concrete dinosaurs are still there and the Friends of Crystal Palace Dinosaurs charity lovingly keeps an eye on them. Talk rumbles on of plans to rebuild the Crystal Palace but nothing has been confirmed.

      

      St Bartholomew’s Hospital remains on the site it was founded in the twelfth century. Some of its buildings date back to the eighteenth century and the hospital has a long-held reputation for teaching and research. Buildings for the medical school were constructed in the nineteenth century and among these was the pathology museum. I worked at the hospital in the mid-1990s and at that time the pathology museum was one of its best-kept secrets: a fascinating place to visit in my lunch break and I’m not sure I was actually allowed to be in there. I don’t recall there being an attached store room - it was something I created for the story.

      These days the pathology museum at Barts is now professionally curated and open to the public. Worth a visit if you’re ever in the area.

      

      The police station at Old Jewry was used as the headquarters of the City of London Police from 1863 until 2001. The building is now used for office space but it’s popular with Jack the Ripper tours because officers in this building investigated the murder of Jack the Ripper’s fourth victim, Catherine Eddowes, in 1888.

      

      The upmarket Burlington Arcade on Piccadilly opened in 1819 and was a precursor to modern day shopping malls. It was given its own private police force which still looks after the arcade today: the Burlington Beadles. Singing and whistling is banned in the arcade: rules which were established when pickpockets frequented the place and brothels were to be found in its upper chambers.

      Apparently in the mid-nineteenth century Madam Parsons ran a bonnet shop in the arcade, her shop was actually a front for a brothel in nearby Regent Street. Madam Parsons facilitated liaisons between gentlemen and ladies and it was only after her death that Madam Parsons was discovered to have been a man.

      

      If The Inventor is the first Penny Green book you’ve read, then you may find the following historical background interesting. It’s compiled from the historical notes published in the previous books in the series:

      

      Women journalists in the nineteenth century were not as scarce as people may think. In fact they were numerous enough by 1898 for Arnold Bennett to write Journalism for Women: A Practical Guide in which he was keen to raise the standard of women’s journalism:-

      “The women-journalists as a body have faults… They seem to me to be traceable either to an imperfect development of the sense of order, or to a certain lack of self-control.”

      

      Eliza Linton became the first salaried female journalist in Britain when she began writing for the Morning Chronicle in 1851. She was a prolific writer and contributor to periodicals for many years including Charles Dickens’ magazine Household Words. George Eliot – her real name was Mary Anne Evans - is most famous for novels such as Middlemarch, however she also became assistant editor of The Westminster Review in 1852.

      

      In the United States Margaret Fuller became the New York Tribune’s first female editor in 1846. Intrepid journalist Nellie Bly worked in Mexico as a foreign correspondent for the Pittsburgh Despatch in the 1880s before writing for New York World and feigning insanity to go undercover and investigate reports of brutality at a New York asylum. Later, in 1889-90, she became a household name by setting a world record for travelling around the globe in seventy two days.

      

      The iconic circular Reading Room at the British Museum was in use from 1857 until 1997. During that time it was also used as a filming location and has been referenced in many works of fiction. The Reading Room has been closed since 2014 but it’s recently been announced that it will reopen and display some of the museum’s permanent collections. It could be a while yet until we’re able to step inside it but I’m looking forward to it!

      

      The Museum Tavern, where Penny and James enjoy a drink, is a well-preserved Victorian pub opposite the British Museum. Although a pub was first built here in the eighteenth century much of the current pub (including its name) dates back to 1855. Celebrity drinkers here are said to have included Arthur Conan Doyle and Karl Marx.

      

      Publishing began in Fleet Street in the 1500s and by the twentieth century the street was the hub of the British press. However newspapers began moving away in the 1980s to bigger premises. Nowadays just a few publishers remain in Fleet Street but the many pubs and bars once frequented by journalists – including the pub Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese - are still popular with city workers.

      

      Penny Green lives in Milton Street in Cripplegate which was one of the areas worst hit by bombing during the Blitz in the Second World War and few original streets remain. Milton Street was known as Grub Street in the eighteenth century and was famous as a home to impoverished writers at the time. The street had a long association with writers and was home to Anthony Trollope among many others. A small stretch of Milton Street remains but the 1960s Barbican development has been built over the bombed remains.

      

      Plant hunting became an increasingly commercial enterprise as the nineteenth century progressed. Victorians were fascinated by exotic plants and, if they were wealthy enough, they had their own glasshouses built to show them off. Plant hunters were employed by Kew Gardens, companies such as Veitch Nurseries or wealthy individuals to seek out exotic specimens in places such as South America and the Himalayas. These plant hunters took great personal risks to collect their plants and some perished on their travels. The Travels and Adventures of an Orchid Hunter by Albert Millican is worth a read. Written in 1891 it documents his journeys in Colombia and demonstrates how plant hunting became little short of pillaging. Some areas he travelled to had already lost their orchids to plant hunters and Millican himself spent several months felling 4,000 trees to collect 10,000 plants. Even after all this plundering many of the orchids didn’t survive the trip across the Atlantic to Britain. Plant hunters were not always welcome: Millican had arrows fired at him as he navigated rivers, had his camp attacked one night and was eventually killed during a fight in a Colombian tavern.

      

      My research for The Penny Green series has come from sources too numerous to list in detail, but the following books have been very useful: A Brief History of Life in Victorian Britain by Michael Patterson, London in the Nineteenth Century by Jerry White, London in 1880 by Herbert Fry, London a Travel Guide through Time by Dr Matthew Green, Women of the Press in Nineteenth-Century Britain by Barbara Onslow, A Very British Murder by Lucy Worsley, The Suspicions of Mr Whicher by Kate Summerscale, Journalism for Women: A Practical Guide by Arnold Bennett and Seventy Years a Showman by Lord George Sanger, Dottings of a Dosser by Howard Goldsmid, Travels and Adventures of an Orchid Hunter by Albert Millican, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London by Andrew Mearns, The Complete History of Jack the Ripper by Philip Sugden, The Necropolis Railway by Andrew Martin, The Diaries of Hannah Cullwick, Victorian Maidservant edited by Liz Stanley, Mrs Woolf & the Servants by Alison Light, Revelations of a Lady Detective by William Stephens Hayward and A is for Arsenic by Kathryn Harkup. The British Newspaper Archive is also an invaluable resource. For more about Edison and the beginning of the electricity age you might like The Last Days of Night by Graham Moore.
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      The dark spire of All Saints church pierced the summer morning mist as I reached the eastern end of Margaret Street. An inquisitive crowd had gathered outside the townhouse, too busy sharing the news to make way for a carriage which was attempting to pass along the road. The horse shied, parting the mob and frightening the children who were trying to get to their school at the end of the street.

      I could see the upper storeys of the narrow, red-brick house. The curtains were drawn across the tall sash windows and the front door was obscured by the crowd.

      “Press! Make way!” I called out, hoping this would hasten my progress through the throng. A few people moved, but the majority stayed put. I readied myself with a pencil and notebook in the hope that I might be able to speak to a police officer.

      “There ’e is!” came a shout.

      “Mr Forster! That’s ’im!” someone else cried out.

      “Where?” shouted another.

      I pushed forward, keen to catch sight of the man who had been tragically widowed after the events of the previous night. Someone shoved me from behind and my spectacles slid halfway down my nose. I pushed them back into place and tried to remain calm.

      A row of police constables kept the crowd at a distance from the house. Beyond them I could see an ashen-faced man in a dark suit and top hat standing beside the door. He had copper-coloured whiskers and his eyes darted nervously across the noisy crowd. He was conversing with a police officer, whose uniform bore the insignia of a chief inspector, and a man wearing a blue-checked suit, who I guessed was a detective.

      “Keep yer elbows to yerself!” shouted a woman behind me.

      “Where was you dug up?” another retorted.

      A fourth man, who appeared to be a friend of Mr Forster’s, joined the group standing outside the house. He was short and round, smartly dressed and wore a top hat and spectacles. The man rested a hand on Mr Forster’s shoulder as a gesture of comfort.

      I could hear other reporters in the crowd shouting out questions to the group of men, but nobody responded. It was clear that the police had no wish to speak to the press at that moment.

      “Mind yerself, else I’ll roll yer in the mud!” shouted the woman who had complained about the elbows.

      “Not afore I punch yer face!” replied the other.

      With the crowd growing restless and the police ignoring the reporters gathered, I decided to move to a quieter part of the street and find someone who might be of use to interview.

      An anxious-looking lady stood in the doorway of the house next to the church. She wore a dark blue woollen travelling dress and was adjusting her hatpin.

      “Excuse me, are you a neighbour of Mr and Mrs Forster?” I asked.

      “I am,” she replied solemnly.

      A maid carrying a heavy portmanteau stepped out from the doorway behind her and pushed past me as she walked toward a waiting brougham carriage.

      “I’m leaving town,” the lady continued. “I cannot bear to stay here while there are violent burglars about.”

      “Did you hear anything of the disturbance last night?” I asked.

      She glanced at the notebook in my hand. “Are you a reporter?”

      “Yes, I’m Miss Penny Green of the Morning Express.”

      She paused for a moment, as if considering whether she wished to speak to me. Thankfully, she continued. “I’m Mrs Yarborough. I didn’t hear a thing; that’s what worries me. No one had an inkling of what was happening. No doubt poor Olivia cried out for help and no one came because no one heard her! It was well planned, wasn’t it? The burglars attacked the staff first so they wouldn’t be able to intervene, and then they went for Olivia. I don’t suppose they meant for her to die, but she did! And now poor Mr Forster will never get over it. This street will never be the same again. We’ve lived here happily for almost ten years, but I don’t think I could bear to spend another night under this roof. Who wants to live on a street where someone has been so dreadfully murdered?”

      I nodded my head in sympathy as I wrote in my notebook.

      “And I hear they made such a terrible mess of the house,” she added. “Completely vandalised, they say. It was such a beautiful home and now everything is ruined! All Mr Forster’s treasures from India… he had so many of them. I should think the valuable ones have all been taken and the less precious ones just smashed to pieces. We had such happy times in their home. Inside it felt as though one had been transported to Bengal with all the beautiful silks draped from ceiling to floor, and a quite delightful fresco of an Indian scene on the wall of the drawing room. Every treasure on display had a story related to it, and Mr Forster did ever so enjoy regaling us with his tales. And we relished hearing them.”

      “Had the Forsters been back from India long?”

      “I seem to recall that they returned at the end of summer last year. They both missed India, which is why Olivia worked so hard to have the home as beautifully furnished as she did.”

      I felt pleased that Mrs Yarborough was being so talkative.

      “Mr Forster worked for a large merchant company there, am I right?”

      “Yes, I believe so, based in Calcutta. I forget the name of it now. I heard he made a great fortune out there and brought it back with him, but the thieves have taken full advantage! It’s terrible.”

      The maid carried a bulky leather case out of the house.

      “Have there been many burglaries in this street?” I asked.

      “No, none. It’s been perfectly pleasant living here, and it’s so well placed for shopping. I have friends who wouldn’t dream of living north of Oxford Street, but Mayfair is so overpriced these days because of all the rich foreigners. They pay such ridiculous sums of money for an exclusive address, but that’s not our style at all. Fitzrovia suits us much better. Until last night, that is. The level of violence was quite shocking! Why attack people in that brutal manner? Everyone in that household was utterly defenceless!”

      “Perhaps if Mr Forster made his fortune in India the burglars knew which house to target,” I ventured.

      “Possibly, or they may have chosen the house entirely by chance. It could have been any one of us, and that, quite frankly, is what I find so frightening. We’ve decided to stay at our home in Somerset.”

      “You have no plans to return?”

      “Only to arrange the sale of our house. After the events of yesterday evening, who on earth would want to live here?”

      The maid joined us with a small dog under her arm, which bared its teeth at me.

      “Do please excuse me, Miss Green, but we must go,” said Mrs Yarborough. “I wish to stop thinking about this dreadful unpleasantness, and we have a train to catch at Paddington.”

      “Thank you for speaking to me, Mrs Yarborough. Have a safe journey.”

      

      As Mrs Yarborough was helped into her carriage I noticed the crowd had begun to disperse. Mr Forster, his smart, round friend and the two police officers were walking toward me with a group of reporters in tow.

      “When did you last see your wife, Mr Forster?” called out a reporter I recognised as Tom Clifford from The Holborn Gazette.

      “Leave the man alone,” ordered the chief inspector.

      “Where were you when your home was being burgled?” another reporter shouted.

      Mr Forster ran a hand across his brow.

      “My condolences, sir,” I said as he passed me.

      He gave me a startled glance, as if he hadn’t expected to see me standing there. There were dark circles beneath his eyes and his skin looked pallid and clammy. As soon as he caught my eye he quickly looked away again, then muttered something to the detective. To my surprise, the two men began to laugh.

      I wanted to ask them what could possibly be amusing on such a misty, dismal morning. Mr Forster’s wife had just been bludgeoned to death by a gang of burglars, yet he was able to laugh quite readily.

      I simply couldn’t comprehend it.
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      Murder on Margaret Street!

      

      A burglary and brutal murder took place on Tuesday night at a house on Margaret Street, Fitzrovia. The occupier, Mr. Augustus Forster, had left home at seven o’clock for an evening appointment at the East India Club. His wife, Mrs Olivia Forster, had remained in the house and retired to bed at ten o’clock. The housekeeper, Mrs Elizabeth Fereby, was preparing to retire for the evening when she was disturbed by a noise in the kitchen in the basement at just after ten o’clock. Upon investigation, she discovered the kitchen window wide open, and four men armed with cudgels demanding to know the whereabouts of the household’s occupiers. Mrs Fereby refused to tell them, whereupon one of the men struck her on the head and rendered her insensible.

      The men climbed the stairs to the first storey and threatened a maid they found there, a Miss Harriet Riddiford, who, in a bid to be rid of the gang, told them the details of some valuable vases that were to be found in the drawing room. She was hit about the arms and chest, and ordered to keep quiet if she wished to preserve her life. Two men went into the drawing room and the other two climbed the stairs to the bedchamber where Mrs Forster slept.

      While the content of the exchange between these men and Mrs Forster cannot be known, it is clear that she suffered a blow to the head and died from her injury shortly afterward, while the gang decamped with a stash of valuable jewellery and ornaments. The housekeeper recovered sufficiently from the attack to raise the alarm and constables were soon in attendance, alongside Police Surgeon Dr Sweby and Detective Inspector Bowles of Marylebone Lane police station.

      Mr. Forster returned home at eleven o’clock to discover the distressing scene. Mrs Fereby and Miss Riddiford continue to receive treatment at the Middlesex Hospital.

      Mr. Forster and his wife had recently returned from Calcutta, Bengal Province, India, where Mr. Forster had worked for the merchant Messrs Lewis Sheridan and Co.

      

      “Well done, Miss Green,” said my editor, Mr Sherman. “You must have spent quite a bit of time at the scene yesterday to get all this detail. And well done on the interview with Mrs Yarborough, too. You’ll notice we’ve published it in its entirety. None of the other papers managed to get an interview with her.”

      “It was a bit of luck,” I replied. “I saw her step out of her front door just as she was dashing off to Paddington.”

      “You were in just the right place at the right time,” he replied, placing his pipe in his mouth. “That’s the skill of a good news reporter.” His shirt sleeves were rolled up and he wore a blue serge waistcoat. His black hair was oiled and parted to one side. “You haven’t forgotten about the story on the Irish Conference in Boston, though, have you?”

      “No, Mr Sherman, I’m working on it now,” I replied.

      “I need it on my desk by four o’clock.”

      The editor promptly left the newsroom, leaving the door to slam behind him. The newsroom of the Morning Express newspaper was a small, cluttered place with a grimy window looking out over Fleet Street.

      “Well done, Miss Green, for being Mr Sherman’s favourite today,” said my colleague, Edgar Fish. He was a tall, broad man with heavy features and a thin, mousey-brown moustache.

      “I’d say that Miss Green has been Sherman’s favourite for much of the week,” added the corpulent, curly-haired reporter, Frederick Potter.

      “Now you come to mention it, Potter, she has, hasn’t she?” said Edgar. “That won’t do, will it? After all, you and I work a darn sight harder than she does.”

      “We do indeed,” added Frederick.

      “What I want to know, Miss Green,” said Edgar, “is how you got onto the scene of the Forster murder as quickly as you did. After all, it occurred in Margaret Street and you live in Milton Street, which must be a good three miles away.”

      “I have my landlady, Mrs Garnett, to thank for that,” I replied. “She has a friend who is famed for gossip and always seems to hear of these things before anyone else. I had only just sat down to breakfast at the time.”

      “Miss Green has an assistant!” said Edgar. “That’s how she does it, Potter!”

      “She’s my landlady,” I corrected, “and I think she would object to anyone describing her as an assistant.”

      “But she’s a woman,” said Frederick, “and we all know the fairer sex has a predilection for nosiness and gossip.”

      “You’ve hit the nail on the head there, Potter,” said Edgar. “Miss Green and her landlady have a natural advantage over us chaps.”

      “But aren’t your wives inclined to nosiness and gossip?” I asked.

      Both men shook their heads.

      “That’s odd,” I replied, “as I’m sure you suggested just a moment ago that these were characteristics all women possessed.”

      “Almost all,” replied Edgar. “To tell you the truth, Miss Green, Mrs Fish is really quite distressed about this murder business in Margaret Street. She’s fearful that we might be next!”

      “But you don’t have anything worth stealing in your home, Fish,” said Frederick.

      “Try telling that to Mrs Fish!” replied Edgar. “She didn’t want me to leave for work this morning, and I’ve been instructed to be home by six o’clock at the very latest.”

      “That’s a shame,” said Frederick. “It means you won’t be able to have your customary tipple down at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese.”

      “I know. Customary tipples are quite out of the question at the moment, Potter. I’m afraid they won’t be permitted until Mrs Fish has found a way to calm herself.”

      “Tell Georgina not to worry,” I said. “I’m quite sure the burglars won’t be paying you a visit any time soon.”

      “But you can’t be sure of that, Miss Green,” said Edgar. “Your interview with Mrs Yarborough just goes to prove that many people are fearful. No one can bear the thought that it might happen to them. You just don’t know where these villains are likely to strike next.”

      “I don’t think this was an opportunistic attack,” I said.

      “Is that what the police are saying?” asked Edgar.

      “No, not yet. It’s just what I think. It sounds as if the burglary was carefully planned. And I don’t really believe that the motive was burglary at all.”

      Edgar groaned. “Oh no, Miss Green, you’re theorising again. Leave all that to the police.”

      “I can’t help it, Edgar! I saw Augustus Forster yesterday morning, and there was something about him which didn’t quite ring true.”

      “Are you suggesting the chap burgled his own house?”

      “No, but I happen to think it rather convenient that he wasn’t there at the time.”

      “But surely the fellow should be allowed to enjoy an evening at his usual club without being accused of committing a shocking crime! Perhaps the burglars knew he would be out and simply seized their chance.”

      “Perhaps so, but if they were merely after some valuable items, why not wait until the middle of the night when everyone in the house was fast asleep? They’d have had a better chance of pulling it off undisturbed.”

      Edgar pondered this. “That’s an interesting thought. Then you really think they wished to attack Mrs Forster and her servants?”

      “I believe so. Otherwise, why would such violence have been employed? There was no need to attack everyone in that forceful manner; I’m sure threatening them would have had the desired effect.”

      “Perhaps they were set upon by the staff.”

      “No, I think the burglars must have chosen to harm them from the off in order to approach Mrs Forster unchallenged.”

      “Then Mrs Forster was the intended target?”

      “Yes, I believe she was intentionally murdered. The burglars struck when her husband was out of the house. They ensured that the servants were incapacitated and were devastatingly brutal once they reached the poor, unsuspecting woman. The theft of valuable items was nothing but a half-hearted attempt to disguise the true motive of this crime.”

      “Only you’re saying it wasn’t; that it was, in fact, murder?”

      “I can’t say for sure, Edgar, but it’s the most plausible theory I have at the moment.”

      “Well, it’s not a bad one. Have you discussed it with your detective friend, Inspector James Blakely of the Yard?”

      “No, not yet.”

      The mere mention of James’ name made my stomach flip. I hadn’t seen him since we had shared a forbidden kiss in my sister’s hallway the previous week. It was an incident which I both felt ashamed of and treasured. James was supposed to be marrying his fiancée in just six weeks’ time.

      I also had a terrible suspicion that the kiss had been witnessed by my friend Mr Edwards, a man who had once held what I believed to be a deep affection for me.

      “Are you all right, Miss Green?” asked Edgar. “Has your mind wandered elsewhere?”
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      “Your theory is an interesting one, Miss Green,” said Detective Inspector Bowles as we stood outside Mr Forster’s home. A constable guarded the door and several onlookers lingered in the midday sun. Bowles was a thick-set man with a thin moustache, and a left eye which appeared to be looking over my shoulder while his right eye was firmly fixed on me. “However, we are continuing to treat the incident as a burglary at the present time.”

      “But Inspector —”

      He raised his hand to prevent me from talking any further. “That’s enough, Miss Green. I have an important job to be getting on with and I can’t stand around being detained by news reporters any longer.”

      Inspector Bowles was the detective I had seen with Mr Forster the morning after the murder. I wanted to ask him what he and Mr Forster had been laughing about, but instead I sighed and tucked my notebook and pencil back inside my carpet bag.

      “You think there’s something more to this, do you, madam?” I turned to see a man with bushy brown whiskers. He wore a top hat and a long, dark coat. His eyes were grey and watery.

      “Were you listening in to our conversation?” I asked.

      “Apologies, madam. Miss Green, isn’t it? That’s what I heard the inspector call you. I’m Mr Charles Mawson, a friend of the Forster family.”

      “I offer you my deepest condolences, Mr Mawson. This must be a most difficult time for you.”

      “It is, rather. I came here looking for Forster, but I don’t know where the chap has gone. I don’t suppose he’ll want to set foot in his home again after the terrible tragedy that has taken place within its walls. I’m interested in this idea I overheard you mention to Inspector Bowles. Do you really think the incident could be something other than a straightforward burglary?”

      “I have no idea, Mr Mawson. I suppose it’s in my nature to speculate on these matters. You should ignore most of what I say; I’m nothing more than a nosy news reporter!”

      “Ah, I see. For a moment you seemed rather earnest about your thoughts on the matter. Do you know how the burglars got inside the house?”

      “Through a kitchen window at the rear of the house.”

      “Oh dear. So they set upon the staff at first?”

      “Apparently so.”

      “Bludgeoned with cudgels, weren’t they?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then they went upstairs and attacked poor Olivia.” He shook his head. “Dreadful business. How many of them were present, do you know?”

      “Four, I believe.”

      “They would have covered their faces, I imagine, so it will be quite impossible for the police to catch them unless the stolen goods appear for sale at some market stall in the near future, which might arouse suspicion. Though they could sell the valuables in another city altogether, couldn’t they? That would cover their tracks rather well. You can see how solving these crimes becomes a battle of wits between the criminals and the police, can’t you?”

      “You can indeed.”

      “I wonder what evidence the police have uncovered so far. I should like to find out.”

      “Have you known the Forster family for long, Mr Mawson?”

      “Yes, for some years, in actual fact. I spent some time in India and became acquainted with Mr Forster there.”

      “He worked for a large merchant company, did he not?”

      “Yes, Sheridan and Company.”

      “What sort of merchant is it?”

      “It trades in a number of items; principally cotton and opium. It’s one of the largest firms in Calcutta and employs a number of people here in London too.”

      “Did you work for the same company while you were there?”

      “No, I worked for the Indian government. I first met the Forsters while dining at a club in Calcutta, and subsequent to that we often enjoyed riding, shooting and picnicking together; that sort of thing. I returned a year ago.” He sighed. “I do miss those days, and now everything has changed. I don’t suppose you know where Mr Forster has gone, do you?”

      I was surprised that Mr Mawson didn’t know the answer to this question himself.

      “I’m afraid I don’t. He was here yesterday morning, but I suppose he must wish to stay away from the house for the time being. Do the Forsters have any children?”

      “A son and a daughter. The son is at Oxford and the daughter is married to a chap in Bristol. He works in shipping. Dear me, I struggle to believe that we have lost poor Olivia in this frightful way. I do hope Forster’s all right. I wish I knew where he was.”

      “The police might have an idea as to his whereabouts.”

      “They might, mightn’t they? I say, Inspector!”

      Inspector Bowles turned to acknowledge him.

      “Do you know where Forster is at the moment? I’m Mr Mawson, a friend of the family.”

      “I’m not at liberty to say where he is,” Bowles replied, suddenly distracted by a man who was swiftly approaching. “Good afternoon, Inspector Blakely.”

      I caught my breath before slowly turning to face James.

      “Penny!”

      He grinned at me and I felt my face redden. He wore his customary bowler hat along with a smart grey suit and waistcoat. He held my gaze with his sparkling blue eyes.

      “Hello, James.”

      “It’s terribly sad, isn’t it?” His face grew solemn as he glanced up at the Forsters’ house.

      Mr Mawson wandered off to speak to a police constable, presumably hoping to find out where his friend might be.

      “Immensely sad,” I said. “I was here yesterday morning and spoke with the neighbour, Mrs Yarborough. She’s headed off to Somerset now.”

      “I read your interview with her in the Morning Express and I’m not surprised she has decided to leave. This whole business is rather unpleasant.”

      “Miss Green has been trying to persuade me that this was more than just a violent burglary, Inspector Blakely,” Inspector Bowles interjected.

      “What makes you think that, Penny?” asked James.

      “A few things —”

      “No, don’t you be getting into all that again,” said Bowles, “there’s important work to be done. Come on, Blakely, I’ll show you the crime scene.”

      “I’ll be with you in two minutes, Inspector Bowles,” replied James. “Do you mind if I have a quick word with Miss Green?”

      The inspector shrugged in reply and James glanced around, looking for a quiet place for us to talk privately.

      “Let’s nip over to the church, shall we? There’s a little courtyard there.”

      We walked the short distance to All Saints church with its red and black patterned brickwork. The courtyard could be accessed via a brick archway. Once we were beneath the tall, arched windows and looming spire, James stopped. I felt nervous about what he was about to tell me. Surely it would relate to that stolen kiss.

      James cleared his throat, looking every bit as uncomfortable as I felt.

      “I must apologise to you, Penny, for my despicable behaviour the other evening.”

      “No, you mustn’t apologise, there’s no need. Besides, it wasn’t despicable at all —”

      “Mr Edwards,” said James, interrupting me. “I think he saw us.”

      “Yes, I think he must have done. He avoided my gaze for the remainder of the evening.”

      “I’m so sorry, Penny. I fear that I may have ruined any chance there might have been of a courtship between you and Mr Edwards.”

      “There was never any chance of that,” I replied.

      “Are you sure? Because I felt certain that you were beginning to hold him in a higher regard than you had previously.”

      “I was, and still do, but I don’t lament the loss of a potential husband.”

      “Have you seen him since the incident?”

      “No, I haven’t.” I had deliberately avoided the reading room of the British Library, where Mr Edwards worked as a clerk. At the present time I felt too embarrassed to face him. Would he mention the kiss or remain silent on the matter? I couldn’t bear the thought of finding out.

      “Penny, I will be married next month.”

      I sighed, and my heart felt heavy. “You don’t need to remind me of that.”

      “I wonder if I should perhaps speak to Mr Edwards and explain the mistake I made that evening.”

      My heart gave a lurch. “You consider it a mistake?”

      “Yes, Penny, it had to be.”

      I stared at him, saddened by his words. “And that will be your explanation to Mr Edwards? That it was simply a mistake?”

      “Yes, a mistake which I take full responsibility for. He might be more understanding of the situation if I were to explain it that way.”

      “I doubt it very much.”

      “But he cares for you a great deal, Penny, and I’m sure that you would feel the loss of his acquaintance acutely. Perhaps more than you realise.”

      “You seem rather keen for me to remain good friends with Mr Edwards,” I said.

      “I am, Penny.”

      I paused to consider this.

      “Perhaps it makes you feel better that I have Mr Edwards at my side,” I said. “Maybe it makes you feel less distressed about your own impending marriage, which you seem intent on continuing with despite everything.”

      “I have to, Penny.”

      “As you’ve explained to me in the past.”

      “I’m sorry if my actions have in any way given you hope that the marriage might be called off. That’s why I wished to apologise to you in private.”

      I felt tears pricking the backs of my eyes as I looked up at the tall church windows. I had harboured a vague hope that the kiss might have prompted James to cancel his nuptials, but I finally realised that it would go ahead regardless and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I clenched my teeth in anger.

      “Well, I suppose you could explain matters to Mr Edwards,” I replied, intrigued as to how James would approach the conversation. Perhaps a vengeful part of me wanted him to be placed in such a difficult situation. “I’m not sure what he’d make of it at all. I can’t imagine him being particularly polite about the matter.”

      “Then I shall do so, Penny. I shall explain to him that the kiss was no one’s fault but my own, and that you were entirely blameless.”

      “That would make me seem very virtuous indeed.”

      “It’s the truth, and it’s important that he knows it.”

      “Then that settles it, James. Shall I tell you my theory about Olivia Forster’s murder?”

      “It’s settled? You’re happy to simply change the subject to something completely different?”

      “No, I’m not, but there’s nothing I can say that will change the situation, is there? If you must know, I enjoyed our kiss and I was not at all blameless in the matter. You don’t have anything to apologise for, but your impending marriage has no doubt left you feeling remorseful about the incident, so if you wish to apologise and explain matters to Mr Edwards I shall leave you to do just that.”

      “I see.”

      An uncomfortable pause ensued.

      I had the urge to plead with James to call off his wedding. I wanted to tell him he wasn’t being truthful to his fiancée, Charlotte. Most of all, I wanted to tell him that he was making a mistake. But if I revealed the strength of my feelings for him I knew there was a possibility I would drive him away. Instead of explaining how I truly felt, I told James what had made me suspicious about the burglary and Olivia Forster’s death.

      “I’ll have a good look around inside the house and see what I can deduce from it,” he said once I had finished. “I shall also speak to the staff when they’re sufficiently recovered.”

      “But do you agree that my theory holds weight?”

      “It cannot be ruled out, Penny.”

      “Good. Do you know who I think is behind this? The husband.”

      “Mr Forster?”

      “Yes, he was conveniently absent at the time, and when I saw him here the morning after the murder there was something rather odd about his manner. Do you know, I actually heard him laugh?”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, as if he and Inspector Bowles were sharing a private joke. Something’s not quite right, and I have heard of so-called burglaries being used to cover up an alternative motive before.”

      “So have I, Penny, and I can see how there might be some truth to your speculation. I’ll find out what Inspector Bowles has discovered so far and carry out my own investigations into the matter. I’ll also try to ascertain what they were laughing about.”

      “Thank you, James. You will let me know how you get on, won’t you?”

      “Of course I will. I know how keen you are to know every detail of each case you report on.” He smiled.

      “Perhaps we can meet at the Museum Tavern again to discuss it,” I suggested. “Oh, I’ve just remembered that we’re not supposed to meet there any more. Charlotte wouldn’t like it. Forget that I ever mentioned it. I shall see you again soon, no doubt.”
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      “What a delightful pair of vases, Mrs Billington-Grieg.”

      “Oh, thank you. I’m so pleased you like them, Mrs Lennox,” my sister Eliza replied.

      About a dozen of us were sitting in her drawing room in Bayswater, gathered together for a meeting of the West London Women’s Society.

      “The vases are Cantonese,” continued Eliza, “and although I would like to say they were gifted to me, they were in fact gifted to my husband, George. A show of gratitude from a wealthy client of his. I forget his name, but he trades in Chinese wares, and thankfully for me George is quite happy to have these vases displayed by our fireplace so that visitors such as yourselves can enjoy them.”

      “I’ve been collecting Chinese porcelain plates for some years now,” said Mrs Lennox, “and on my birthday I ask the housekeeper to serve dinner on them. For the remainder of the year they remain solely on display!”

      This anecdote was met with genteel laughter. I leafed through my notebook waiting for the polite conversation to end so that Eliza could begin chairing the meeting.

      “My sister, Miss Penelope Green, has joined us at last!” she announced to the group. “Welcome, Penelope. I’m aware that as a working woman you struggle to find the time to attend our meetings regularly. I’m extremely pleased you could join us today.”

      I smiled and wished all the faces would turn away from me. I was only there because I felt guilty for not having turned up to any of the meetings for several months.

      Eliza stood between the Cantonese vases and updated us on the progress, or lack of it, in women’s suffrage over the past few weeks. Like me, she was fair-haired and brown-eyed. She wore a divided blue skirt made of soft cotton with a matching jacket. Over the past year she had begun to adopt rational dress: comfortable, functional clothing which allowed her to ride her bicycle with ease. Glancing around the room I could see that some of the other ladies were wearing similar attire, though a number still conformed to the traditional corseted style with a tight bodice and full skirts. I felt too accustomed to my corset to abandon it altogether, but it was loosely laced and my blouse and skirt were of a practical, rather than decorative, design.

      “I think the Bishop of Carlisle’s letter is extremely encouraging,” commented a lady with a beak-like nose and silver hair. “Never before has such a high-ranking member of the Church conceded that women should have the vote.”

      “Unmarried women,” corrected a younger woman with dark hair so curly it was fighting back against its pins. “The bishop maintains that married women should not have the vote because husband and wife must be as one on the matter. If the husband has the vote there is no need for the wife to have it as well.”

      “Such a ridiculous notion!” said Eliza. “George and I never agree on anything!”

      “Ah, but in the eyes of God you are as one,” said the curly-haired woman with a smile.

      “If only we were,” replied Eliza. “George is still concerned about the case of Mrs Cynthia Leonard, an American lady he read about in the newspaper.”

      “Who is she?” asked Mrs Lennox.

      “It’s reported that she went to a women’s suffrage conference in New York and then refused to return to her husband. Apparently, she wishes to be ‘untrammelled in her life’s work’.”

      “Hurrah for Mrs Leonard!” I piped up, instantly wishing I hadn’t as all the faces immediately turned toward me again.

      Eliza scowled in response to the interruption. “A judge in New York has now granted her the divorce,” she added.

      “While I cannot deny that women’s suffrage is a noble cause, it seems a step too far to be divorcing one’s husband over the matter,” said the silver-haired lady.

      “It does indeed, Mrs Knatchbull,” said Eliza, “and I now find myself having to reassure George that I’m not about to do the same thing! Poor chap.”

      “I always refer prophets of doom to the queen,” said Mrs Lennox. “When they complain about women’s suffrage I ask them whether they’re aware that a woman has governed the destinies of this country for forty-seven years! And I might add that she has done so with more diplomatic skill and grace than any man could ever have achieved.”

      This statement was met with many nods of approval.

      “Agreed,” said a red-haired lady in a tightly laced dress. “Our great queen is often overlooked in this debate.”

      

      “I do so enjoy it when the West London Women are here,” said Eliza as she plumped up a cushion once the ladies had left. “Did you enjoy the debate?”

      “Indeed I did, Ellie.” In all honesty the time had seemed to drag. Some interesting points had been made, but there had been a good deal of superfluous chatter, which always bored me.

      “This is the first opportunity I’ve had to ask you, Penelope,” said Eliza, “but did something irregular pass between you and Mr Edwards at the dinner party we had for Mr Fox-Stirling last week? I couldn’t help but notice that the man was rather sullen following Inspector Blakely’s brief visit.”

      “Not that I’m aware of, Ellie.” I willed my face not to redden as I told the lie.

      “James called in to update you on the case you had been working on together, and then, to my knowledge, you spoke for a while in the hallway. I asked Mr Edwards to fetch you for pudding, but when the pair of you returned I swear that not a single word passed between you for the remainder of the evening.”

      “Really? That’s not how I remember it.”

      “Were any cross words exchanged between Mr Edwards and Inspector Blakely? I suppose there must be a little resentment on both sides.”

      “Resentment? What nonsense!” My voice sounded less than convincing. “If Mr Edwards became sullen I cannot imagine why. Perhaps he was tired, or maybe he’s prone to changeable moods.”

      “It was certainly changeable that evening,” said Eliza. “Which is a shame, as he had been enjoying Mr Fox-Stirling’s tales of adventure, hadn’t he?”

      “He had. And I was pleased that Mr Fox-Stirling agreed over dinner that he would start the search for Father in Colombia again.”

      Our father had vanished in Amazonia nine years previously while undertaking one of his famous plant-hunting expeditions.

      “Yes, isn’t that wonderful news? And it’s encouraging that he has agreed to take a Spanish interpreter along with him this time. I’m still in a state of wonderment that Mr Edwards should have donated such a large sum to aid the search effort. It’s incredibly generous of him, and certainly demonstrates the size of the torch he holds for you, Penelope. Don’t ever upset him, will you?”

      I smiled meekly.

      “Now we have only the remainder of the money to raise,” continued Eliza. “I shall organise some fundraisers, but I shall need your help with those.”

      “Of course.”

      She watched my face for longer than felt comfortable.

      “I still think there’s something you’re not telling me, Penelope.”

      “Regarding what?”

      “Oh, never mind. I can see that you’re not in the mood to admit anything to me at the present time, but the truth will out sooner or later.”
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      I had begun to make progress on the book I was writing about my father’s life. By committing time to it each evening I had managed to write between five hundred and a thousand words each day. Some comprised transcriptions of his letters and diaries, so I had found it quite difficult to add my own narrative. However, with perseverance and much crossing out, I was finally beginning to achieve something.

      The ending of the book would depend on the result of Mr Fox-Stirling’s search for my father, which had been planned for the following year.

      I worked at my writing desk in my garret room in front of a little window which looked out over the rooftops. My cat Tiger was usually close by as I worked, either sitting out on the roof watching the birds on the chimneys or resting on my desk. Sometimes she was determined to sit on the piece of paper upon which I was trying to write.

      It was usually when I was most absorbed in my work that my landlady would come knocking at my door with a message.

      “There’s a gentleman here to see you, Miss Green!”

      Could it be James? I wondered. My heart skipped hopefully, but then I reminded myself of our conversation beside All Saints church. His wedding was going ahead and I would have to do my very best to suppress any affection I held for him.

      I smoothed down my cotton skirts and adjusted the pins in my hair.

      “Miss Green!” my landlady called impatiently.

      I opened the door. “Yes, Mrs Garnett?”

      Her steel-grey curls sprung out from beneath her bonnet. A widow of about fifty, she had come to London from British West Africa as a child. The whites of her eyes contrasted with her dark skin as she gave me an excitable look. She lowered her voice to a whisper.

      “It’s that lovesick gentleman from the library!”

      It was Mr Edwards.

      “I see. Thank you, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Well come on, then. Don’t keep him waiting!”

      I reluctantly descended the narrow wooden stairs behind my landlady. Why was Mr Edwards here? What had he come to say to me? And what could I say to him in return?

      I could feel the heat rising in my face as I thought about the kiss with James, which Mr Edwards had undoubtedly witnessed.

      I followed Mrs Garnett down the wide, carpeted staircase which led to the hallway as a prickly ball of shame rolled in my stomach. I wished I could be anywhere but here.

      Mr Edwards stood by the hallway table holding his bowler hat in one hand. He wore a pale grey summer suit and the fringe of his sandy hair partly obscured his spectacles.

      “Mr Edwards,” I said as cheerfully as possible. “What a pleasant surprise!”

      “Miss Green.”

      His greeting was polite but solemn, and I steeled myself for a difficult conversation. Having once agreed we’d refer to each other by first name, we appeared to be on surname terms again. Mrs Garnett remained in the hallway with us, looking from one to the other as if waiting to see who would speak next.

      “Mrs Garnett, I hope it isn’t untoward of me to request this, but please may I speak to Miss Green alone for a few minutes?”

      My landlady sucked her lip disapprovingly.

      “What about a chaperone?” she asked.

      Mr Edwards nodded. “I understand your concern, Mrs Garnett, but please rest assured that I only wish to have a quick conversation with Miss Green. My intentions are entirely honourable, and I can assure you that I would never take advantage of a lady.” He spoke these last few words with emphasis, as if referring to my kiss with James.

      “I should hope not!” retorted Mrs Garnett. “However, it would not be appropriate for me to allow the two of you to use my parlour. I have known all matter of mishaps occur in parlours.”

      “I’m sure it will be quite suitable for us to speak here in the hallway,” I suggested.

      Mrs Garnett nodded but showed no sign of moving.

      “The evening air is quite pleasant,” said Mr Edwards. “Shall we talk outside on the steps?”

      “What an excellent idea, Mr Edwards,” I replied.

      

      We stood on the third step down from the front door in the hope that Mrs Garnett wouldn’t be able to overhear our conversation. As Mr Edwards fidgeted with the brim of his hat my mouth suddenly felt dry. The street was quiet at this time of day, with only a few carriages passing by. Streaks of cloud above the rooftops began to glow orange.

      “I had a conversation with Inspector Blakely yesterday evening,” said Mr Edwards, staring at the houses opposite us.

      “Oh?” My voice croaked.

      “It was at quite a pleasant establishment, actually: The Marquis of Cornwallis in Bloomsbury. Have you ever been there?”

      “I haven’t.”

      “It was Inspector Blakely’s idea. He was waiting for me when I finished work at the library. He gave me a thorough explanation with regard to recent… events.”

      “Oh?” I said again, unsure as to what else I could say.

      “Yes, and I must say I respect the man’s ability to express such contriteness. First and foremost, he has been extremely concerned about the effect the incident may have had on you.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. He explained that it was nothing more than a moment of weakness on his part. He was tired and had spent a long, busy day on that Borthwick case. He stated that he has no idea how the emotion overcame him, but overcome him it did. I cannot recall ever seeing a man so filled with regret.”

      “I see.”

      “He was most regretful about the fact that he has ruined your honour.”

      “I think that he is overstating it, rather. It was a simple mistake, and I feel sure that my honour remains intact.”

      “He would be pleased to hear you say that, I’m sure. I believe he has already apologised to you.”

      “He has.”

      “He apologised profusely to me and I should say that, after some consideration, I have accepted his apology.”

      “That’s very obliging of you, Mr Edwards.”

      “I can’t say that I initially felt obliging, but having spent some time in the chap’s company I can say that I respect him and his work, and I consider him to be of generally good character given that he appears willing to recognise and apologise for his mistakes.”

      I smiled to myself as I realised that Mr Edwards considered me entirely blameless in this matter. The idea that I might have wanted James to kiss me did not seem to have entered his head.

      “So there’s no need for me to say any more on the matter,” Mr Edwards said, turning to face me. “I haven’t seen you in the reading room recently, Miss Green.”

      “Oh, I’ve been rather busy reporting on this Forster murder case. And the book about Father’s life is coming along rather better now. I’ve been devoting more time to it.”

      “Good.” He smiled. “Well, I hope to see you there again soon. If there’s anything you would like me to research on your behalf you know where I am.”

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards, and I appreciate the time you’ve taken to come and speak to me about the other matter this evening. I do apologise —”

      “I won’t hear an apology from you, Miss Green. You were a victim of the man’s passions. Detectives such as Inspector Blakely must endure much stress and strain in their work, and lapses will naturally occur. Others lapse into drink, of course. You were merely in the wrong place at the wrong time. It could have been any woman who happened to find herself standing in front of Inspector Blakely that evening.”

      I felt my heart sink at the thought that James would have kissed any woman he might have encountered that night, but it was clearly a thought which afforded Mr Edwards some comfort, so I remained silent.
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      “Stay back!” came the shout.

      People knocked into each other as they tried to lift their feet from the rivulets of water running off the pavement and into the gutter.

      Another pail of water was emptied onto the paving slabs with a loud slosh, and brushes scrubbed the decks with great fervour.

      “Move away!”

      A group of constables were doing their best to keep the crowd away from the London Library in the corner of St James’s Square. Tom Clifford from The Holborn Gazette elbowed me as he tried to get closer.  I stood on my tiptoes, hoping to see an inspector who might be in charge of the scene, but everything appeared rather chaotic.

      More water trickled past my feet and my stomach churned when I saw that it was streaked with red. Additional staff emerged from the stone portico of the East India Club, each equipped with a pail of water and a broom.

      “What’s ’appened?” asked a woman in a brown dress and tattered shawl who had appeared at my side.

      “I’m not exactly sure yet,” I replied. “All I’ve heard is that there’s been a murder.”

      “That’s what I ’eard an’ all. What they washin’ the path for?”

      I chose not to answer as she pushed past me to get closer to the action.

      There was an early morning chill in the air. Mrs Garnett had woken me shortly after dawn with the news, her knowledgeable friend having called at the house to give her the scoop.

      I decided it was time to break through the crowd and find out what had happened.

      “Press!” I shouted as I began to push my way to the corner of the square. “Press! Let me through!”

      I was knocked and jostled as I battled my way through the throng. My toes were stepped on and I almost lost my notebook in the melee.

      “Move back! Move back!” cried the police constables.

      Behind the line they were maintaining, the paving was still being scrubbed by the staff of the East India Club. The crowd surged forward and my face was pressed up against the chest of a black-whiskered reporter from the News of the World. We avoided each other’s gaze, equally embarrassed by our close proximity.

      “Who was the victim?” I asked his jacket.

      “Augustus Forster.”

      “Mr Forster?” I looked up at the dark whiskers. “The man whose wife was murdered during that burglary a few days ago?”

      “Same one.”

      “He’s also been murdered? But how? Why?”

      The reporter tried to shrug but could barely move his arms. “It’s baffling,” he replied as he was lurched into me. “Oops, I am sorry.”

      The man I had suspected of murdering his wife was dead himself.

      As I struggled to comprehend this, a wiry inspector with a wispy moustache skipped over the wet pavement and called out to us. “Gentlemen! Can I have some calm, please? If you’re from the press, follow me. No one else has any business being here. Get back to whatever it is you ought to be doing.”

      He strode off in the direction of the East India Club and everyone in the crowd turned to follow. I was able to extricate myself from the reporter’s chest, but the next moment I received a shoulder blow to my chin.

      “Miss Green?”

      “Edgar?”

      “I thought I’d got here before you this time.”

      “I’m afraid not.” I smiled. “Did you hear the inspector’s announcement? We’re to follow him into the East India Club.”

      “Righty-ho,” said Edgar, shuffling into an about-turn.

      The police constables tried to disperse the crowd while the rest of us made our way toward the club.

      “Why here?” I asked Edgar.

      “The chap was staying here, apparently,” he replied.

      “Have you heard that it was Augustus Forster? The man whose wife, Olivia, was murdered in the recent burglary?”

      “It’s him?” said Edgar. “Well I never!”

      We reached the cream portico of the East India Club and began to climb the stone steps. I overheard the inspector ahead of us telling a reporter he had been permitted to use the smoking room for his briefing.

      “I’m rather impatient to find out what has happened,” I said.

      “It must have been a stabbing,” replied Edgar. “Did you see all the blood?”

      “I tried not to look at it.”

      “My apologies, madam, but ladies are not permitted inside the East India,” said a young man in a dark suit with gold buttons. He rested his hand on my forearm to gently reinforce his words.

      “Oh, it’s quite all right. I have no wish to become a member; I’m simply a reporter attending the police briefing.”

      Edgar walked on into the club without me.

      “Indeed, madam, but I’m afraid you’re not permitted inside.”

      “I’m a reporter for the Morning Express newspaper! Here, let me find you my card.” I pulled my arm away from his hand and rummaged around in my carpet bag for it.

      “That may be so, madam, but the rules of the club state that membership is for gentlemen only.”

      “But I have no wish to become a member!” I hissed.

      All the reporters except me were inside the building by this point.

      “Madam?” He held my forearm again and glanced toward the door.

      “Presumably you don’t usually allow a crowd of reporters inside your club,” I said, “so on this unusual and tragic day perhaps you could make allowances for a single woman.”

      “I’m afraid not, madam. Please do accept my apologies and thank you for agreeing to my request without creating an embarrassing scene.”

      I glared at him, knowing that any further protest would be useless. I turned and made my way back down the steps.
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      “Where did you vanish to, Miss Green?” asked Edgar when he returned to the newsroom that afternoon.

      “I wasn’t allowed inside the East India Club.”

      “Well, I can’t say I’m not surprised. It only takes a single glance to realise you’re trouble.” He laughed.

      “I didn’t find it funny at the time.”

      “You truly weren’t allowed inside? I thought you were joking.”

      “The East India is a gentleman’s club, Edgar,” said Frederick Potter. “Miss Green is a member of the fairer sex.”

      “Yes, I realise she’s a lady. Thank you, Potter,” said Edgar. “But I didn’t realise the club would stop you going in altogether, Miss Green. That’s a bit out of sorts, isn’t it?”

      “Do you ever see ladies at your club, Edgar?” asked Frederick.

      “No, it’s not a place for ladies.”

      “And that’s precisely why Miss Green wasn’t allowed in.”

      “But surely an exception should have been made!” protested Edgar. “She’s a news reporter and works just as hard as you and I do.”

      “Thank you, Edgar,” I said. “Perhaps you could have helped me explain that to the man on the door.”

      “I hadn’t even realised he’d stopped you, Miss Green. I do apologise.”

      “He wouldn’t have allowed her in even if you had explained it,” said Frederick. “Rules are rules.”

      “Let’s forget about all that now,” I said. “Did you write down everything the police had to say, Edgar?”

      “I certainly did.”

      “What happened to Mr Forster?”

      “The unfortunate chap was staying at the club after all that terrible business with the burglary and the murder of his wife. Yesterday evening he decided to step out into St James’s Square for some air, and that’s when the attacker struck. A knife in the back, it was.”

      I winced. “Were there any witnesses to the murder?”

      “Not that the police are aware of. It’s believed that Mr Forster was lying there for a while before he was discovered by a constable doing his rounds.”

      “At what time was that?”

      “About two o’clock this morning. The constable had previously walked the perimeter of the square shortly before midnight and all had been quiet at that point. And then at some time between midnight and two o’clock, the poor fellow was done in. The chap on the reception desk at the club said he thought Forster had left for his walk shortly after midnight. He’d had a few drinks at one of the lounges beforehand and had presumably decided to take some air before retiring for the night.”

      “Has there been any sign of the murder weapon?” I asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “But why? Why would someone wish to murder him?”

      “That’s the question everyone asks, isn’t it? I can’t see why there should ever be a reason to murder anyone.”

      “Oh, I can think of a few good reasons,” said Frederick.

      “Perhaps someone knew that he’d had his wife murdered and then killed him in a quest for revenge,” I suggested. “Or perhaps he somehow found out the identity of the men who had killed his wife and was murdered to prevent him from telling anyone.”

      Edgar nodded. “Either theory is possible.”

      “Or,” I continued, “the people who killed his wife had also intended to kill him that same evening but were unable to because he was absent, so they finally caught up with him.”

      “Anything’s possible, Miss Green,” said Edgar, “but it’s not for us to conjecture. We must leave the detective work to Inspector Paget of C Division.”

      “I’ve just thought of another scenario!” I exclaimed. “Perhaps his death has nothing to do with his wife’s, and instead he had an argument with someone at the club. That person may have followed him out and stabbed him in the back.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” said Edgar. “Why are you hurling all these theories at me? Do I look like a detective?”

      “I’m just trying to make sense of it all,” I replied.

      “There are many things I wish to make sense of, Miss Green, but striving to consider every possible explanation isn’t a sensible use of my time.”

      “We need to find out more,” I said.

      “And we will, in good time.”

      “Thank you for writing everything down, Edgar. If you could pass me your notes I’ll get the article written up.”

      He scowled at me. “I shall be the one writing the article, Miss Green.”

      “But I was there before you!”

      “Were you?”

      “Yes!”

      “At what time?” asked Edgar.

      “I left my home at half-past five. How about you?”

      “I left at six, but I live nearer to St James’s Square than you, so I was there first.”

      “You were not! I managed to get further into the crowd than you, which confirms that I was there earlier.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Edgar, I have to write this article because I wrote the one about Mrs Forster’s murder.”

      “Ah, but it’s not the same story.”

      “It is! It involves the same family.”

      “But it’s a separate incident.”

      “I saw Mr Forster the morning after his wife’s murder. I’m closer to this story than you.”

      “It’s an entirely different story, Miss Green.”

      “If I’d been allowed inside the East India Club this story would have been mine!” I fumed.

      “Maybe, but then again maybe not,” said Frederick. “You’d both still be bickering about it whether you had been allowed into the club or not, Miss Green.”

      “Thank you, Potter,” said Edgar. “I’m pleased you agree that the story is mine.”

      “I said nothing of the kind,” replied Frederick.

      “Whose story should it be, then?”

      “Miss Green’s, given that she wrote the story about the wife.”

      Mr Sherman marched into the newsroom. “Good Lord!” he declared. “What’s all this noise about?”

      “Miss Green and I have been arguing about who should write the story on Mr Forster’s murder,” said Edgar. “I say it should be me as I was on the scene first and was able to listen to Inspector Paget’s briefing at the East India Club. Miss Green wasn’t permitted entry because she’s a woman.”

      “I see, well get on with your article then, Fish,” replied the editor. “Less talk and more writing, please.”

      “Edgar gets the story?” I said. “But I covered Mrs Forster’s murder. It’s only fitting that I write this piece!”

      “I cannot abide discord, Miss Green,” replied Mr Sherman. “I want four hundred words from you about the funeral of Bishop Claughton, and you’ll need to typewrite it quickly as the deadline is fast approaching.”
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      I left the newsroom that evening feeling angry that Edgar had been given the story. It made no sense to me that the two murders should be treated as separate incidents. Surely Mr Forster’s death was related to the murder of his wife?

      With Edgar working on the article it would be difficult for me to find out how the investigation was progressing. I was desperate to discuss the murders with someone, and James was the only person I could think of. We usually met at the Museum Tavern by the British Museum to discuss our work, but James’ fiancée Charlotte had begun to express her disapproval of our meetings. I felt I could no longer send him a telegram and ask to meet at our usual place. He had probably left Scotland Yard for the day, so the only alternative was to visit his home.

      I had never called on James at home before and I wasn’t sure how he would receive me. Besides discussing the Forster murders I also wished to hear more about his conversation with Mr Edwards.

      

      James lived at Henstridge Place in St John’s Wood. One side of the street was lined with large stucco buildings and James lived in one of the smart terraced houses on the opposite side. An unseasonably chill wind blew along the street as I approached number twenty-five. My heart pounded heavily as I knocked at the door and waited.

      I knew James would be surprised to see me, and I also knew that it wasn’t entirely ladylike for me to be here.

      As I had hoped, James answered the door. His shirt sleeves were rolled up and he had unbuttoned his waistcoat.

      “Penny! Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, everything’s fine, nothing to worry about. I just found myself passing by and thought I’d call in on you for a moment.”

      “Passing by?”

      “Yes.” I grinned.

      I had expected him to invite me inside, but instead he stepped out onto the top step with an uneasy expression on his face.

      “You’ve heard about poor Mr Forster, I presume?” I asked. “I was down in St James’s Square this morning, but Edgar has been given the story.”

      “Yes, I heard. It’s quite shocking. I expect Inspector Paget of C Division has the matter in hand, but no doubt he’ll call on the Yard if he requires our assistance.”

      “Have you discovered anything more about the gang that broke into Forster’s home?”

      “I’ve spoken to the housekeeper and the maid, who have both given me their accounts. There’s a boy who worked there, too, and he managed to escape unharmed. I have a description of the men, but they disguised themselves quite well with hats and scarves over their faces. I made sure the descriptions were sent out to all the police divisions as it’s possible some of them may have encountered the gang before.”

      “Could the same men have murdered Mr Forster, do you think?”

      “It may be the same men behind both attacks. It’s terribly tragic, and it begs the question why.”

      “Do you think Inspector Paget and Inspector Bowles are capable of finding that out?”

      “I don’t doubt their competency, but there are two separate divisions working on this now: St James and Marylebone. I’ll have to see what I can do to coordinate the effort.”

      “I don’t suppose you spoke to Mr Charles Mawson, who was hanging about the Forsters’ home when I saw you there?”

      “The chap with the bushy whiskers? No, I didn’t. Did he have anything interesting to say for himself?”

      “Only that he had known the Forsters in India. He seemed rather keen to find out where Mr Forster was. I had assumed he was asking out of concern for his friend, but now I’m beginning to wonder whether he had another motive.”

      “He might have wanted to find him so he could stick a knife in his back, you mean?”

      “It’s possible, isn’t it?”

      “One of many possibilities at this stage, I should think.”

      “The man was asking a lot of questions about the burglary. He seemed keen to find out what the police knew.”

      “But that doesn’t make him a murderer.”

      “I realise that, but he may know something. I wish I could find him again.”

      “Why don’t you try?” James asked.

      “It would be like looking for a needle in a haystack! That’s why I hoped you had spoken to him. I wondered if there was an easy way to track him down.”

      “Why don’t you ask Inspector Bowles?”

      “Yes, I will. I know he spoke to the man, at least briefly. Perhaps he’s also suspicious of him. Thank you, James. I won’t detain you any longer.”

      I felt disappointed that we had conducted our entire conversation on the doorstep. It appeared that James considered it ungentlemanly to invite me inside.

      “Hopefully we shall see one another again soon,” I continued. “Perhaps when you have made some progress with Mrs Forster’s murder you could let me know.”

      “Inspector Bowles would be better placed than I, Penny.”

      “I suppose he would be, yes, I’ll ask him to update me. I shall be on my way then, James. Oh, I had a visit from Mr Edwards yesterday evening.”

      “Is that so?” James’ brow furrowed.

      “He told me about your conversation. You seem to have taken full responsibility for what happened at Eliza’s home, and he respects you for doing so.”

      “Does he?” James lowered his voice. “Well, I do take responsibility for it, Penny, and I hope that the friendship between yourself and Mr Edwards is unaltered.”

      “Yes, thankfully no great damage appears to have been done, which is quite miraculous given the circumstances.”

      “He seems to be quite forgiving where you are concerned.”

      “Thank you for speaking to him. Matters would no doubt have remained quite awkward between Mr Edwards and myself otherwise.”

      “I wanted to do what I could to right the situation.”

      “Well, things are righted now, thank you. Mr Edwards considers me a lady of virtue once more.”

      I laughed and James smiled. We held each other’s gaze for a moment until I was startled by a woman’s voice from beyond the door.

      “Who are you speaking to, darling?”

      James gave a brief look of alarm before swiftly regaining his composure. The door opened wider to reveal Charlotte, whom I had met once before. She had a wide, apple-cheeked face framed by fair curls. I blinked and forced a smile onto my face.

      “Miss Green!” she said. “What a surprise.” Her mouth smiled, but her blue eyes did not match it.

      “Who is it?” came another voice. Behind Charlotte was an older woman with the same face, though decorated with age lines. It was Charlotte’s mother.

      “How lovely to see you again, Miss Jenkins,” I said, trying my hardest to sound sincere.

      “What is it you want?” Charlotte asked abruptly. Her tone was not as polite as it had been when I had met her last.

      “I was passing by and needed to tell James something about a case I’m reporting on. That was all, Miss Jenkins. I’m just about to leave.”

      “Charlotte and her mother are here to discuss wedding arrangements,” said James as cheerily as possible.

      “How lovely,” I said. “It’s not long to go now, is it? Just six weeks, I believe. I shan’t detain you any longer; you must have a great deal to discuss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you for your information regarding Mr Mawson, Miss Green. I shall bear him in mind.”

      Inspector Bowles closed his notebook and tucked it into his jacket pocket. We stood in the wood-panelled waiting room at Marylebone Lane police station.

      “I had hoped you would know where to find him,” I said.

      “No, I’m afraid not. I don’t know anything about the man.”

      “Don’t you think he seems rather suspicious?”

      “It sounds as though he was simply enquiring about the whereabouts of his friend when you spoke to him.”

      “He wished to find his friend, and then his friend was murdered. What if he only wanted to locate Mr Forster so that he could carry out the deed?”

      “That seems rather unlikely to me,” Inspector Bowles replied.

      “But it’s a possibility. Who else do you suspect may have been behind Mr Forster’s murder?”

      “C Division is investigating Mr Forster’s murder; I am investigating Mrs Forster’s murder.”

      “Aren’t you communicating with one another about the two cases?”

      “Absolutely. We know how to do our job, Miss Green.”

      “Do you think the same person might be behind both murders?”

      “That’s for myself and Inspector Paget to decide. Please allow me to proceed with my work now,” Inspector Bowles replied, “You’re fortunate I’m speaking to you at all. Many police officers have no time for news reporters, you know.”

      “I’m aware of that, Inspector. There’s something else which has been troubling me since I saw Mr Forster the morning after his wife was murdered. I recall that you and he walked past me discussing something, and then he laughed.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yes, and I thought it rather an odd thing to do considering that his wife had just died. Do you not recall it?”

      “I can’t say that I do. It’s not as if we can ask the chap now, given that he’s dead.”

      “You don’t remember him laughing?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “I see. Well, thank you for your time, Inspector Bowles. I realise this has become quite a complicated case, but I’m sure Scotland Yard could be of some assistance.”

      “I’ve already had Blakely from the Yard sniffing about and that will do for the time being. D Division is quite capable of handling this case. Thank you, Miss Green. You’ve taken an extremely keen interest in matters but please concentrate on your job and allow me to do mine.”
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        * * *

      

      As the omnibus carried me along Oxford Street I reflected on the frosty reception I had received from Charlotte Jenkins the previous evening. Although I resented the manner in which she had spoken I knew that she had every right to be suspicious of me. Having asked James to stop meeting me at the Museum Tavern she must have been deeply annoyed to find me standing on his doorstep.

      I wondered if she had discussed me with him after I left. I pictured an awkward conversation between James, Charlotte and her mother. After that they had probably forgotten all about me and discussed their plans for the wedding: which guests should be seated together, which should be kept apart and what they should all dine on.

      How I envied Charlotte and wished I were the one discussing wedding plans with James. An advert for Pears Soap situated above the passenger opposite me caught my eye. Beaming out from the picture was a woman who looked just like Charlotte, all apple-cheeked and happy.

      I closed my eyes and tried to think of other matters. My father. The book I was writing about my father. My cat. Charlotte may have been betrothed to James, but she didn’t have a cat as adorable as Tiger. Though it was but a small consolation, it offered momentary relief.
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        * * *

      

      “You seem perplexed, Miss Green,” whispered Mr Edwards as I sat at my desk in the reading room. “A penny for your thoughts.”

      “I wouldn’t waste your penny, Mr Edwards.” I smiled. “I’m not perplexed; I’m just wondering how I might find out more about a person I met only briefly. He was a friend of Mr and Mrs Forster, and I think he may have been in possession of some useful information.”

      “The Forster family who fell victim to that dreadful burglary and murder business?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s horrifying, isn’t it? I cannot understand why they should have been harmed in such a manner.”

      “Me neither. And the police haven’t made much progress with the case as yet. I think they should be speaking to the people who knew the Forsters.”

      “I’m sure they already are.”

      “But not all of them. I spoke to a chap who Inspector Bowles thought was of no consequence at all. I’m not convinced he’s interested in speaking to the man, though I think he may have some valuable information.”

      “Is this the man you wish to discover more about?”

      “Yes. His name is Charles Mawson, and he told me he was living near the Forsters while he was working for the Indian government. There’s a periodical which summarises news and appointments in India, isn’t there? I’m trying to remember the name of it.”

      “The Homeward Mail?”

      “Yes! That’s the one, Mr Edwards, thank you. Presumably there are copies held here?”

      “There are indeed. Do you intend to search for a mention of this Mawson chap?”

      “Yes. There might also be something in there about the Forsters.”

      “I believe it’s a weekly publication, Miss Green, which means there would be quite a lot of information to search through. It could take you a long while.”

      “Mr Mawson told me he returned about a year ago. Hopefully there are passenger lists in The Homeward Mail.”

      “I seem to recall that just about everything is listed in that publication. What is it exactly that you wish to find out?”

      “Whatever I can. I should like to find Mawson and ask him what else he knows.”

      “I’ll show you where it’s stored, and hopefully something will leap out from its pages for you.”

      I followed Mr Edwards, feeling relieved that he had returned to his usual self after witnessing the events of that unforgettable dinner party. After a short walk we reached the newspaper storage area of the British Library, where shelves from floor to ceiling held tall, leather-bound volumes.

      “Here we are. The Homeward Mail, July to September 1883,” he said, pointing at a heavy-looking volume. “Do you think this might include a reference to your chap Mr Mawson?”

      “He told me he had returned a year ago, so he must be in the passenger lists if nothing else.”

      “Let me lift this off the shelf and carry it into the newspaper reading room for you, Miss Green. It’s rather cumbersome.”

      We walked to the newspaper reading room where Mr Edwards rested the volume on a rack over one of the desks.

      “There you are,” he said with a smile. “I hope you find what you’re looking for. It seems rather a daunting task.”

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      “And do let me know when you need to look through the other volumes, won’t you? They’re rather heavy to be carrying about by yourself.”

      “I’ll manage. Thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      “I mean it, Miss Green. I wouldn’t wish for you to injure yourself.”

      

      I spent much of the morning leafing through copies of The Homeward Mail hoping to find any mention I could of the Forsters or Mr Mawson.

      I skimmed through various articles on the Indian budget, schools, military intelligence, stocks and shares, the cotton trade, shipping intelligence, births, marriages and deaths. I found no mention whatsoever of Mr Mawson in the passenger lists.

      I eventually ran out of time. The volume was heavy, as Mr Edwards had warned me, but I managed to return it to the shelves. The time had come to write my article about the prime minister’s recent speech on fruit farming.
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      “It fills me with fear that a woman could be murdered in her own home,” said Eliza. “Whenever I think of poor Mrs Forster I shake like a leaf!”

      “And now the husband’s dead too,” added her husband George. “It’s a terrible state of affairs.”

      I was dining with Eliza and George at their large home in Bayswater. My brother-in-law was a lawyer: a tall man with wavy brown hair swept to one side. He had thick mutton-chop whiskers and the buttons on his waistcoat strained around his generous girth.

      “Please don’t worry, Ellie,” I said. “I don’t think Mrs Forster’s death was a case of a burglary gone wrong. I think it’s more likely that she was the intended target.”

      “That’s even worse!”

      “I know it’s dreadful, but it should be of some reassurance. I’m quite sure nobody wishes to murder you.”

      “But how do you know that? Presumably poor Mrs Forster had no idea that someone wished to murder her, yet they did exactly that!”

      “And don’t forget about the husband,” said George, sawing away at his lamb cutlet with a blunt knife. “Stabbed to death outside the East India. That’s only a few streets away from my club! It could just as easily have been me stabbed in the back.”

      “There’s no denying that it’s horrific,” I said, “but someone must have had a reason to attack Mr Forster. It wasn’t just a man lying in wait for any old gentleman to step outside his club of an evening. Someone had a reason for wanting the Forsters dead.”

      “But what could that reason have been?” asked my sister.

      “That’s what the police need to find out,” I replied.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if you were trying to find out as well, Penelope,” she said.

      “I’m taking an interest in the case. I spoke briefly to a friend of the Forsters, who I’m sure must have some clue about who might wish to murder them. Perhaps it was the chap himself! The trouble is, I don’t know how to find him again.”

      “There’s a surprise,” said George. “If he’s the man behind it I expect he’s scarpered. He’s probably escaped to the continent by now. Switzerland. That’s a good place to escape to; nobody bothers a chap in Switzerland.”

      “Adjust your serviette, George, or you’ll end up with gravy on your shirt,” scolded Eliza.

      Her husband did as he was told.

      “But I still don’t understand the motive behind the two murders,” she continued. “What could they ever have done to harm someone to such an extent? They were a respectable married couple living in a respectable home without bothering anyone.”

      “And rather wealthy, too,” added George.

      “But why murder them?” asked Eliza.

      “We don’t know enough of the detail about their lives as yet,” I said. “Perhaps they did harm someone and we don’t know about it.”

      “Nonsense, how could they?” said Eliza. “Wealthy people who live in respectable homes don’t go around harming people, do they George?”

      “They most certainly do not.”

      “They led a whole life in India which we know nothing about,” I said.

      “That makes them even more respectable!” said George. “What did Forster do? Indian government? Military?”

      “He worked for a merchant in Calcutta.”

      “Eminently respectable,” said George, taking a sip of wine. “We look after the legal affairs of several Indian merchants. You don’t find anyone more respectable than them.”

      “I have learned very little about Mr Forster so far,” I said, “but I did hear that he once worked for a merchant who dealt primarily in cotton and opium.”

      “The opium trade?” asked Eliza. “Oh dear. How I detest the opium trade. I don’t understand why the government won’t abolish it.”

      “Because it makes too much blessed money, that’s why,” said George. “Not as much as it used to, but still a fair amount.”

      “But it’s immoral, darling!” protested Eliza. “Have you seen what opium does to people? It turns them into empty, vapid husks of their former selves. Opium addicts become selfish and neglect their families, and eventually they neglect themselves as well. It’s nothing short of a tragedy.”

      “But if John Chinaman wishes to smoke opium it’s not our duty to stop him,” replied George.

      “But it’s bad for him! It’s bad for China! I feel sorry for all those poor little Chinese babies whose parents show far more interest in their opium pipes than their charges.”

      “The Chinaman has smoked opium for hundreds of years,” said George. “And if the British didn’t sell it to them they’d only grow it themselves. In fact they do, and I hear it’s rather poor quality when compared with the opium of Malwa or Bengal. Better that they smoke ours, and that we make some money from it in the meantime. The Chinese government also makes money on it from the import duty! It’s not as if we’re smuggling it any more; it’s all perfectly above board these days.”

      “It may be above board, George, but it’s still immoral,” said Eliza.

      George laughed. “Trust a woman to consider morality above revenue! Do you know how much the opium trade is predicted to make for us this year? In excess of eight-and-a-half million. Abolish the trade and where on earth could we raise eight million pounds from instead? Do you think the British taxpayer would be willing to cover the deficit? I should think not. And we’re not just talking about money here; we’re also talking about trade. How else would we get our hands on fine silk and porcelain? You’re rather fond of the Canton vases, Eliza. In order to display such fine Chinese porcelain in our homes we must trade something in return. The British have nothing that is of interest to the Chinese save for opium, so opium it is.”

      “If that’s how we came by the Canton vases I think they should be sent back,” said Eliza sulkily.

      George laughed again. “All the way back to Canton? I knew it would be hopeless trying to explain such matters to a woman! It’s easy to throw one’s hands up in the air at the plight of poor little Chinese babies, but far more difficult to understand the economics of the modern globe. This is how empire operates, Eliza, and it’s what my clients have to continually explain to the empty-headed chaps at the Society for the Abolition of the Opium Trade.”

      “I think that sounds like a very worthwhile society,” said Eliza. “I should like to join it.”

      “I think you belong to quite enough societies for the time being,” said George. “And many of these so-called societies are founded on passions of the heart rather than on anything factual, or indeed any knowledge of how the world really works.”

      “I’m not sure I always agree with the way the world works,” I said.

      “Neither do I, Penelope,” said George, “but this is what we are up against.”

      “But isn’t it admirable to demand change?” I asked.

      “Yes, when it makes sense to do so,” he replied.

      “But perhaps it doesn’t always appear to make sense at the time,” I said. “When it was first suggested that women should have the vote many people said it made little sense.”

      “And many still say it,” said Eliza.

      George groaned. “Oh, not that topic again. If you think I’m about to ruin my dinner discussing women’s suffrage with the pair of you, you’re sorely mistaken. I happen to have a lot of work to do for a client who is just about to land a lucrative contract with the India Office. Do excuse me while I get on with that.” He stood and dropped his serviette onto his plate. “I shall take pudding in my study,” he said to the butler on his way out.

      “I do apologise on behalf of my husband, Penelope,” said Eliza once he had left the room. “He’s so terribly stubborn and old-fashioned.”

      She was trying to smile, but I noticed that her eyes were damp.

      “There’s no need to apologise. I’ve known George long enough to recognise his views on most things.”

      “But don’t you find it all rather frustrating?” she asked. “You and I can see the things that are wrong, and we want to do something about them. We want to change them. But as long as men like George remain in charge we have no hope, do we?”

      “There is always hope, Ellie. We just have to keep speaking up and making ourselves unpopular.”

      Eliza laughed. “It seems to be the only way. Do you know who I should like to see again, Penelope? Mr Edwards. He’s a good conversationalist. How is he?”

      “He’s well. In fact, he has been assisting me in my research today.”

      “Oh good. I think an excursion with him is long overdue, don’t you? And besides, we need to speak to him about Mr Fox-Stirling’s search for Father. As a generous benefactor Mr Edwards needs to be closely involved, don’t you think? Some time spent with him will take your mind off that troublesome inspector’s forthcoming wedding.”
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      “Here you are, Miss Green,” whispered Mr Edwards, placing some papers on my desk. “I spent a bit of time perusing The Homeward Mail and made some notes for you.”

      “There was no need to do that!” I whispered in surprise. “It must have taken you ages.”

      “It didn’t take that long, and I had some spare time anyway,” he replied. “I began at January 1882 and worked through to December 1883. I found a few mentions of the Forsters and Mr Mawson in the listings.”

      “That’s extremely helpful of you, Mr Edwards, thank you. You must have put an enormous amount of your time into this. I really don’t deserve it.”

      “You don’t deserve it, Miss Green? What nonsense!”

      James had done such a convincing job of persuading Mr Edwards of my virtue that he seemed content to spend as much time helping me as he had done before, but I felt rather guilty about the whole affair. I knew I had been partly to blame for the kiss, yet Mr Edwards considered me entirely innocent.

      “Thank you again, but there really is no need to go to such great lengths on my behalf.”

      “But why ever not, Miss Green? I’ve helped you with your research in the past and I’m simply continuing in the same vein. Has anything changed?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      He softened his whisper further. “That business with Inspector Blakely is all forgotten about. There is no need to feel ashamed about the matter.”

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards. I would prefer not to be reminded of it.”

      “I shan’t mention it again, Miss Green. Perhaps we could enjoy another walk out together in one of the parks again soon. You could invite your delightful sister to accompany us.”

      “Perhaps we could.”

      “I should very much like to discuss the search Mr Fox-Stirling is to conduct into your father’s whereabouts.”

      “Oddly enough, Eliza said the same thing at dinner time yesterday. You have made an extremely generous donation to the search, and it is only right that you should have some say in how it is undertaken.”

      “Oh, I don’t wish to have any say, Miss Green! I merely wish to take a keen interest. Mr Fox-Stirling will be in charge of it all.”

      “Yes, I daresay he will.”

      “Perhaps you could ask your sister when might be a convenient time for her.”

      “I will do, Mr Edwards.”

      “Good.” He smiled. “I shall leave you alone with your work now. I know how busy you are.”
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        * * *

      

      “How is Inspector Paget getting on with the investigation into Mr Forster’s death?” I asked Edgar in the newsroom that afternoon.

      “I’ve visited him several times at Vine Street police station, but he’s rather fed up with me questioning him,” replied Edgar.

      “Inspector Bowles is the same with me,” I said. “Between us we’re duplicating quite a bit of the effort, aren’t we? It makes sense for just one of us to be working on the story.”

      “Yes, but there’s little we can do about that now. It was the editor’s decision.”

      “What was the editor’s decision?” asked Mr Sherman as he marched into the newsroom, leaving the door to slam behind him in his customary manner.

      “The decision to have me working on Mrs Forster’s murder and Edgar working on Mr Forster’s,” I said. “It means that we’re both putting a lot of time into what might have been treated as one story.”

      “Ah, I see.” Mr Sherman puffed on his pipe as he gave this some thought. “I suppose we could consider it one story given that they were husband and wife.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “I think it would be better for one of us to work on the murders, Mr Sherman, as they must surely be linked.”

      “They might well be,” he replied. “The chances of both Mr and Mrs Forster being killed in unrelated attacks within a matter of days must be fairly slim.” He paused a moment longer. “Fish!”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “You will take both the Forster stories.”

      “But sir!” I protested. “I’ve already done a lot of work on the Forsters!”

      “Work I asked you to do? Or work which you have undertaken because you fancy yourself the detective, Miss Green?”

      “Work I felt necessary in order to understand the case,” I replied, feeling aggrieved.

      “Well, no need to worry about it any longer as Fish has the story now. I want you at Limehouse Mortuary tomorrow afternoon to report on the inquest into the death of a chap who was pulled out of the river. They think he was the chief engineer on the steamship Gaia, which collided with the SS Hoxton. I believe they have recovered all the bodies, but an update from you would clarify that nicely. In the meantime, you have Mr Gladstone’s fruit farming speech to be getting on with.”

      “Mr Sherman, I beseech you to let me work on the Forster case.”

      “You will work on the stories I give you, Miss Green. Now get on with it, and no more of your perpetual detective work.”
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      I sat at a table with several other reporters in the dreary, high-ceilinged courtroom of Limehouse Mortuary. Opposite me was Tom Clifford of The Holborn Gazette. He grinned at me, his slack jaw chewing on a piece of tobacco. On raised benches behind him sat the jury, and behind me was the witness stand. Members of the public occupied the benches to my right.

      “Didn’t I see yer in St James’s Square?” Tom Clifford asked me.

      “Probably,” I replied brusquely.

      Tom and I had experienced a number of disagreements in the past.

      “That Forster bloke, weren’t it? Stabbed in the back, I ’ear.”

      “Nasty business,” said Tom’s immediate neighbour, a reporter with a sandy moustache.

      “Wife bludgeoned an’ all,” continued Tom. “Unlucky, ain’t it?”

      We stood to our feet as the coroner entered the room, placed his top hat on the windowsill behind him and sat on the raised stand at the end of the reporters’ table. He had a bald head, thick grey whiskers and gold spectacles.

      I made notes as the inquest into the death of twenty-six-year-old Alfred Holland was officially opened. Moments later the jury filed out of the room to view the body.

      Tom folded his arms and gave a quiet whistle. “I wouldn’t want ter be looking at a bloke who’s been shot in the ’ead.”

      “I thought he drowned,” I said.

      “Drowned?” Tom said with a laugh. “How could he ’ave drowned? He was shot in the ’ead!”

      “By whom?”

      “No one knows as yet.”

      “The chief engineer on the steamship was truly shot in the head?” I asked incredulously. “The accident was not the result of a collision, then?”

      Tom laughed louder. “Do you even know what inquest you’re attendin’, Miss Green?”

      “Is it for someone else?”

      Tom nodded with great mirth and I felt my teeth clench.

      “Alfred Holland was shot dead inside an opium den,” explained the reporter with the sandy moustache. “I believe the inquest into the chief engineer’s death will be held after this.”

      “Thank you for the explanation,” I replied. “This afternoon’s inquests are not in the order I had expected.”

      “That’s the Morning Express for yer,” replied Tom. “You don’t know yer ’ead from yer tail!”

      I wondered why I hadn’t heard about Mr Holland’s death before now. I decided to remain where I was and find out anything I could about what had happened.

      

      Once the jury had returned from viewing the body, the coroner summoned his first witness and asked him to introduce himself. I had to turn around in my seat to look at him in the witness stand. A man of about thirty, he had lank, black hair and a bulbous nose.

      “John Spratling. Mr ’Olland was lodgin’ in my ’ouse at twenny-four George Street.”

      “How long did he lodge at your house?” asked the coroner.

      “Since last autumn.”

      “And when did you first become concerned with regard to his welfare?”

      “He never come ’ome that evening.”

      “Had you been expecting him home at a certain time?”

      “No, sir. He come ’ome whenever ‘e wanted, it’s just that I never ’eard ’is boots on the stairs that night, and I always ’eard ’is boots on the stairs when ’e come ’ome. Always woke me an’ the missus up, it did.”

      “And what did you do when you realised he hadn’t returned to your home?”

      “I thought nuffink much of it. But then I ’eard a commotion outside and folks was sayin’ there’d been a murder.”

      “At what time was that?”

      “About eleven o’clock. I stepped out the front to see where the murder’d ’appened, and some bloke told me it were in one o’ the opium dens, so when I went down there I saw a big crowd o’ folk.”

      “And you ventured inside the opium den?”

      “Yeah, I went in ’cause I ’adn’t seen Mr ’Olland and I wondered if it were ’im what ’ad been murdered.”

      “You were aware that Mr Holland was a regular opium smoker, were you not?” the coroner asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “And that he frequented the opium dens in the Limehouse area?”

      “Course. So I went in and I told ’em ’e were missin’ and could I just see who ’e was, and they showed me.” Mr Spratling’s voice grew tremulous.

      “You were in the same room as the deceased?”

      “I were, but not fer long.”

      “Long enough for you to recognise the deceased gentleman as your tenant?”

      “Aye. It were the clothes what looked familiar. I didn’t see much of his ’ead. Well, I couldn’t… There wasn’t…”

      His face grew pale and the coroner thanked him for his deposition.

      

      The coroner summoned his next witness; a dishevelled-looking Chinese man called Ming Tan, who was the owner of the opium den. His hair was greased back from his face and he wore a scruffy, collarless shirt. He shifted uneasily from one foot to the other.

      “At what time did Mr Holland visit you on the evening of his death?” asked the coroner.

      “He visit about eight thirty.”

      “And he was a regular visitor?”

      “Regular. Yes, sir.”

      “How regular? Weekly? Daily?”

      “Normal daily.”

      “And during his visits did he impart much information about himself?”

      “Not much information.”

      “He wasn’t particularly talkative?”

      “Not talkative, sir.”

      “So he visited your establishment purely to smoke an opium pipe?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “In the weeks leading up to Mr Holland’s death, was there any indication either from what he said or did that suggested someone might wish to attack him?”

      “No, sir.”

      “So the attack came as a complete surprise to you?”

      “Complete surprise. Yes, sir.”

      “At what time did the man with the gun appear?”

      “I don’t know exact time. I think must be ten o’clock or after.”

      “So by that time Mr Holland had been with you for about an hour and a half?”

      “Hour and a half. Yes, sir.”

      “And, considering the effect of opium upon the mind, in what state of alertness was Mr Holland when the man with the gun visited?”

      “He could be asleep. He did look asleep.”

      “This is a common state for a man who has recently smoked opium, am I right?”

      “Common. Yes, sir.”

      “Can you describe the man with the gun?”

      “Dark suit. Dark hat.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No, sir.”

      “The colour of his hair?”

      “Look dark.”

      “Had you smoked opium yourself before the gunman entered, Mr Tan?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So it’s possible that your recollection of the assailant may be a little hazy?”

      Mr Tan shrugged.

      “Should I take that as a yes?”

      “Hazy. Yes, sir.”

      “How many other gentlemen were in the room when the attack took place?”

      “Three.”

      “So there were three gentlemen in addition to Mr Holland and yourself in the room when the gunman arrived?”

      “Yes, sir. Three.”

      “Do you believe the gunman deliberately targeted Mr Holland?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So he took a good look at everyone in the room before firing the weapon?”

      “Yes, but I did not know he have a gun. He walk in and look at us, then he look at Mr Holland and shoot with the gun.”

      “He kept the gun concealed until he identified the man he wished to shoot. Is that what you believe?”

      “I believe it. Yes, sir.”

      “And what happened once the gunman had fired his shot?”

      “We all panic. We don’t know what is happening. We try to wake him up.”

      “Mr Holland, that is?”

      “Yes, but I see…” Mr Tan pointed at his head. “I see he will not wake up.”

      “And the gunman?”

      “He’s gone.”

      “As soon as he shot Mr Holland?”

      “Yes, sir. Gone.”

      

      The three other customers from the opium den were summoned as witnesses: two Indian sailors who spoke little English and a Norwegian sailor with a wide grin. Their recollection of the murder and the potential culprit was hazier than Mr Tan’s.

      Following this, a quite different witness came to the stand: a young woman in a black bonnet and mourning dress. She had soft features, but her lips were pushed into a harsh, thin line.

      “I’m Miss Emma Holland, the sister of Alfred Holland,” she said in response to the coroner’s request to introduce herself. “I live at number seven Drummond Street, Euston.”

      “When was the last time you saw your brother?” asked the coroner.

      “Christmas time.”

      “And whereabouts?”

      “At my parents’ house in Hillingdon.”

      “Did your brother have regular employment when you saw him last?”

      She shook her head sadly. “No.”

      “Had he ever had regular employment?”

      “Yes, he worked for the Indian government in Ghazipur.”

      The mention of India aroused my interest.

      “What did he do there?”

      “He was an opium agent.”

      “And when did he return to England?”

      “It was in the summer of last year.”

      “And he found no regular employment on his return?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Do you know why that was?”

      “It’s because he was unreliable. He took up a few jobs, but no employment after that first one lasted for long.”

      “Was the cause of this unreliability his regular opium habit?”

      “I fear that it was, yes.”

      “How long was your brother in India?”

      “Five years.”

      “And what did he do before he found work there?”

      “He studied at Cambridge.”

      “He was an intelligent and capable young gentleman, no doubt,” commented the coroner, slowly shaking his head as if saddened by the disappointing demise of someone who had shown such early promise.

      “He was,” said Miss Holland. “He was clever and kind, and I adored him. I wish that my brother had never encountered opium. It was the ruin of him.”

      “Have you any idea who might wish to harm your brother?” asked the coroner.

      “No, none.” Miss Holland dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief.

      “Did he mention that he had been in any trouble with anyone? Perhaps there had been an argument. Or perhaps he owed someone money.”

      “If he did I never knew of it,” she said sadly.

      

      Inspector Henry Reeves of K Division described the bloody scene as he had found it, and then the police surgeon described Mr Holland’s injuries in detail. Miss Holland stepped out of the room during his deposition.

      The inquest eventually reached its conclusion. The coroner stated that Mr Holland had been barbarously murdered in cold blood and the jury returned a verdict of wilful murder against some person or persons unknown.
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      After the inquest I found Inspector Reeves outside the mortuary smoking a pipe. He was a slight man with wide-set green eyes and a black moustache. He acknowledged me with a nod as I introduced myself.

      “You have a puzzling murder case to solve,” I said. “How is the investigation progressing?”

      He removed the pipe from his mouth. “There’s no doubt the killing was the result of some feud. Mr Holland was deliberately set upon, as we heard in there.”

      “But your witnesses are not very reliable.”

      “They’re not; however, we do have a few witnesses who saw the gunman before and after the attack, so we’ve put together a reasonably good description of the man.”

      “Which is what?”

      “A young man in dark clothing with no obvious distinguishing features. Made no attempt to speak to anyone either before or after the event. Remarkably calm and unflustered. I’d say he was a hired assassin.”

      “That could make him rather difficult to track down.”

      “We have our methods.” Inspector Reeves gave a conspiratorial smile and popped his pipe back in his mouth.

      “Tom Clifford, Holborn Gazette!” came a voice from behind me. I sighed. “You caught the killer yet, Reeves?”

      Inspector Reeves gave Tom a sidelong glance. “What do you think?”

      “I’m guessing no, or you’d ’ave said otherwise at the inquest.”

      “Your guess is correct.”

      “Any suspects?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Any idea why they went after Mr Holland?”

      “None so far, though as I’ve just explained to your colleague here we believe the gunman was a hired assassin.”

      “Oh, she ain’t my colleague.”

      “That’s not a particularly polite way to speak about the young lady.”

      “I’m used to it, Inspector Reeves,” I said.

      “That makes it even worse! No lady should have to become accustomed to rudeness. You must apologise, Mr Clifford.”

      Tom stared at the inspector and then at me.

      “But she’s used to it,” he said.

      “If you desire my co-operation, Mr Clifford, you will apologise,” said the inspector.

      I felt a smile appear on my face.

      “Apologies, Miss Green,” said Tom, “it’s just that we’ve ’ad our differences over the years.”

      “Of course you have,” replied the inspector. “That’s what happens when you work for rival newspapers. Now, how about I give you both a story your editors will thank you for?”

      Tom nodded eagerly.

      The inspector lowered his voice. “How would you like to visit an opium den? Every reporter worth his or her salt visits an opium den in the course of their career. Charles Dickens did just that.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous?” I asked.

      The inspector gave a hollow laugh. “Not with me it isn’t. You’ll be in safe hands, and they know me well down there. I have to do the rounds every so often, and now and again I take a few reporters with me. If you’re interested there would be a moderate fee to cover my time and expenses.”

      “How much?” asked Tom.

      “Three shillings.”

      “All right. When then?”

      “How about Thursday?”

      “I’ll come too,” I said. I couldn’t bear the thought of The Holborn Gazette carrying a story about an opium den and the Morning Express missing out.

      “Good,” replied Inspector Reeves. “Both of you it is, then. I shall meet you by the Chinese laundry just a little further up the road on Thursday at nine o’clock.” He pointed to his right.

      “What’s the name of this road?” asked Tom.

      “Commercial Road. The laundry’s opposite the soda factory, you can’t miss it. Bring payment with you.”

      Inspector Reeves bid us a good day and walked away.

      “Do you think he’s a bit shifty?” I asked Tom.

      “Enterprising’s what I’d call ’im.”
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        * * *

      

      There seemed little use in reading through the notes Mr Edwards had made for me about the Forsters and Mr Mawson. With Edgar working on the story there was no need for me to devote any attention to them, but as Mr Edwards had spent so much time on the research I felt obliged to read what he had written. And having initially worked on the piece I still had a keen interest in the case.

      I sat at my writing desk that evening and read through Mr Edwards’ notes. Tiger spent a few minutes on my lap before jumping out of the window to stalk a pigeon on the rooftops. The sun began to set and a train hooted as it pulled out of nearby Moorgate station.

      Mr Edwards was always thorough in his work and had been able to find the Forsters and Mr Mawson on the departing passenger lists. He had also written down every mention of Sheridan and Company, the merchant Mr Forster had worked for.

      A record for Mr Mawson in late August 1883 caught my eye:

      

      INDIA OFFICE. ARRIVALS REPORTED IN LONDON: Mr C. G. D. Mawson.

      

      I smiled as I read this. Surely the India Office was where I would find the mysterious Mr Mawson.
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      The India Office formed part of the imposing government buildings in Charles Street, Whitehall, and was only one street away from the prime minister’s residence in Downing Street.

      I walked through an archway beneath the grand stone facade and entered a quadrangle bordered by arched windows and columns. I turned left and made my way across the gravelled courtyard until I reached the door marked ‘India Office’. I had worn my smartest jacket, skirt and hat, adopting an air of self-importance as I entered the building.

      “I have an appointment with Mr Charles Mawson,” I announced to the uniformed man in the hallway. I pretended to be unmoved by the splendour of my surroundings: the marble columns, the elaborately carved stone, the intricately tiled floor and the shimmering highlights of gold wherever my eyes cared to rest.

      I gave the man my card as I introduced myself. It was swiftly handed to another man in livery, who placed it on a salver and carried it away.

      Then I waited and prayed that Mr Mawson would play along with my ruse.

      It seemed that he had, as a few minutes later the liveried man returned with Mr Mawson in tow. He was as I remembered, with bushy brown whiskers and watery grey eyes. A smile spread across his face as he approached me.

      “Miss Green, the reporter! What brings you here?”

      “We arranged an appointment, did we not?”

      “Did we?”

      “Yes,” I replied through a clenched grin.

      “Oh yes, I remember now,” he replied unconvincingly. I felt relieved that he appeared happy to keep up the pretence.

      “Is there a convenient place we could talk?” I asked.

      “Absolutely,” he replied. “Just follow me.”

      We left the entrance hall and stepped into a long corridor with oak wainscoting and ornate arches at regular intervals for as far as the eye could see.

      “How did you find me here?” he asked.

      “Through a listing in The Homeward Mail.”

      “Clever,” he replied with a smile. “I don’t think a lady has ever gone to so much trouble to seek me out before.”

      “After our conversation outside the Forsters’ home I wished to find you and express my condolences for the sad death of your friend, Mr Forster,” I said.

      He stopped and looked at me. “That’s terribly kind and thoughtful of you, Miss Green. It’s been a huge blow, it really has. I cannot make head nor tail of it.”

      “When we last spoke you were trying to find him. Did you succeed before his tragic death?”

      “I did. I found out that he was residing at the East India, which I should have guessed, anyhow. We spent a pleasant evening together the night before he died.”

      “Pleasant? Even though his wife had just been murdered?”

      “I chose my words unwisely, Miss Green, I do apologise. The chap had been through the most appalling time and it was the first opportunity he had found to enjoy some whisky and a chat with a friend. I shan’t pretend that it was easy, but it was convivial. The fellow was in need of some light conversation; a brief respite from the darkness into which he had been plunged. I don’t understand why such a pleasant, friendly couple should have had their lives taken from them in such a dreadful way. Mrs Forster was a delightful lady, the daughter of a tailor. Her family were Somerset folk and she never lost the slight burr in her accent no matter how hard she tried to conceal it.”

      We reached an ornate door.

      “Have you ever seen the inner courtyard before, Miss Green?”

      “No, this is the first time I have ever been here.”

      Mr Mawson pushed it open and we stepped out onto a flight of steps that led down to an expansive marble floor. A glass roof stretched high above our heads, and surrounding us were three storeys of elegant arches, columns and balustrades.

      “The Sultan of Turkey was received here in 1867,” said Mr Mawson. “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      “It certainly is.”

      “Mrs Forster was instrumental in organising the walks and picnics in India, and colossal picnics they were too!” continued Mawson. “She would have her servants working for an entire day to prepare the food, and then they would have to carry it all, of course. Mr Forster and I dined at the club each Wednesday evening, and we’d go out shooting partridge on a Saturday afternoon. He was an accomplished whist player and a good dancer. There was at least one dance a week in those days.”

      “It seems you and the Forsters were kept quite busy out there.”

      “Oh, we were, and the lawn tennis tournaments were also enjoyable. I don’t consider myself much of a player, but I did manage third place once.”

      Mr Mawson seemed keen to impress upon me the lifestyle he had enjoyed in India, but he had told me little about himself. I wondered whether his achievements were, like his tennis ability, rather mediocre.

      We walked across the highly polished floor toward a flight of steps at the far end of the courtyard.

      “What did you do in Bengal, Mr Mawson?” I asked.

      “I worked for the Indian government in various capacities; most of them administrative and extremely dull, I’m afraid. I spent time at a few locations in Bengal and some in Calcutta itself. The work didn’t hold much interest for me, but the social life, as you have heard, more than made up for it.”

      He paused to look up at the roof. “This courtyard takes my breath away every time I walk through it. Does it have the same effect on you, Miss Green?”

      “There’s no doubt that it’s an extremely impressive sight, Mr Mawson.”

      I thought of the wealth that must have been required to build such a beautiful place, and the eight million pounds of opium revenue came to mind. I was astonished that the British government made so much money from the trade. Then my thoughts shifted to the death of Alfred Holland at a miserable opium den in Limehouse.

      Somehow it all seemed to be part of the same intricate web.

      “Have you ever come across a man named Alfred Holland?” I asked Mr Mawson as we ascended the steps.

      “No, I can’t say that I have.”

      “I attended the inquest into his death yesterday. He was shot dead at an opium den in Limehouse.”

      “Oh goodness, how unfortunate.” He opened the door in front of us and we stepped into another elaborate corridor.

      “You may have come across him,” I continued, “because he also worked for the Indian government. He was an opium agent in Ghazipur.”

      “Was he indeed? There are many chaps employed up there, you know. It’s the largest opium factory in the world.”

      “You haven’t heard any mention of him? Or of his murder?”

      “Not until you mentioned it just now.”

      “I realise the topic of murder is rather a gloomy one, but I hope you don’t mind me asking whether you have any idea who might have wished to murder Mr and Mrs Forster?”

      “None at all, Miss Green. Forster had no idea who had attacked his wife, but he believed the motive to be burglary. And as for who attacked him, I simply don’t know. I wasn’t aware of any grievance he had with anyone.”

      “Do you think they were murdered for the same reason?”

      “Who can say? But it has to be more than just a coincidence. Someone clearly wanted them both dead, but I can’t for the life of me think why.”

      “Have the police interviewed you?”

      “No, why should they?”

      “Because you knew the couple. Perhaps you unwittingly know something about them which could help the police investigation.”

      Mr Mawson laughed. “I think you’re overestimating me, Miss Green. I merely socialised with them. I had no knowledge of their intimate affairs.”

      “I’m wondering whether there’s a connection between their deaths and Mr Holland’s.”

      “Why should there be?”

      “Both men worked in India and were involved in the opium trade.”

      “I wish you every success in finding a connection, Miss Green, but I cannot think of one.”

      “I wonder where I might find someone who worked with Mr Holland. Would you be able to find out for me, Mr Mawson?”

      “Such as who?”

      “Someone who worked with him in Ghazipur, perhaps. Preferably someone who is back on home soil now.”

      Mr Mawson grimaced. “I could try, but I don’t know how successful I’d be. A lot of chaps have worked there, I suppose, but the chances of finding someone who knew this Holland chap seem rather slim.”
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      As arranged, I met Inspector Reeves by the Chinese laundry in Commercial Road. Tom Clifford was already there when I arrived.

      “Oh, you turned up, Miss Green,” he said disappointedly as he chewed on his tobacco.

      “Of course I did. I wouldn’t let The Holborn Gazette be the only newspaper to carry a story about an opium den.”

      The inspector removed the pipe from his mouth and held out his hand for payment. Once we had each handed over three shillings we were on our way.

      The sun was setting as we left the busy thoroughfare of Commercial Road, turning into a side street which led us beneath the railway.

      “You’ll need a strong stomach for where we’re going,” said Inspector Reeves. “Have you reported on many murder cases before?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “Which ones?”

      “Lizzie Dixie, the St Giles’ murders, Sophia Glenville, Richard Geller —”

      “I’ve done that lot an’ all,” interrupted Tom Clifford. “And I’ve done more ’an that. The man who’s been found in the canal and that other one where he got pushed under a train.”

      “The same man?” I asked with a smile.

      “No, they was different murders. You can’t get pushed into a canal and under a train.”

      “Not unless you’re extremely unlucky,” said Inspector Reeves.

      “Miss Green’s very friendly with an inspector down the Yard,” continued Tom Clifford.

      “Which one?”

      “Inspector Blakely. Turns out ’er and the inspector’s quite the double act when it comes to murders.”

      “Is that so?” asked Reeves.

      “Not really,” I replied curtly.

      “The rest of us reporters don’t get no chance when it comes to the Yard. Miss Green’s the favourite.”

      We found ourselves in a narrow street of cramped dwellings with several people watching us from dark doorways.

      “Evenin’, Inspector,” called a man from outside a ship chandler’s store.

      “Evening, Juggins,” replied Inspector Reeves.

      The man stared at me and I suddenly felt out of place.

      Outside a noisy pub, a group of dark-skinned sailors sang in a language I didn’t recognise. A woman in a brightly coloured dress and headscarf quickly ducked out of sight.

      “Mr Holland was an opium agent in India. Is it possible that his habitual use of the drug began there?” I asked Inspector Reeves.

      “It’s a possibility. After all, he was surrounded by the stuff in Ghazipur, wasn’t he? But not all men come back from there addicted to opium. Perhaps he had a weaker character than most.”

      “I’m surprised that a man who had shown such promise should have his life ended in such a sad manner.”

      “It happens, Miss Green,” replied Inspector Reeves. “Education and wealth aren’t always enough. A man must rely on the strength of his character.”

      “True enough,” added Tom Clifford.

      “Do you think Mr Holland’s sister would be happy to speak to me?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but you could try calling on her. You’ll have her address from the inquest, no doubt, but be aware that she’s grief-stricken, so don’t go upsetting her.”

      “Has she been able to tell you anything useful about what may have led to his murder?”

      “No, she knows very little of what he’d been getting up to,” replied the inspector. “He kept his opium-soaked life to himself.”

      We crossed the road and walked briskly through a dingy alleyway which ran between two enormous warehouses. The alleyway opened out into Regent’s Canal Dock, where tall sail ships were moored beside rows of coal barges. Heavily loaded carts lumbered past us, seagulls wheeled above our heads and an unpleasant, dank smell rose up from the water, which lapped at the slimy stone walls.

      Inspector Reeves strode along the quay beside me with Tom Clifford following closely behind. Beyond the dock stretched the River Thames, its shore lined with warehouses, chimneys and cranes, which were silhouetted against the darkening sky.

      Without warning, the inspector turned sharply to his right and into a passageway I would otherwise have walked past without noticing it was there. A putrid odour hit my nose and I felt forced to hold my breath as we walked along the cobblestones. Tom Clifford mumbled a string of curse words relating to the stench.

      Inspector Reeves paused beside a door with flaked paint on it. I placed a hand over my nose and mouth in a vain attempt to keep the smell away.

      “Mr Tan has permitted us to visit his establishment,” announced Inspector Reeves.

      “We’re goin’ to see the gaff where Mr Holland was shot?” asked Tom Clifford.

      “We certainly are,” replied the inspector proudly.

      Tom eagerly pulled out his notebook and pencil, while I clasped my carpet bag and shivered. The alleyway was so wretched and miserable I wasn’t sure how prepared I was for what lay beyond the door. It reminded me of the misery I had encountered in St Giles’ Rookery during a previous murder investigation.

      Inspector Reeves knocked at the door and eventually it opened slightly. He and the occupant exchanged a few words, and then the door opened just wide enough to permit us entry.

      “Ladies first,” Tom said with a grin.

      “I’ll follow you,” I replied, feeling rather hesitant.

      The dingy corridor smelled almost as bad as the alleyway had. I could hardly see where I was going.

      “Mind the steps, there are a few missing,” said Inspector Reeves as we clambered up a narrow, greasy staircase.

      The hazy figures of Inspector Reeves and Tom Clifford turned right at the top of the stairs. I followed and knocked into the back of Tom, unaware that he had stopped.

      “You remember Mr Tan from the inquest, don’t you?” said the inspector.

      I couldn’t quite see the man from the doorway that led into a dimly lit room.

      “Yes. Evenin’, Mr Tan,” said Tom as he entered breezily.

      I remained where I was and simply peered in. My eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom, and I saw that Mr Tan nodded a brief acknowledgement when he saw me.

      A thick layer of smoke floated above a dim paraffin lamp. A person lay on a mattress on the floor and two other forms lay prostrate on a bed. A fourth person was sprawled over a mattress lying upon some tea chests. In the gloom I could see that this person was reclining with a long pipe in his hand, the end of which was held over a small flame. A sweet, rich, floral smell mingled with the odour of unwashed bodies.

      I had worried at first about what the men in this place would think of a woman visiting, but I realised they were too insensible even to notice my presence. I considered the romantic idea of the opium den portrayed in theatre and art with its colourful wall hangings, silk cushions and paper lanterns. The room I saw now was a truly pitiful place. How dreadful had Mr Holland’s life become that he had needed to seek solace here?

      “Show the reporters where the bullet holes are, Mr Tan,” instructed Inspector Reeves.

      Mr Tan nodded and walked toward the dishevelled man lying on the tea chests. The man gazed at Mr Tan nonchalantly as the proprietor pointed beyond his shoulder at some marks on the wall.

      “Bullet hole,” he said.

      I shivered as I pictured Alfred Holland lying in that place and receiving the fatal gunshot to his head. I imagined how loud it would have sounded in this small room. Mr Tan seemed remarkably calm for a man who had been through such an ordeal. I reasoned that the opium had most likely dulled his senses.

      “Thank you, Inspector Reeves and Mr Tan,” I said. I was beginning to feel nauseous and craved clean air. “I think I’ve seen enough now.”

      “How does the opium pipe work?” asked Tom.

      Mr Tan picked up a thick bamboo pipe, which was about the length of his arm. It was etched decoratively and a small silver bowl was attached to one end. Mr Tan proceeded to explain how the opium was placed in the bowl and then heated over the flame.

      “I can’t ’ave come all this way up ’ere not to give it a go!” said Tom cheerily.

      “But a man died in here,” I said. “Don’t you wish to leave immediately?”

      “I should imagine that a good few men have died in here,” said Inspector Reeves.

      “I’m going back outside now, Inspector,” I replied, “Thank you for your time.”

      My stomach turned as I stumbled down the staircase, and I held my breath until I was safely back at the quayside of Regent’s Canal Dock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      A light drizzle fell the following morning as I arrived at Drummond Street. The Euston Hotel and a row of terraced houses lined one side, while on the other was Euston station with its enormous, sandstone arch, which wouldn’t have looked out of place in ancient Greece. The word ‘Euston’ was etched into its architrave in gold lettering.

      I found number seven: a modest, three-storey terrace. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves and hoped Alfred Holland’s sister Emma would be willing to speak to me.

      A maid with a black armband answered the door and asked me to wait in the hallway while she took my card to her mistress. I felt relieved when she returned and informed me that Miss Holland was prepared to see me.

      I was led into a parlour at the front of the house. The curtains were drawn, the mirror above the fireplace was covered with black crepe and the room was lit by two gas lamps. Miss Holland stood by the fireplace, her face and hands white against the black of her mourning dress. I guessed she was about twenty-three years of age.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me, Miss Holland,” I said. “Please accept my condolences for your brother’s untimely death.”

      She nodded warily and waited for me to continue.

      “I realise this must be a difficult time for you,” I said, “and I hope not to detain you for long. I attended the inquest and I should like to find out more about your brother. It seems he led rather an interesting life.”

      “Why do you want to discover more about him?” Her eyes were a hard, sharp green.

      “To understand why someone might have wished to harm him.”

      “But isn’t that the job of the police?”

      “It is, yes, and I know that Inspector Reeves is working hard to find your brother’s murderer. But I am interested to find out whether Alfred’s murder might be connected to the death of a couple from Fitzrovia; a Mr and Mrs Forster. They also worked in India. Bengal, to be precise.”

      “I read about them in the newspaper, but I don’t think Alfred would have known them. They once lived in Calcutta, didn’t they?”

      “Yes, they did.”

      “Alfred was in Ghazipur, which is more than four hundred miles from Calcutta.”

      “Yes, I can see how their paths may not have crossed, though Mr Forster worked for a merchant which traded in opium, and Alfred was an opium agent.”

      “But a great many people work within the opium trade. I don’t see any reason why the two should have necessarily known each other.”

      I sighed. “No, I suppose the chances are rather slim.”

      As her eyes remained on me I wondered exactly what I had hoped to achieve. My conviction that Alfred Holland and the Forsters had somehow known one another seemed rather weak, but I couldn’t think of anything else to suggest.

      “Would you like some tea, Miss Green?” she asked, her expression softening a little.

      “Only if it’s not too much trouble, Miss Holland. Thank you.”

      She called for the maid and gestured for me to take a seat on the settee. Once she had asked for some tea to be brought in she seated herself in an easy chair next to the fireplace.

      “I haven’t spoken to many people about Alfred,” she said. “He had lost many of his friends, and our parents had disowned him.”

      “Because of his opium habit?”

      She nodded. “It turned him into a selfish person. He was my brother and I loved him dearly, but I didn’t like the man he became. The past year has been especially difficult. Since his death I have received few condolences, and as for my parents…” she paused as her eyes grew damp “…I can’t tell whether they’re sad or relieved. He brought great shame on them after his return from India.”

      “And before he went there?”

      Her face brightened. “They were extremely proud of him. He was clever and good-natured. He had lots of friends and enjoyed life. He studied at Cambridge, and when he began working for the Indian government my parents anticipated great things for him. We all did.”

      “And he was in India for five years?”

      “Yes, how do you know that?”

      “You said so at the inquest.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Did he come home at all during those five years?”

      “Once or twice, and he seemed a little more serious than when he had first departed for India, but I suppose that was to be expected. He travelled over as a boy and became a man out there. I suppose it’s only natural for someone to lose their spontaneity and sense of fun in those circumstances.”

      “Do you put the change solely down to age, or do you think there was another reason for this new display of maturity?”

      “No, just age. And I suppose living and working in a foreign country would change a man, wouldn’t it? Nobody stays the same forever.”

      “Was he happy in Ghazipur?”

      “Yes, he seemed to be. Mother and Father went out to stay with him for a while, but I didn’t go.”

      “So you saw little of him during that time.”

      “Yes, and when he returned for good he was quite different.”

      The maid brought in the tea.

      “When did you find out about the opium?” I asked.

      “It was after he’d lost his second job. He worked as a clerk for a tobacco merchant on his return, and then he ran errands for the Metropolitan Board of Works. It wasn’t the usual sort of profession you’d expect a Cambridge graduate to be pursuing. Neither job lasted long and he confessed to me that the only enjoyment he found in life came in the form of opium. He had first tried it in India and subsequently began to make regular use of it. He told me that if he went for any length of time without it he was overcome by sickness. The only way to stop the sickness was to take it again.”

      “Presumably he had no idea that he would become so dependent on it.”

      “He told me he had first taken it for toothache, and that it had given him a sensation so pleasurable he never found anything else that could compare. Not even love, it seems.”

      “Was there ever a chance of marriage for him?”

      “He told me there had been a girl in India at one time, but she had brought their courtship to an end. Whether it was her choice or her family’s I cannot tell, but I think he was more upset about that than he was willing to admit.”

      “You last saw him at Christmas, is that right?”

      “Yes, and it was so dreadful I vowed never to see him again. It transpired that I kept that vow.”

      Her eyes grew damp and her hand trembled as she lifted a cup of tea to her lips.

      “What happened at Christmas?” I asked.

      “He had terrible rows with Mother and Father; with all of us, including my cousin and her husband, with whom I share this home. We all found him detestable.”

      “What was the nature of his work in Ghazipur?”

      “He weighed the pots of opium when they arrived at the factory. It doesn’t sound like much, but he told me it was quite an important job because opium is as precious a commodity as silver. Forms had to be filled in and certificates signed, and everything was done under lock and key. Apparently, there was tight security to prevent any of the opium falling into the wrong hands.”

      “There’s nothing in what you have told me to explain why someone might have wished to kill your brother,” I said.

      “No, I cannot understand it. All I can think is that he had a disagreement with someone. Perhaps he owed money to the wrong people. He somehow managed to pay for his opium, though he didn’t have a job.”

      “Was there any money from the family?”

      “A little from Mother and Father. I can only hope that the police find out who did this to him and why. I realise he probably got himself into some dangerous situations, but I need to understand why this happened, no matter how unpalatable the truth may be.”
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      I stepped out of the Morning Express offices and into the rain that evening. I began searching among the traffic on Fleet Street for an omnibus to take me home.

      “Penny!”

      I turned to see James standing beneath his umbrella outside a stationer’s shop and I felt a flip of excitement in my chest.

      “James! What are you doing here?” I hadn’t seen him since the day I had called at his home and accidentally encountered Charlotte and her mother. I had been trying my hardest not to think about him, knowing how close his wedding was, but I felt pleased that he had sought me out.

      “Were you waiting here for me?”

      “I was just passing your offices and thought you’d probably be finishing for the day about now. I read your article about the opium den.” He gestured for me to join him under his umbrella.

      “Oh, did you?”

      “What on earth were you doing in an opium den? It’s not a safe place for a lady to be at all.”

      “Or for anyone, in fact, especially not after the murder of Alfred Holland.”

      “Indeed. Have you the time to take a walk?”

      “Of course.”

      We walked west in the direction of the Strand.

      “I don’t like the thought of you wandering about Limehouse visiting opium dens,” said James.

      “Oh, it wasn’t quite like that. Inspector Reeves of K Division took us.”

      “Us?”

      “Myself and Tom Clifford from The Holborn Gazette.”

      James groaned. “Oh, no! I remember that man from the St Giles investigation.”

      “Have you come across Inspector Reeves before?”

      “Once or twice. He’s a slippery character. I can’t imagine he took you on a tour of the opium den out of pure goodwill. Did he ask you for money?”

      “Yes, three shillings.”

      James shook his head.

      “We visited the opium den where Alfred Holland was shot.”

      “So your article said.”

      “I met with Alfred’s sister this morning, and she has no idea who might have wanted to murder him.”

      “I can’t imagine Inspector Reeves having much of an idea either,” said James.

      “Alfred Holland came from a good family,” I said. “His death seems to have marked the end of a tragic descent into destitution. He worked in India, did you know that?”

      “I didn’t. I’m afraid I’m not terribly familiar with the case.”

      “I’ve been trying to find out whether he met the Forsters while he was out there.”

      “The odds of that are fairly slim, aren’t they?”

      “I realise that, but both Mr Forster and Mr Holland worked within the opium industry.”

      “Along with a good many other people.”

      I sighed. “I don’t think I’ll ever convince anyone to consider the possibility that the murders could be connected.”

      We paused beside the lofty arches of the law courts.

      “Let’s cross here,” said James.

      We darted between the carts and carriages, and turned into Essex Street.

      “If the murders are connected we need to find the evidence that links them,” said James. “I’m assisting D Division with Mrs Forster’s case and working on Inspector Paget of C Division to allow me to help with Mr Forster’s case. As for Mr Holland, that’s K Division and I must say that I don’t trust Inspector Reeves one bit. I sometimes wonder who he’s actually working for.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Just rumour. But you understand what I’m saying, don’t you? It’s rather difficult to pull all these separate incidents together and try to connect them.”

      We passed the Essex Head Tavern and made our way toward a handsome archway at the end of the street.

      “But you work for Scotland Yard,” I said. “You’re well placed to work on all these cases and discover the connection.”

      “I can’t just march in and demand that I take over these cases, Penny. I’m not senior enough to seize control.”

      “But you know there’s little possibility that Inspector Bowles or Paget will consider that a murder in Limehouse could be linked to the murder of the Forsters in Fitzrovia and Mayfair. They’re very different parts of London. What this situation needs is a detective like you to consider the cases side by side.”

      James sighed and we paused beside the arch. A flight of worn steps ran beneath it to the street on a lower level.

      “It’s not as simple as you make it sound, Penny. Scotland Yard can’t spend all its time trying to establish whether a crime carried out in one part of the metropolis has anything to do with a crime committed in another part.”

      “You managed it with the St Giles murders.”

      “Because we were quite certain from early on that there was only one culprit.”

      “Do you think the three murders might have been committed by the same person?”

      “I wouldn’t completely rule it out, but there’s no evidence to suggest it.”

      “What about the opium connection?”

      “There could be something in it, or it may simply be coincidence.”

      “But you would consider it if I could find some evidence to support the theory?”

      “Of course, Penny, but you’re a news reporter and it’s not really your job to go about trying to establish such things.”

      “But if I don’t do it who will?”

      “If there’s a connection between the Forsters and Alfred Holland I’m sure something will come to light sooner or later.”

      “You’re content to just wait for something to come to light, are you? And what if it doesn’t?”

      “Then perhaps there is no connection after all.”

      “What an extremely lackadaisical manner of doing things!” I fumed, marching down the stone steps before James could respond.
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      “Penny, you’ll get soaked without an umbrella!” James called, following me down the steps. “The Yard only has so many men. Chief Inspector Cullen won’t allow me to get involved in any case I pick and choose. And I feel sure that the divisions will make the Yard aware as soon as they need our help.”

      “But they don’t even know when they need help,” I retorted. “I’m surprised at your reaction to this, James. I thought you would want to be involved in these cases.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to, Penny, but my hands are tied. At least I’ve been involved in Mrs Forster’s case. Perhaps there’s something I can do from my work on that.”

      “What progress has there been so far?” I asked.

      We stood under James’ umbrella beside a row of trees which bordered Temple Gardens. Beyond them was the Victoria Embankment and the River Thames.

      “The staff at the Forsters’ home say the gang was well organised and its members seemed to know what they were doing. They used their cudgels to incapacitate the staff but inflicted wounds on Mrs Forster which were deliberately intended to end her life. They kept asking the servants where Mr and Mrs Forster were.”

      “As if they were after them rather than the valuables?”

      “Exactly. They remained calm for most of the time, using intimidation and violence only where necessary. The housekeeper told me she felt sure the men were comfortable with what they were doing, as if they were well-practised at it. It’s interesting that they completely spared the errand boy.”

      “Because he’s a child, perhaps.”

      “Possibly, but there might be another explanation. It’s intriguing that the gang knew exactly how to break in. I think they had been given information about the layout of the house before the break-in.”

      “Do you think the boy might have told them?”

      “It’s possible. The gang may have bribed him with something. He might not have considered that he was doing anything wrong at the time. I have tried asking him whether that’s what happened, but he has given me little information so far.”

      “If someone bribed him and he tells you who it is that could lead you straight to the men who carried out the act.”

      “Absolutely, so I’m hoping that if he has something to tell us he will do so very soon.”

      “Do you believe the gang also intended to attack Mr Forster that evening?”

      “Yes, they were probably disappointed to find him out of the house.”

      “Which explains why he was tracked down just a few days later and stabbed in St James’s Square.”

      “Yes.”

      “So Inspector Paget of C Division should allow you to be involved in Mr Forster’s case considering that the murders were almost certainly carried out by the same people.”

      “I’m trying to convince him of that at the present time.”

      “The Forsters may have been murdered by people who were paid to kill them,” I said, “and Inspector Reeves has the same theory regarding Mr Holland’s murder. He believes the culprit was a paid assassin.”

      “That may be the very connection we’re looking for. We just need more evidence.”

      “Inspector Reeves has a few witness statements from people who saw the gunman before and after he shot Mr Holland. Maybe the description bears some resemblance to one of the men described by Mr and Mrs Forster’s staff.”

      “Perhaps I should speak to Inspector Reeves about the case, then. That’s what you want me to do, isn’t it?” James said with a smile.

      “Yes.” I smiled in return.

      

      The rain was starting to ease. We crossed Victoria Embankment and stood overlooking Temple Pier, where numerous passengers were embarking a pleasure steamer for an outing downriver. I told James about my meeting with Mr Mawson at the India Office.

      “He seems innocent of any wrongdoing,” I said, “but I can’t help recalling how keen he was to find out Mr Forster’s location after the murder of Mrs Forster. Perhaps he passed the information on to someone.”

      “Have you told Inspector Paget about him?”

      “No, I haven’t met with Inspector Paget and I’m not supposed to be working on the story at all. Edgar Fish has it.”

      “Oh dear, really?”

      “Yes, it’s all rather frustrating. I suppose I could ask Edgar to mention Mr Mawson to Inspector Paget, but he doesn’t like doing any more work than he absolutely has to. You should visit Mr Mawson at the India Office; it’s only a stone’s throw from Scotland Yard. Mr Mawson was with Mr Forster the evening before he died, so he might be able to tell you something useful.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, but neither you nor I can officially take control of the work. We must leave it to the other detectives and reporters.”

      “The other incompetents.”

      James laughed. “It seems you have a high opinion of our colleagues.”

      

      A break in the cloud allowed the setting sun to cast its golden light across the river, bathing the ships and barges moored by the wharves on the south bank.

      “I miss our meetings at the Museum Tavern,” I said. The words had left my mouth before I had time to consider them.

      James gave a small sigh. “They’re not over yet. We’ll have more of them.”

      I turned to look at him. “Are you sure? I thought the future Mrs Blakely was rather disapproving of our conversations at that establishment.”

      “I put it down to her pre-wedding nerves.”

      “Do you have pre-wedding nerves?”

      James thought for a moment before replying. “No.”

      “Why not? It’s a life-changing event.”

      “I don’t like to think of it changing anything so very much.”

      “Of course it will! If Charlotte won’t allow you to meet with me at the Museum Tavern now she’s even less likely to after the wedding.”

      “Nonsense, she’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t think she will be.”

      “You don’t know her as well as I do, Penny. Once the wedding is over and done with she will become her usual calm self again.”

      I quietly disagreed but chose not to argue with him. “I do apologise for interrupting your evening with Charlotte and her mother the other day.”

      “It was a welcome interruption.”

      “It wasn’t really, was it? You weren’t able to invite me in and Charlotte didn’t seem particularly pleased to see me.”

      “Pre-wedding nerves, as I say.”

      “I don’t think she likes me.”

      “Of course she likes you, Penny!”

      “I wouldn’t like me if I were her.”

      “You’re beginning to confuse me with statements like that. How’s Mr Edwards?”

      “His usual self. Sometimes I feel you only bring him up to make yourself feel better about your impending wedding.”

      James gave me an incredulous look.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Perhaps you feel less guilty about your choice knowing there is a potential husband for me waiting in the wings.”

      “You think I should like to see you married to Mr Edwards?”

      “Yes, I think you would. It would reassure you that you’re making the right decision. It would mean there was no longer any alternative. It would suggest that fate rather than your free will had determined events.”

      James scowled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Penny. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It’s why you tried so hard to ensure that Mr Edwards and I remained on friendly terms, isn’t it? You were even willing to paint yourself as the villain in order that he would forgive me. He doesn’t for a moment consider that I was willing to kiss you that evening; he believes me to be an innocent victim. In fact, he probably feels sorry for me, which is deplorable.”

      “I apologise if my attempts to repair your reputation were somewhat clumsy.”

      “I didn’t need you to repair my reputation, James!”

      “No?” He fixed me with his bright blue eyes. “And what would Mr Edwards have thought had he known you were a willing participant in that kiss? What would he have told people about you, Penny? The thought of you becoming a topic of gossip was too much to bear. What if your sister had found out? You’re an intelligent, respectable woman, and you don’t deserve to be the topic of tittle-tattle across West London’s drawing rooms.”

      “I’m sure it wouldn’t have come to that.”

      “I believe it would have done, but if Mr Edwards considers you blameless your reputation is saved. And as for all this nonsense about me wanting you to marry him, nothing could be further from the truth. Do you think I can bear the thought of you hanging on to another man’s arm?”

      “It would make you feel better about your own nuptials.”

      “It would do nothing of the sort! If you were to ask me honestly what I think about Mr Edwards I would say that I wish the man had never taken up employment in the reading room and found you there. I wish the man didn’t even exist!”

      “Now you know how I feel about Charlotte.”

      There was a long silence.

      James stared at me and I boldly looked him in the eye, not regretting for one moment what I had just said.
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      “Did you actually have to go inside the opium den, Miss Green?” whispered Mr Edwards in the reading room. “Would a description of it not have satisfied you?”

      “That wouldn’t have been proper news reporting, Mr Edwards,” I replied softly. “It’s important to be able to report on such information first hand.”

      I had been carrying out some tiresome research on the Franchise Bill when Mr Edwards approached me.

      “I think it terribly irresponsible for a police officer to allow a lady into such a place!” he said with a frown.

      “I don’t think Inspector Reeves minds who comes along on his opium den tours so long as he gets his three shillings,” I replied.

      “That’s even worse! The man has no scruples.”

      “I can’t say I enjoyed my visit, but it meant I could write authentically for others to read. If just a handful of people who read my article are dissuaded from frequenting these places my work has surely served a purpose.”

      “I suppose so, but I don’t see why you should put yourself at risk, Miss Green.”

      “I have put myself at risk in this job before, Mr Edwards, and I shall probably do so again. My work often leads me to unpleasant people and places.”

      He sighed and handed me some papers. “I’ve gone through The Homeward Mail’s 1881 editions, and here are some references I found. I don’t know how useful they might be. Did you find my last set of notes helpful?”

      “I certainly did. They led me to Mr Mawson and I was able to speak with him.”

      Mr Edwards’ face brightened. “That’s good news indeed! Did he have anything interesting to tell you?”

      “A little more about the Forsters, and I asked whether he knew anything about Alfred Holland.”

      “Ah yes, that Holland chap is the reason you visited the opium den, isn’t he?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m relieved you got out of there alive,” he said.

      I stifled a laugh. “Of course I did. There was no danger there.”

      “We’re talking about opium addicts, Miss Green!”

      “Opium sends them into a stupor, Mr Edwards. They weren’t even aware that I was present.”

      Mr Edwards shook his head disapprovingly. “Have you thought of a suitable date for a walk in the park with your sister and myself?”

      “Oh, I think so,” I said, having forgotten all about it.

      “When would suit?”

      “This Saturday, perhaps? I’ll need to make sure Eliza is available.”

      “Good. I shall await confirmation from you. I’ll leave you to your work now, Miss Green.” He smiled and gave me a little bow.

      

      I tried to concentrate on my article about the Franchise Bill but it was proving difficult. The conversation with James by the river kept running through my mind. I felt surprised at myself for stating that I wished Charlotte didn’t exist, but I still could not bring myself to regret the words I had spoken.

      Although it had been extremely useful to discuss my work with James I had found our past few meetings rather uncomfortable. With his wedding just weeks away our conversations felt fraught with tension. There was no escaping the event that was about to change everything. James had said that it wouldn’t, but I knew he was pretending even to himself. Once he became a married man our relationship would inevitably change. People would disapprove of any time we spent together, even if it was arranged merely to discuss work. His wife would have a legitimate hold over everything he did.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah, Miss Green! The close friend of Tom Clifford’s,” said Edgar as I entered the newsroom just in time to meet my deadline that afternoon.

      “Nothing could be further from the truth,” I replied curtly.

      “But Tom is telling everyone down at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese how much he enjoyed your company in Limehouse.”

      “He’s using sarcasm, Edgar,” I replied.

      “Actually, I don’t think he is. He was rather flattered by your company, I believe.”

      I gave an empty laugh.

      “And if I may say so, Miss Green, your article about the opium den was far better written than his,” added Edgar.

      “I doubt that would be much of an achievement,” I said.

      Edgar lowered his voice. “So, did you try it?”

      “Try what?”

      “The opium! John Chinaman selects the very best of it, doesn’t he? Opium can be found all over London, but if you want the best quality a Chinese opium den in Limehouse would be just the place to find it, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t know, Edgar.”

      “Tom tried it,” he said. “He told us all about it at the Cheshire Cheese. He confessed that it’s most gloriously perfumed, and induced in him a soothing, floating, dreamlike state.”

      “He said he felt as though he were a spoonful of gently warmed syrup,” added Frederick.

      “I’m pleased to hear that he enjoyed it,” I said.

      “You weren’t tempted?”

      “Not for a moment. It was one of the most miserable places I have ever set foot in, besides the fact that a man was shot there!”

      “That’s not particularly pleasant,” said Edgar. “I think that would have put me off trying it as well.”

      “I would have gone to a different opium den,” said Frederick.

      “Exactly, Potter. I don’t think I could feel at ease in a room where I knew a man had been shot to death,” said Edgar.

      “While we’re on the topic of murder,” I said, “have Inspector Bowles or Inspector Paget made any progress?”

      “Paget’s done a bit of work. It seems Mr Forster had complicated legal affairs,” said Edgar. “He bought a trading company in Calcutta about ten years ago but it ran into financial difficulties. For a few years he maintained the belief that its fortunes would rise again, so he funded the company with loans. When he came close to defaulting on them he decided to use his property in London as a source of income.”

      “The house in Margaret Street?”

      “Yes. The Forster family has owned it for many years and it was occupied by a tenant while they were in India. When he arranged a mortgage to fund his company in India there were problems with the bill of sale.”

      “Such as what?”

      “It became clear to the individual who was advancing the mortgage that Forster was, in fact, trying to submit a fraudulent bill of sale.”

      “Why should he do that?”

      “Forster needed to provide a bill of sale for his home and furniture in order to be granted the mortgage advance, but he didn’t want to provide a legally binding document. The reason for his deception was that the house wasn’t strictly his to mortgage. It was part of his father’s estate, which was being held in trust.”

      “I see, though I think I may have lost the thread now.”

      “I did as well. It takes a few iterations to get your mind around this situation.”

      “But I don’t understand. I thought Mr and Mrs Forster were wealthy?”

      “They probably were once upon a time. And then these financial difficulties arose, and Forster clearly did a good job of pretending he still had money.”

      “Like many a good man,” Frederick chipped in.

      “So, to continue,” said Edgar, “Forster managed to find another individual who wasn’t so eagle-eyed with the bill of sale, and that person advanced him a sum of ten thousand pounds, which Forster put into his failing company in India.”

      I briefly mulled this over. “Are you saying that he fraudulently obtained the money as he didn’t own his house?”

      “Exactly, Miss Green. And despite his best efforts the company in India failed for good, leaving a number of creditors in its wake. Over the past few months his chickens came home to roost. The chap who had given him the ten thousand began pursuing him through the courts to recover his funds, and his father’s estate took legal action against him for mortgaging a house he didn’t own.”

      “So the long and short of this sorry tale is that he owed money?”

      Edgar nodded. “Vast amounts of it. Tens of thousands of pounds. He owed it to various people, both in India and in Britain, and a number were getting rather impatient with him about it. Only a few days before his death he had been in court requesting more time to settle his debts.”

      “It would have taken more than just time by the sounds of things. What a desperate situation to be in. Does Inspector Paget think a creditor had him murdered?”

      “That’s one line of investigation.”

      “And a very complicated one, it would seem. But why should someone he owed money to decide to have him killed? Surely they would want to keep him alive so they had a chance of seeing their money again one day.”

      “I agree with you, Miss Green. Having gone to great lengths to understand the ins and outs of this case my conclusion is the same as yours. I don’t know why he should have been killed for owing money.”

      “Was it some sort of punishment?”

      “Perhaps, but when you’re dead you’re not really being punished any more, are you?” said Edgar.

      “Unless you’re in hell,” Frederick piped up. “Perhaps Forster’s killer intended for him to suffer in purgatory.”

      “Despite Forster’s debts, he may be of greater financial worth now that he’s dead than he was when he was alive,” I said. “Perhaps there is a life insurance policy the creditors can claim against, or something else in his estate which could be accessed.”

      “That’s an interesting theory,” said Edgar, “and it could explain why the wife was also murdered. It meant she couldn’t inherit his estate.”

      “But the Forsters have children,” I said, beginning to feel alarmed. “What if this mess passes down to them?”

      “It will do, won’t it?” said Edgar.

      “Has anyone warned them?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Do you know who began the legal proceedings against him?”

      Edgar flicked through his notebook, then read aloud from the relevant page. “One is a law firm representing his father’s estate, Sadler and Campbell, and the other is a chap named Mr Chakravarty.”

      “Do you know anything about either of them?”

      “Nothing at all.”
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      “Penelope, I do believe this is the most foolish thing you have ever done,” said Eliza as she sat on my bed at my lodgings. “An opium den! It’s just about the worst place you could have visited in the entire world!”

      “I’m sure there are worse places, Ellie,” I replied, “and its abjection was the very reason I went there. I wanted to convey how simply dreadful these places are, and what an unpleasant drug opium is. It ruined the mind of Alfred Holland; a man who was born into comfort and wealth. Just think what it must do to the lives of so many people we never hear about.”

      “Oh, I know what it does. That’s why we argued with George over dinner recently, wasn’t it? But surely you don’t need to visit these places in person, Penny. You’re putting yourself in terrible danger.”

      “I like to think that by doing so I have helped educate a few more minds about the effects of opium.”

      “You could do the same thing without going inside these dens.”

      “Not at all. A first-hand account is what people most enjoy reading. They don’t wish to be lectured on the dangers of opium; instead, they desire to somehow experience its effects from the safety of their own homes.”

      “While you put yourself in danger!”

      “I wasn’t in danger, Ellie. I was accompanied by a police inspector and another news reporter, and I’m rather tired of being scolded for the decision I made. Three of you now – yourself, James and Mr Edwards – have berated me for doing what I consider to be an important part of my job.”

      “It’s only because we care about you, Penelope!”

      “Anyone who really cared would understand my need to do it.”

      “Oh, I see. We care but we don’t care the way you would like. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “No, it’s not. All I ask is for a little more acceptance.”

      Eliza snorted in reply.

      “You should welcome articles such as mine,” I continued. “Didn’t you mention that you wished to join the Society for the Abolition of the Opium Trade?”

      “Actually, I have spoken to a very nice gentleman there.”

      “Did you show him my article?”

      “No, I hadn’t read it by that point. But having spoken to the chap I’ve decided to propose that we add the abolition of the opium trade to our list of causes at the next meeting of the West London Women’s Society.”

      “That’s excellent news, Ellie.”

      “And the nice gentleman is to be our guest speaker.”

      “Even better! What does George think about the idea?”

      “Oh, I haven’t told him yet, but we both know what his reaction will be, don’t we? You can’t talk any sense into the man. I feel sure that he likes to think we’re still living in 1850. Please tell me you’re not planning a return visit to that opium den.”

      “Of course not, it was a horrible place.”

      “Good. Perhaps you can come to our next meeting and describe your experiences there.”

      “I’d be very happy to, Eliza.”

      “Splendid, I look forward to it! Now tell me, when are we next meeting Mr Edwards to discuss the search for Father?”

      “Would this Saturday be convenient?”

      “That would be absolutely fine with me. Oh, I have such a fondness for Mr Edwards. Isn’t he a delightful chap? What it must be like to have a brain as clever as his. I do hope he hurries up with his proposal. I can’t help but wonder why he’s dragging his heels.”

      “Perhaps he has no intention of proposing.”

      “Oh, of course he does, but he must hurry up! You’re thirty-five now, Penelope. Do you know what I think will spur him on a little? The marriage of Inspector Blakely. I think poor Mr Edwards must be aware that you and the inspector hold some sort of affection for one another.”

      “We don’t.”

      “Oh, Penelope, look at your face. It’s gone quite red! You’re a hopeless liar. Now mark my words, as soon as Inspector Blakely is married Mr Edwards will surely propose.”

      My heart sank. I wasn’t looking forward to either event.
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      I found James at his desk in the drab, smoky offices of Scotland Yard.

      “Penny!” James stood to his feet as soon as he saw me. He wore a dark blue suit and there was a gold pin in his silk tie.

      At a desk nearby sat Chief Inspector Cullen, a police officer who cared little for me. He was about fifty-five with a thick grey moustache and silver-rimmed spectacles. Having experienced a number of disagreements with me in the past he acknowledged me with only a slight nod and continued reading the papers on his desk.

      “I was just passing,” I said to James, realising as I spoke that these words were becoming a common excuse between us.

      “Of course.” He smiled.

      “Edgar Fish explained Mr Forster’s complicated financial affairs to me.”

      “Did he? That’s impressive, as they are extremely complicated.”

      “And presumably the reason he and his wife were murdered.”

      “Possibly. It cannot be denied that the man got himself into quite a bit of trouble. I’ve learnt a fair amount about the case from Bowles and Paget of C Division is happily co-operating with me now too.”

      “Both a law firm and a banker were pursuing him in the courts, were they not?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “Do you know much about them?”

      “Sadler and Campbell specialise in family law. I believe they were acting on behalf of his father’s estate. I’ve spoken to a clerk there but have not yet found the opportunity to meet with either Mr Sadler or Mr Campbell. Mr Chakravarty owns a deposit bank in Change Alley in the City of London.”

      “Mr Chakravarty is the man who advanced Mr Forster the mortgage loan, I believe.”

      “On the house Mr Forster didn’t own, yes, that’s right. I’ve spoken briefly to Mr Chakravarty, but he claimed he had no time to speak to me. I need to go back and have a more structured conversation with him. I don’t think he particularly likes speaking to the police. He strikes me as a man who has something to hide.”

      “Such as what?”

      “Unscrupulous money-lending tactics, probably,” Chief Inspector Cullen piped up. “I’ve come across his sort before.”

      “Unscrupulous enough to have a man murdered?” I asked.

      “Perhaps so.” Chief Inspector Cullen stroked his moustache and maintained an impassive expression, as if he knew more than he was prepared to say.

      “Oh dear,” I said. “It seems Mr Forster chose the wrong man to borrow money from by deception.”

      “Forster was a fool,” retorted Chief Inspector Cullen.

      “He didn’t deserve to be murdered, though, did he?” I said.

      “If a man plays with fire, sooner or later he will be burned,” he replied.

      “But what about his poor wife? And their servants who were also attacked?” I said. “Surely you must have some sympathy for the family?”

      “It’s not our job to be sympathetic, Miss Green, it’s our job to catch people who break the law,” stated the chief inspector.

      “Do you know much about the murder of Alfred Holland in Limehouse, sir?” I asked.

      “I’ve heard of it.”

      “I think his death may be connected to the murders of Mr and Mrs Forster.”

      Chief Inspector Cullen gave a hollow laugh. “You’re doing a spot of detective work again, are you? If and when the Metropolitan Police decides to admit the fairer sex to its ranks we shall have to consider you, though you’ll be required to lose some of those weak feminine traits, such as sympathy.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to quell the anger brewing in my chest.

      “The good news is that C and D Division are co-operating well with each other and with me,” said James, “and we’re certain now that the errand boy who worked for the Forsters was bribed by the gang, as five shillings were found in his possession, though he says he found the coins in the street. The officers at D Division are doing what they can to get him to talk.”

      “Doing what exactly?” I said. “He’s only a boy. Presumably he’s frightened?”

      Chief Inspector Cullen emitted another sarcastic laugh and I glared at him.

      “I’ll check with Inspector Bowles,” said James. “You’re right, Penny, the boy is only young and probably has little understanding of the position he has found himself in.”

      “Have you had an opportunity to speak to Inspector Reeves yet?” I asked.

      “Good grief, Miss Green!” exclaimed Cullen. “Fancy yourself as the Commissioner of the Yard now, do you? No, Blakely has not spoken to Reeves in Limehouse, nor is there any need for him to do so. Now stop bothering the man and let him get on with his job!”

      “Sir, I don’t think there’s any need —” James began.

      “No defending her, Blakely! I’ve had enough of the woman’s interference. She’s an ink-slinger with ideas above her station, and I’m not having her distract you from your work any longer.” He pointed a fat finger at me. “If you don’t stop this, Miss Green, I shall have a word with your editor at the Morning Express.”

      “Sir, it’s most impolite of you to speak to Miss Green in this manner,” said James.

      “I’m not a polite man; you know that, Blakely. Now this woman has charmed you for long enough. Ask her to leave immediately.”

      “There is no need to ask me. I’m already on my way out.”

      “Penny, I…” James’ eyes were full of concern, but I knew that I couldn’t stay here for a moment longer.

      “You have your work to get on with, James. Thank you for taking the time to listen.”

      I turned and left, angered by the hot tears pricking the backs of my eyes.
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      As I sat at my writing desk that evening I wondered whether there was any truth to what Chief Inspector Cullen had said. Perhaps I was interfering in the police investigations too much. It had been wrong of me to call on James at his home and his place of work. I realised that my actions were borne out of frustration, and that I wanted to see James even more than I wanted to secure justice for the Forsters and Mr Holland.

      Perhaps it’s time to accept that my hands are tied, I mused. I can’t keep telling James that I just happened to be ‘passing by’. Time and time again I had tried to accept that he was marrying someone else, but I simply couldn’t. His betrothal to Charlotte should have quelled my affection for him, but it never had. If anything, it had made it stronger.

      Not only did I enjoy James’ company, but working with him had proved invaluable on many occasions. We had solved a number of cases together and I had never met anyone else I could work with so effectively.

      I tried to remind myself that I was just a news reporter: that my job was to report on events and tell people what was happening. It wasn’t my job to influence an investigation; that had to be left to the police. It was frustrating, however, when the police failed to ask the right questions and missed important witnesses or evidence.

      I looked around my small lodgings with the bed at one end and the little stove at the other. I didn’t have a large house like my sister, or a husband and children to distract me. My job consumed all my waking hours because there was little else occupying my life. It was no wonder I became so involved in each story I worked on, or that I had invested so much in James.

      I realised Chief Inspector Cullen had been right to accuse me of being overly sympathetic, and that I sometimes allowed my emotions to take precedence over logic. Was it because I was a woman? Could I persuade myself to care less?

      A knock at the door startled me, but before I could answer it swung open. Mrs Garnett marched in with my cat under her arm and a scowl on her face.

      “There she is!” I said with a smile. “I was wondering where Tiger had got to.”

      “I found her asleep by my stove again,” said Mrs Garnett, dropping Tiger onto the floor. “I’ve told you many times before that I won’t have her in my rooms. When you took her in you assured me she would be a roof cat.”

      Tiger remained where she was with her fur ruffled and wearing a scowl that almost matched Mrs Garnett’s.

      “She is! I don’t even know how she gets into your rooms. I am sorry, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Through the window is how she does it. I fling water at her but she doesn’t care!”

      “Naughty Tiger,” I scolded unconvincingly.

      “You’ll have to get rid of her if she keeps doing it.”

      “Oh, no! She only likes to sleep by your stove, Mrs Garnett. Surely that’s not so very terrible?”

      “She’s scratched my chair and she jumps up onto my shelves.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “And she gives me sneezing fits.”

      “I hadn’t realised that.”

      “I’ll be sneezing all night now. I shan’t get any sleep.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true, Mrs Garnett.”

      “It is true! The only thing that stops it is scrubbing my floors with carbolic soap. I can’t say I want to be doing that at ten o’clock at night. Do you want to come and scrub my floors?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Then keep your cat out of my rooms!”

      “I’ll try, Mrs Garnett, I’m sorry, I…”

      A sob threatened to interrupt my words. The scolding from my landlady on top of the rebuke from Chief Inspector Cullen was proving a little too much.

      “Oh, there’s no need for tears, Miss Green,” said Mrs Garnett, passing me her handkerchief.

      I lifted up my spectacles and wiped my eyes. “I know there isn’t, I’m sorry. I’ve had quite a busy day and I’ve been thinking about things too much.”

      “What sort of things?”

      “Work things.”

      Mrs Garnett sucked her lip. “You should do a different sort of job, Miss Green. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again.”

      “But I like my work.”

      Mrs Garnett gave a soft laugh. “So it seems.”

      “I just need to learn to forget about it at the end of each day.” I dabbed my eyes again with the handkerchief.

      “You absolutely do. That’s what my husband Hercules did, you know. Once he was at home you couldn’t move him from his chair. He would sit there like a giant boulder not worrying about a thing. Meanwhile, I was the one fetching and carrying all over the place. The only thing that would get him to move was a tap on the knees with the carpet beater.”

      I laughed. “Knowing you, Mrs Garnett, it was more than a tap.” Tiger jumped up onto my lap. As I stroked between her ears she gave a little murmur and began to purr. “I think the best solution is to treat my profession as an office clerk would treat his. I just need to work the usual hours, go home at a regular time and not let each story consume me.”

      “If you say so, Miss Green. That all sounds sensible to me.”

      “It’s what my colleagues Mr Fish and Mr Potter do.”

      “I’m sure they do. Men don’t seem to bear the weight of the world on their shoulders like us women. Hercules wasn’t often the type I could learn from, but he did know how to sit down and not worry about anything.”

      “Except you and the carpet beater.”

      “Exactly. That was all he had to be concerned about.”

      

      Tiger remained on my lap long after Mrs Garnett had left. I thought about James and decided I would have to start avoiding him. The less I saw of him the less I would miss him.

      But how could I get by without him?

      I thought of the contentment I felt whenever I was with him. No one else had ever made me feel like that. And I knew the feeling was mutual, hence why he had kissed me at Eliza’s house. Had I known that he cared nothing for me it would have been easier to persuade myself that I should never see him again.

      Perhaps I was still harbouring a small hope that he would change his mind about the wedding. Was that what I was waiting for? It was a vain hope, but perhaps Charlotte would call it off, or maybe her mother would. It felt selfish to feel this way, but I couldn’t help myself.

      I thought of my father and how he would have felt if he could see me now. I hoped he would be proud. He had always known that I wanted to be a writer, but I wondered whether he would be proud of the manner in which I had conducted myself over the past few days. I couldn’t be sure. I knew I had inherited his relentlessly curious spirit, but I wondered whether I had gone too far.

      Taking a step back and striving not to care went against my very nature, but I knew that I would need to balance my impetuosity with what was expected of me or I would be in danger of making enemies.
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      “Oh, do paddle carefully, Francis. I heard somebody drowned here last week,” said Eliza.

      I perched with my sister and Mr Edwards in a small rowing boat on the Serpentine lake in Hyde Park.

      “Don’t worry, Mrs Billington-Grieg. I was on the rowing team at university.”

      “Were you indeed? It seems there’s no end to your talents. Do please call me Eliza.”

      “What lovely weather we’re having,” I commented, unable to think of anything interesting to say.

      The sunshine had brought an unprecedented number of people to Hyde Park. Bathers splashed in the water around us while others promenaded along the edge of the lake and rode down Rotten Row.

      “Oh, watch out! We’re going to collide!” shrieked Eliza.

      A boat containing four young men drew close and we were purposefully splashed with water from their oars while they cackled at us.

      “Scoundrels!” shouted Eliza as they rowed away again.

      “Just high jinks,” said Mr Edwards, pulling on the oars and propelling us smoothly across the surface of the water. He had removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, which was uncharacteristically informal. He wore a light grey waistcoat and trousers with a straw boater hat.

      “There’s a bather just behind you to your left, Francis,” said Eliza. “Oh dear, I do worry that these people swimming about will be hit by a boat. And there are so many swans. I can’t say that I really care for swans. They can be rather aggressive, can’t they?”

      “Only if you trouble them,” replied Mr Edwards.

      “I should say that it would be quite easy to trouble them on a busy day like today,” said Eliza. “There’s hardly any room left for them, and I can imagine them becoming rather angry about it.”

      Mr Edwards paused for a moment and mopped his brow with a white handkerchief. The strains of a military band rose from a nearby bandstand.

      “Have a rest now, Francis, you look quite exhausted,” said Eliza. “We can float about here for a bit. Are you enjoying yourself, Penelope? You seem a little quiet.”

      “I’m enjoying myself immensely, Ellie,” I replied. I was struggling to shrug off the despondency which had settled over me since the previous evening. And despite the bright sunshine, music and happy chatter of people around me I kept recalling the dismal opium den where Alfred Holland had met his tragic end.

      “I took the liberty of drawing a map,” said Mr Edwards. He picked up his jacket, which was neatly folded on the seat next to him, and reached into one of the pockets.

      “Oh dear, it’s a little damp from when those oafs splashed us.”

      He carefully opened out the folded piece of paper to reveal an immaculately drawn map of the northern and central part of Colombia. He had drawn maps for me before and I had always been impressed by his drafting skills.

      “That’s a terrible shame! Some of the ink is spreading,” said Eliza.

      “We can still read it, though, can’t we?” He held up the map so we could all see it. “I drew out Mr Fox-Stirling’s proposed route to find your father. He’ll be disembarking at Savanilla up on the northern coastline here, then he’ll take a steamboat south along the Magdalena River for five hundred miles or so until he reaches Honda.”

      “Which is where the steamboat has to stop,” I said.

      “You’re right, Miss Green. Steamboats are unable to navigate the Magdalena beyond Honda. What he must then do is travel by mule for about two hundred miles in a south-easterly direction to Bogotá.”

      “So that’s seven hundred miles in total,” said Eliza.

      “Ah, but that’s not all,” said Mr Edwards. “It’s another day’s ride from Bogotá in the southwest to El Charquito on the banks of the Funza River.”

      “And the Falls of Tequendama,” I said.

      “Precisely. That’s where the falls are, and the little village of El Charquito is where Mr Fox-Stirling found the hut your father had been staying in.”

      “And this time he’ll have a Spanish translator with him,” said Eliza, “so he’ll be able to have a proper conversation with the natives rather than relying on his own poor understanding of the language.”

      “Yes, that was a serious oversight last time,” I said. “He persuaded us that his Spanish was better than it actually was.”

      “Have you found a translator for him?” asked Mr Edwards.

      “He’s found one himself; an explorer friend recommended a man he has used before, apparently.”

      “Good news indeed,” said Mr Edwards.

      I felt happy that he was to help us plan this new search for Father. Although Mr Fox-Stirling was a seasoned traveller he also struck me as the sort of man who was rather set in his own ways of doing things. Mr Edwards offered an intelligence and pragmatism which had undoubtedly been missing when the last search was carried out. I felt that he had donated his money to the search not only out of affection for me but also because he had a genuine interest in Father’s work and travels.

      “The crossing of the Atlantic will take about eleven days, and there’s usually a stop-off at Haiti or Jamaica, or sometimes both,” said Mr Edwards. “It will probably take him two weeks to reach the shores of Colombia, and then the journey inland will take between four and six weeks.”

      “So it will be between six and eight weeks before Mr Fox-Stirling arrives in El Charquito,” I said.

      “That’s if all goes well,” replied Mr Edwards.

      “And he won’t be going until next year as he has his Himalayan expedition to do first.” I sighed. “It feels like rather a long time to wait.”

      “We’ve only recently decided to carry out another search, Penelope!” said Eliza. “These things cannot just happen immediately, you know.”

      “I know. I’m afraid I’m not a terribly patient person. Once a decision has been made I like to get on with it.”

      “Life doesn’t always fit in with our wants, Penelope, and there’s still a little more money to raise. Instead of grumbling about having to wait perhaps you could help with the fundraising efforts.”

      “Yes, I should be happy to.”

      “Thank you for drawing such a detailed map, Francis,” my sister said. “For the first time I’ve been able to properly imagine what this next search will entail. I think I was rather too grief-stricken last time to consider it in great detail. It has made me realise what a long journey Mr Fox-Stirling has ahead of him. I can’t say that I should like to ride for two hundred miles on a mule. Or travel for five hundred miles along a foreign river in a steamboat after two weeks on a steam ship!”

      “That’s why some people are explorers and others aren’t,” I said.

      “Mr Fox-Stirling is clearly the sort of chap who enjoys it,” said Mr Edwards.

      “And talks about it a lot,” I added. “I prefer him being out and about on his adventures rather than boring people at home with unnecessary details.”

      “Unlike Francis here, who always has something meaningful to say, doesn’t he, Penny?” said Eliza.

      “Absolutely,” I said.

      He gave me a bashful smile.

      Was Eliza correct in her assumption that he would propose to me as soon as James married? I wondered. I had always been reluctant to consider it, but perhaps I simply didn’t know what was best for me. Having realised that I needed to be less involved with James and my work, perhaps I needed to consider the possibility that the potential for a marriage was staring me in the face.

      “Thank you, Miss Green.”

      “Please call me Penny.”

      “I’d be delighted to.” He grinned. “Penny.”
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      “Miss Green! Thank goodness you’ve arrived! How do I use this darned thing?” asked Edgar. He was seated at the typewriter, closely examining its keys.

      “You’ll need to put some paper in it to start with.”

      “And how do I do that?”

      I placed my carpet bag on my desk, walked over to the typewriter and showed him how it was done.

      “Did you see that, Potter? It’s rolled onto a cylinder!” said Edgar. “Now, where do I find the letter ‘A’? Why aren’t these keys in alphabetical order?”

      “We’ve discussed this before, Edgar,” I said. “There’s the ‘A’ on the far left.”

      “Actually, I don’t require an ‘A’. I require an ‘M’ for the name Mr Godfrey White.”

      “‘M’ is on the bottom row, over on the right.”

      Edgar pressed it. “And that has put something on the paper, has it?”

      “Yes, you can just about see it behind the ink ribbon.”

      “I can typewrite, Potter!” said Edgar cheerily. “Now where’s ‘R’?”

      I pointed it out to him.

      “And now I press this long rectangular key for a space, don’t I? And now for ‘G’… Don’t tell me, Miss Green, I want to find it for myself. There it is! How’s it looking?” He peered closely at the paper. “Oh, darn it. It’s all in lower case!”

      “Sorry, Edgar, I forgot to explain about the shift key.”

      “What, this one here?”

      “Yes. For an uppercase letter you need to hold the shift key down at the same time.”

      Edgar sat back in the chair looking deflated. “Now I’ve lost all my enthusiasm for the project.”

      “It’s quite easy, Edgar. Just put in another piece of paper and start again.”

      “No, no, I haven’t the time for that sort of fussing about. I’ll find out if Miss Welton is in an amenable enough temper to typewrite it for me. Thank you for your help, Miss Green.”

      I sat back at my desk and leafed through the morning’s edition. I was reading about a new elephant at the Zoological Society’s Gardens when an announcement caught my eye:

      

      Sir Archibald Duffield will preside over a dinner for gentlemen interested in Indian affairs at the Burlington Hotel on Thursday the 21st of August. The guest of honour will be the merchant Mr. Lewis Sheridan, whose Calcutta company has contributed greatly to the commercial and material interests of India. Among those present will be Lord Wallace, Sir Edmund Nicholl, Sir Thomas Horsman, Colonel Worthing, Mr. Cornelius Redington and Mr. Rajah Rogay.

      

      I showed the announcement to Edgar.

      “Do you think you might be able to secure yourself an invitation?” I asked.

      “I doubt it. Besides, it would be exceedingly dull.”

      “But you know who Lewis Sheridan is, don’t you?”

      “No, who is he?”

      “Oh, Edgar, I thought you were covering the story of the Forsters’ murders!”

      “I am! What of it?”

      “Then you must know who Lewis Sheridan is.”

      “Oh, wait a minute.” Edgar clicked his thumb and forefinger together as he thought it over. “Yes… it sounds familiar. Yes! It’s that merchant Forster worked for in Bombay, isn’t it?”

      “Calcutta.”

      “That’s it, Calcutta.”

      “It would be interesting to speak to him, don’t you think?”

      “Why?”

      “To find out what he makes of his former employee’s death.”

      “I suppose so. I can’t imagine he’d have much to say other than to express his sympathies.”

      “Can you attempt to get an invitation to the dinner? Your father has plenty of good connections, doesn’t he?”

      “He does, but I don’t see what use there could be in me attending. Mr Sheridan will hardly want to discuss Forster’s death with me, will he? It’s rather a gloomy topic.”

      “It needn’t be an in-depth discussion; it could merely be a few words to express your condolences and ask for his thoughts on the tragedy.”

      “To what end?”

      “He might have some useful information about who may be behind it.”

      “If so he’s probably already told the police.”

      “Not necessarily. People don’t always think to tell the police seemingly trivial pieces of information. Often they think what they know is rather small and of no importance, but when it’s pieced together as part of a bigger puzzle it can be extremely significant. And it’s difficult to find out these pieces of information without asking people. Conversation is often the best way; especially accompanied by a glass of something to loosen the tongue.”

      “I see what you’re getting at, but I don’t think I have any chance of securing a place at that dinner. Why not attend yourself if you’re so interested?”

      “You’re forgetting something, Edgar. I’m a woman.”

      “Oh yes, so you are.”

      “I wasn’t allowed into the East India Club for Inspector Paget’s briefing, so it’s unlikely that I would be invited to this dinner. And it’s not really my story, is it? It’s yours. I’ve already been scolded by Chief Inspector Cullen at Scotland Yard for getting too involved in it all.”

      “Oh dear. I suppose I’ll have to go instead if I can.”

      “You’ll enjoy it. You like dinners, don’t you?”

      “I do like a good dinner, but it’s much more fun when I’m not there for work purposes.”

      “So you intend to request an invitation?”

      “I’ll try, but I don’t know what good it will do.”

      “Edgar, I have just explained it all!” I began to feel exasperated by his lack of interest. “Can’t you see how useful it would be to find out Mr Sheridan’s opinion on the matter?”

      “I can’t say that I do. Forster wasn’t even working for him when he was killed. He left the company last year, did he not?”

      “Yes, he did, but I’m surprised by your laxity, Edgar. You’re a news reporter. Surely you feel compelled to get to that dinner and speak to Mr Sheridan?”

      “It’s simply not in my nature, Miss Green. I can’t say that I care too much for investigative work. That time I went undercover in St Giles’ Rookery represented the worst few weeks of my life. I like the stories to come to me.”

      “But they don’t always do so. Most often you have to go looking for the information.”

      “Only I let the police do that. They have detectives for that sort of thing.”

      “But the police aren’t always looking in the right places.”

      “You’re not criticising your friend Blakely with that comment, are you?”

      “No, not at all. But Inspector James Blakely’s work is constrained by what his superior tells him to do. And having recently spoken with Chief Inspector Cullen about this case I can see that he has no imaginative ideas on how to approach it.”

      “My work is constrained by what my editor, Mr Sherman, tells me to do,” replied Edgar. “There’s really no point in creating extra work for myself.”

      I sighed. “I see that you prefer to take the path of least resistance.”

      “Of course I do. Doesn’t everyone? Everyone apart from you, that is.”

      We were interrupted by the editor’s secretary, Miss Welton, entering the room. She wore a woollen dress, which was buttoned up to her throat, and a pair of pince-nez. She was accompanied by a young woman in mourning dress, whom I recognised as Emma Holland.

      “You have a visitor, Miss Green,” said Miss Welton.

      “Miss Holland!” I rose to my feet. “This is a surprise indeed.”

      “I’m sorry to disturb you at your place of work,” she said, glancing around the room nervously. “I hope you don’t mind me visiting you here.”

      “Not at all. Would you like to take a seat? I’m afraid there isn’t a lot of space.” I pushed all my papers into a pile and removed another stack from a chair so that she could sit down.

      “Take the young lady to a refreshment room, Miss Green,” said Edgar. “This inky den is no place for women’s conversation.”

      “That’s quite a good idea, Edgar. Shall we do that, Miss Holland?”

      She nodded.
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      Emma Holland and I sat at a table in the oak-panelled tea room of Anderton’s Hotel on Fleet Street. The gas lamps were lit, as the only natural light came from a window overlooking a dingy courtyard. The darkness of the room made Miss Holland’s face seem even paler, and I tried to imagine what she must have looked like before grief had held her in its grip.

      “I read your article about the opium den, Miss Green,” she said. “I didn’t realise you had visited the place. What was it like?”

      “Much as I described it, I’m afraid. Extremely dismal.”

      “Oh dear. Why ever did Alfred choose to spend time in such an awful place?”

      “I don’t think it was a free choice he made; he was dependent on the drug, Miss Holland.”

      “Please call me Emma.”

      “And you may call me Penny.” I smiled. “He wasn’t of sound mind when he went to that place, I feel sure of it. Opium has that effect on people.”

      “It’s horrible.” She shuddered. “I hope you don’t mind me distracting you from your work, it’s just that I feel rather helpless in terms of what I can do about my brother’s death. He wasn’t a well man at the end of his life and he may have got himself into trouble, but that doesn’t explain why someone should wish to go into that opium den and shoot him dead.”

      “I wish I had some idea why,” I replied. “Have you spoken with Inspector Reeves about his progress on the case?”

      “I’ve tried, but he hasn’t been a great deal of help. And then he told me that for a payment of three shillings he would take me on a tour of the places where Alfred spent most of his time.”

      I felt angered by this. “What an irresponsible way to behave toward the sister of a murder victim. You declined, I presume.”

      “Of course. I’m not convinced Inspector Reeves is particularly committed to finding Alfred’s murderer.”

      “I’m sure he is.” I secretly agreed with her, but felt I should try to offer some reassurance. “It’s his job to find the culprit.”

      “But how long will it take him?”

      “Hopefully not too long.”

      “I feel rather lost. I’ve never encountered a situation like this before.”

      “Few people have, Emma. It’s natural that you should feel lost.”

      “But you have experience with this type of thing, haven’t you? When I spoke to Inspector Reeves he told me about the other cases you have reported on.”

      “There have been a few.”

      “How were the culprits found?”

      “Each case has been different. The only similarity was the compunction to keep going, no matter how impossible it seemed at the time.”

      “That’s how I feel at the moment. It seems impossible to me that Alfred’s killer will ever be caught.”

      “And that’s why we must never give up.”

      “But it’s rather difficult when you’re reliant on the police to solve it. I wish there was something I could do myself. That’s why I’ve come to see you, Penny. I feel sure that you can do something about Alfred’s murder.”

      I felt a pang of alarm. “I’m not a police officer, Emma. I have no legal powers at all. I would wish to see every murder I report on solved, but my involvement is no guarantee of that.” I felt worried that her faith in my abilities was somewhat misplaced.

      “I realise that, but you have significantly more influence than I do. Who would listen to me? I can’t even convince my parents to take an interest in the case. They washed their hands of my brother a long time ago.”

      “So you want me to help you,” I said, taking a sip of tea.

      “Yes please, Penny.”

      “I may have worked on other cases, but it isn’t always as easy as it sounds. In fact, just a few days ago I resolved not to get too involved in either this case or that of the Forsters. I received a ticking off at Scotland Yard for supposedly interfering.”

      “That sounds rather unjust.”

      “I’m not certain that it was. I am only a news reporter, Emma, and although I have a good friend who is a detective at Scotland Yard there are many other police officers who have little time for me.”

      “Inspector Reeves spoke highly of you.”

      “That is most probably because I paid him three shillings for his opium tour!”

      “So what’s your answer to my request? Are you telling me you cannot help?”

      “I want to, Emma, and I shall, but please don’t rest all your hopes on me as I may be unable to do anything at all.”

      “But you might be able to do something. You have experience of working on some terrible murder cases.”

      “I do, and the experience is useful, but it doesn’t make me an expert. You may be able to do more yourself than you realise.”

      “But I have no idea where to begin.”

      “Do you know if your brother left any diaries or correspondence behind?”

      “There are some papers among his belongings which I collected from his landlord.”

      “Have you looked through them?”

      “I’ve tried to, but I find it too upsetting.”

      “I understand, however it’s important that you read them as we need to find out who your brother was consorting with during the last few months of his life. Please try to read through everything you have and write down the names of any people he has mentioned. It would be particularly interesting to find out whether there was someone he had a disagreement with or anyone he owed money to. We discussed that when we last met, if I recall.”

      “I can do that,” Emma said with a nod. “It won’t be easy, but I think I can manage it.”

      “Good. It won’t be easy, as you say, and you’ll need to do it quickly as Inspector Reeves will soon ask you for your brother’s diaries and correspondence if he’s doing his job properly so that he can do the same. Once he is in possession of them it may be a while before they’re returned to you. If I were you I would go home right away and make a start.”

      Emma nodded. “And when I’ve done it, shall I come and show you what I’ve found out?”

      “Yes, please do. You mentioned that you picked up his belongings from the landlord. Did the landlord have anything useful to say for himself?”

      “No, not really.”

      “It might be worth your while returning to him and asking about your brother’s acquaintances. Perhaps you could take the list of names with you and ask if he has met any of them.”

      “That’s another good idea, Penny, thank you.” Emma smiled. “It’s a relief to feel that there’s something I can do after all.”

      “Of course there is. And if you discover anything else among the papers or from the people you speak to, just write it down. As I discussed with my colleague Edgar earlier, the smallest piece of information can sometimes be surprisingly useful.”

      Emma’s face looked a lot brighter and I realised that, despite my warnings, she was placing all her trust in me. I returned her smile, but it dawned on me that I was now firmly committed to finding out what had happened to Alfred Holland.
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      As I left the Morning Express offices that evening I found James waiting outside the stationer’s shop again.

      “Were you just passing?” I asked with a smile.

      “No, I confess that I am purposefully here to see you, Penny.” He grinned.

      The sun felt warm on my face as we walked toward the Strand.

      “I must apologise for Cullen’s rude behaviour when you visited the Yard,” he said.

      “Oh you mustn’t apologise for him. I know what he’s like.”

      “But he was unnecessarily obnoxious, and I didn’t like the idea of you being upset by it.”

      “I have come to expect it of him.”

      “But you shouldn’t expect it! Even though I respect the man I consider his behaviour toward you utterly unreasonable.”

      “He was angered by my interference.”

      “You weren’t interfering, Penny.”

      “I’m inclined to think I was a little. I had a think about it afterwards and decided that I need to be far less involved in the stories I am reporting on. I should leave the investigating work to you and the other detectives.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Yes, although I came to the decision with some reluctance.”

      “But you don’t really believe that, do you? I hope not, as you’re an extremely useful asset to the police force.”

      I laughed. “You must be the only police officer in London who thinks so!”

      “I’m sure Cullen feels the same. He just has a gruff manner.”

      “He certainly does. I don’t know how you put up with him.”

      “He’s good at his job, and extremely experienced. Anyway, I came here to ask you a favour.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m struggling to speak to this Chakravarty gentleman.”

      “The one who was defrauded by Forster?”

      “That’s right. He won’t give me any of his time. As I mentioned before, I suspect he’s engaged in some other sort of business which he doesn’t wish to be uncovered. I could become heavy-handed about the whole affair and march him down to the nearest police station but he’s not an official suspect and I would prefer not to do that just yet.”

      “But if he’s not keen on speaking to a detective why should he wish to speak to a news reporter?”

      “I don’t think he would speak to a news reporter, either. However, he would most likely speak to a lady who shows an interest in borrowing some money from him.”

      “And you would like me to be that lady, would you?”

      James’ expression was apologetic. “Would you consider it, Penny?”

      “His suspicions will be raised when I begin asking him questions about Forster, won’t they?”

      “You’re right, they will. The information would need to be coaxed out of him in the course of general conversation. And to hold his interest you’ll need to present yourself as a woman of significant means.”

      “In which case, why would I need to borrow money from him?”

      “Wealthy people are always borrowing money, Penny. What’s important is that he can see that you’ll be able to pay back the sum with interest.”

      “I see. Sadly, I don’t have any clothing that would fit the bill.”

      “What about your sister’s clothes?”

      “She possesses a number of expensive dresses she no longer wears because she can’t ride her bicycle in them.”

      “There you go.”

      “I’d have to scrub the ink off my hands,” I said, glancing down at them. “They seem to be permanently stained. It’s impossible to find a pen which doesn’t leak.”

      “Couldn’t you wear a pair of gloves?”

      “Yes, I suppose so.”

      “So you’ll do it?”

      “What do you know about the man?”

      “His grandfather came to Britain from India at the end of the last century and worked for a nabob. His son, Chakravarty’s father, owned some vapour baths in Knightsbridge. Mr Chakravarty has worked in the banking sector for many years and keeps a tight circle, but in the right company men like him have been known to brag, so you may get something useful from him.”

      “If he wants to impress me, you mean?”

      “Exactly. He has no interest in impressing me; however, I should think he would quite like to charm you, Penny, and have you borrow as much money as you can possibly stretch to.”

      “I don’t know if I could be convincing enough.”

      “Hopefully he’ll do most of the talking.”

      “Even if he does I’m not sure I can pass for a lady of great wealth. It would be easier if I was pretending to be a maid, as I have done before.”

      There was a pause as James considered this.

      “Perhaps it’s a foolish idea after all,” he said. “Forget that I mentioned it. It puts you under duress and I have no wish to ask you to do something you feel unsure about.”

      “I’ll do it, James.”

      “No, no, I’ll think of another way to find out what Chakravarty knows.”

      “I said I’d do it! I wasn’t sure when you initially suggested the idea, but I should like to meet Mr Chakravarty. He might even become a suspect, mightn’t he?”

      “He might. Are you sure you’re happy to meet with him?”

      “I’m certain. Now what of the legal firm that was pursuing Forster? Would you like me to meet with them as well?”

      “There’s no need; they’ve been much more co-operative. I’ve spoken to both Mr Sadler and Mr Campbell and they answered my questions comprehensively. I can find no evidence to suggest that they have behaved dishonourably.”

      “But they’re lawyers.”

      “Indeed. Lawyers often consider themselves to be above the law, but at this stage I have come across nothing to suggest that they would wish to harm Mr Forster or his wife. They were extremely saddened to hear of the attacks.”

      “Largely because they’ve lost out on the legal fees now the case has come to an end, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Oh, Penny! Not every lawyer is so very mercenary!”

      We both laughed.

      “Inspector Bowles has been rounding up ne’er-do-wells who he suspects were members of the gang which burgled the Forsters’ home,” continued James. “There’s no doubt the poor errand boy was paid to ensure that a window was left unlocked that night. There’s a good deal of anger about that, of course, and I’m keeping a close eye on the lad. D Division wish to prosecute him.”

      “But presumably he was too young to understand the implications of what he was doing.”

      “Bowles says if the boy is old enough to work he’s old enough to understand the responsibilities that accompany his employment. The lad has been extremely helpful in providing us with a description of the man who approached him a few days before the murder and that’s helped him in making an arrest. Needless to say the chap is already known to the police. I’ve spoken with Inspector Reeves, and interestingly the descriptions of the gunman seen shortly before and after the murder of Alfred Holland are not too dissimilar to the boy’s description of the ringleader.”

      “So there’s a possibility that the same man could have been the ringleader of the attack on both the Forsters’ home and Alfred Holland?”

      “Indeed.”

      “And could he be the same man who attacked Mr Forster in St James’s Square?”

      “Possibly, but Inspector Paget has been unable to find any reliable witnesses to that incident.”

      “The same man has to be behind all three deaths.”

      “I don’t know, Penny. Three different murder weapons were used: a cudgel, a knife and a gun. That suggests to me that we have three different assailants. A single assailant would most likely use the same weapon, because if it worked for him once it would be likely to work again. Changing the weapon each time is a risky strategy. It would make more sense to use the tried and tested one. If the same man has committed all three murders he must be extremely dangerous indeed if he is able to wield these different weapons with equal effectiveness.”

      “Perhaps I’m so desperate to link the three murders that I’m determined to prove the same person is behind them.”

      “It’s reassuring to think so, as it suggests we’re looking for fewer murderers. I’m inclined to think that the same man murdered Mr and Mrs Forster. I think the original intention was to murder Mr Forster at his home along with his wife. I believe the Alfred Holland murder was carried out by a different assailant.”

      “Someone who was equally proficient?”

      “Absolutely. In each case the culprit knew exactly what he was doing.”

      “So perhaps there is no connection between Alfred Holland and the Forster murders after all.”

      “I think not, unless you are able to find one. It may be nothing more than coincidence that the men worked in India. I have found no evidence to suggest that they knew one another.”

      “Alfred’s sister Emma is trying to find out more,” I said, briefly recounting the conversation from earlier that afternoon.

      “It’s encouraging that she is keen to do something to help,” he replied.

      “She seems reluctant to place her trust in Inspector Reeves. In fact, she seems to think I have a greater chance of solving the case than he does.”

      James laughed. “You probably have, Penny.”

      We stopped outside a small French restaurant with a blue and gold awning.

      “It would be rather nice to have something to eat, wouldn’t it?” said James, looking in through the window. “But I don’t suppose it would be appropriate.”

      I sighed. “I don’t suppose it would.”

      “When this wedding is over and the excitement has died down we’ll be able to do that sort of thing again.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure, James. I think that once you’re married things will be very different indeed.”

      “No, I don’t think —”

      “James, please don’t let’s argue about it. I know it to be true.”

      He held my gaze and said nothing further.
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      “If only you had a little more height, Penelope,” said my sister. “The skirts drag along the floor a little. I wonder if we could pin them somehow.” She pinched some of the blue fabric and held it beneath my tightly buttoned bodice. “No, that still doesn’t look right.”

      “Good,” I replied. “I don’t like this dress anyway. The lace scratches my throat.”

      “It’s a perfectly good day dress and it cost a pretty penny.”

      “I’m sure it did, Ellie, and please don’t take offence. I simply don’t feel comfortable in it.”

      Eliza sighed and let the fabric fall from her hand. “That’s exactly why I stopped wearing dresses like this. You can hardly do a thing in them, can you? Let’s try the next one on. Burgundy and cream go so well together, don’t they? There’s no scratchy lace on this one, just a silk ribbon at the neck. I wore it to the Ascot Races. There’s a lovely parasol which goes with it somewhere.”

      “I prefer it to this one,” I said, fidgeting with the buttons on the bodice. “I can’t even get out of this dress. I feel as though I’m doomed to wear it forever.”

      “Let me help you, Penelope. You seem to be making quite an effort for your meeting with this banker.”

      “I have to pretend that I’m a woman of means, Ellie.”

      She laughed.

      “What’s the joke?”

      “The things you end up doing for your work. Earlier this year you were a maid and now you’re to wear one of my dresses and put on your best airs and graces. I’ve practically given up trying to understand the whys and wherefores of it all.”

      “Inspector Blakely would like me to speak to a banker in the City to whom Mr Forster owed money.”

      “Mr Forster who was so tragically stabbed in St James’s Square?”

      “Yes.”

      “But that could be dangerous, Penelope! Do you think the banker might have killed the poor man because Forster was unable to repay him?”

      “We don’t know yet.”

      “You don’t know, but you’re still going to meet with this man? Is the inspector going with you?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “James has tried speaking to Mr Chakravarty a couple of times, but he hasn’t been especially willing to talk.”

      “But Inspector Blakely is a police officer. He can force him to talk!”

      “He would prefer to use a softer approach at this present moment.”

      “And you’re the softer approach?”

      “I suppose I am.”

      “How dreadful. I don’t understand why you should have to do this.”

      “Because although Mr Fish has the Forster story now I’m working on the Alfred Holland story, which I’m sure is connected somehow. There are too many coincidences for it not to be.”

      “And I suppose Inspector Blakely is indifferent to the fact that this banker could stick a knife into you at any given moment?”

      “He won’t do that, Ellie. Even if he’s the murdering type I should think he would only do such a thing to those who cross him.”

      “And that’s all right, is it?”

      “No, but—”

      “It’s not safe, Penelope. You must have a man to accompany you.”

      “But it can’t be Inspector Blakely because Mr Chakravarty has already met him.”

      “Then you must take George.” She helped me step into the burgundy dress.

      “I don’t want to bother George with this.”

      “But the City is his purlieu. He’s so familiar with lawyers and bankers and all those professional types that I think you would be even more convincing with George in attendance.”

      “But he cannot pretend to be my husband!”

      “No, of course not, but he could accompany you as your brother-in-law. In fact, such is George’s reputation in that part of London that it’s very likely Mr Chakravarty has heard his name before. I think his presence will lend further credence to your woman of means role.”

      Although I did not usually enjoy the company of my brother-in-law, the thought of visiting Mr Chakravarty with an acquaintance felt surprisingly reassuring.

      “All right, Ellie, just so long as you don’t think he’ll mind.”

      “Of course he won’t. Now what do you think of this dress? It’s still a little long, but it sits much better about the hips and the bodice is terribly pretty, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, I like this one.”

      “Good.” She looked me up and down and grimaced. “You’ll have to do something fashionable with your hair, but I can’t think what. It’s almost irredeemable.”

      “Thank you, Ellie.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      “Chakravarty of Change Alley,” mused George as we travelled along Cheapside by hansom cab. “Hindu, I would guess.”

      “His grandfather was from India.”

      “I can’t say I’ve encountered the man personally. He takes on private clients rather than businesses, I think. I’ve seen his advertisements in the Morning Express.”

      “Inspector Blakely says he’ll meet us outside the Royal Exchange,” I said.

      “What do we need to meet him for?”

      “He just wants to ensure that we’re happy with the plan.”

      “There’s a plan?”

      “The plan is for us to have a conversation with Mr Chakravarty about me borrowing some money to purchase a property in Kensington.”

      “That’s all the plan we need, isn’t it? Only you’re not actually going to buy a property in Kensington, are you? I understand this is some ruse to speak to the man you suspect may be behind the murder of that Forster chap.”

      “He might not be. I don’t think Inspector Blakely considers him a suspect just yet.”

      “Then why are we doing such a thing?”

      “To find out more about him. Any conversation you can have with him, you know, the man-to-man sort of thing, would be useful.”

      “Ah, yes. I understand you now, Penelope. You’d like me to talk around the topic a bit?”

      “I shall try to do the same, but I suspect that Mr Chakravarty will respond more favourably to conversation with a fellow gentleman.”

      “Naturally.” George pushed his lower lip out and nodded. “And I must say it’s a rather interesting morning excursion. I barely recognised you at first in all your get-up.”

      I was wearing the burgundy and cream dress with cream silk gloves which buttoned up to my elbows. Eliza had also lent me a diamond bracelet and Mrs Garnett had pinned my unruly fair hair into neat curls. A small silk hat had been fastened into my hair and I had reluctantly parted with my spectacles, which Eliza had said made me look like a working woman.

      Despite my short-sightedness I was able to recognise the large, columned portico of the Royal Exchange as it came into view. I made a great effort to step elegantly out of the cab once we stopped and immediately opened my fringed parasol to shield my face from the sun.

      Although my bodice was tight and my skirts were cumbersome I found myself enjoying the prestige afforded me by my attire. I smiled to myself as I noticed a few heads turning in my direction.

      “Penny?” James’ face was a blur until he stood close beside me. He looked me up and down and grinned. “I… Well, I… I can’t believe you’re you!”

      I felt a warmth in my face. “Is that a good or a bad thing?”

      “It’s… You look good. Extremely good indeed! Not the Penny I’m used to, but certainly not in a bad way.”

      “Left you tongue-tied, hasn’t she?” laughed George. “Surprisingly well-favoured when she makes the effort, isn’t she?”

      The reaction of the two gentlemen made me realise that I usually neglected my appearance.

      “Shall we get on with it?” I asked impatiently.

      “You’re here to tell us about some plan, are you, Inspector?” asked George.

      “I’d like you to subtly mention Mr Forster in conversation if possible,” said James.

      “How do we do that when we’re there to talk about a mortgage?” George replied.

      “Maybe you could pretend that he’s a friend of yours.”

      “I could try, but what if this Chakravarty starts asking questions about him? I don’t know Mr Forster from a slice of cheese.”

      “Don’t do or say anything which makes you feel uncomfortable,” said James. “Chakravarty will pick up on it and suspect something. Only mention Forster if it feels appropriate to do so.”

      “And to what end?” asked George.

      “What do you mean?” replied James.

      “Suppose we mention Forster, what then? What are we hoping this Chakravarty chap will say?”

      “Who can predict what he’ll say? It will be interesting just to gauge his reaction.”

      George sighed. “It’s an intriguing plan, but I suppose it’s what you detectives and news reporters are accustomed to. Are you ready, Penelope?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “Good luck!” said James. “And thank you both. I appreciate your help.”

      

      I took George’s arm and we crossed the street before stepping into a narrow passageway. I was accustomed to London alleyways being smelly, dingy places frequented by shifty-looking people. This one was more salubrious, widening as we progressed along it and lined with attractive shops.

      “This was once the home of the coffee houses,” said George, swinging his cane as he walked. “Garraway’s was on this corner here. And there was also Jonathan’s. It’s where it all began, you know.”

      “Where what began?”

      “Trading in stocks and shares. The great men of those days came here for coffee and important discussions. What fun it must have been.”

      We passed a clock shop and saw a man in a top hat and a lady in a silk bustle dress admiring its wares in the window.

      “Is this it?” asked George, pausing by a doorway, beside which was a brass plaque etched with the words: ‘Samuel T. Chakravarty (Banker), established 1862’.

      “It is indeed,” I replied.

      He gave three sharp raps on the door with the mother-of-pearl-encrusted top of his cane.
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      Mr Chakravarty was a humourless, brown-skinned man with heavy eyebrows and streaks of grey in his wavy black hair. His collar was so tall that it appeared to dig uncomfortably into his jowls. He sat at his desk beneath a portrait of a traditionally dressed Indian gentleman, who I guessed was a family member judging by the similarity of their features.

      He listened intently as George explained my proposition to borrow six thousand pounds. I nodded politely and smiled where appropriate, all the while trying to assume a self-assured air.

      “Everything sounds satisfactory,” said the banker once George had finished his explanation, “and I can foresee no reason why we should be unable to proceed in a straightforward manner. Have I seen you before at the Colthurst Club, Mr Billington-Grieg?”

      “You may well have. I’ve been a member there for twelve years now.”

      “Eighteen myself. It’s not what it used to be, but it’s still an agreeable venue.”

      “The food has gone a little downhill since the new chef arrived.”

      “Hasn’t it just? He insisted on engaging a new meat supplier, I understand.”

      “I insist on the previous one!” stated George.

      “As do I. The spiced lamb served up last week was practically indigestible.”

      “Have you complained?”

      “Oh yes, I’ve complained all right, but if the food doesn’t pick up I shan’t mind too much. It’s the company I enjoy there more than anything, and the imperfections of the Colthurst are part of its appeal, wouldn’t you say?”

      I did my best to stifle a yawn. Although I knew this sort of conversation was important for building rapport I felt eager to move on to a topic I had a hope of contributing to.

      Mr Chakravarty sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “As a fellow man of the Colthurst, Mr Billington-Grieg, I would consider offering your sister-in-law a favourable rate of interest.”

      “Would you indeed? That’s very kind of you, my good man.”

      “My pleasure. It’s something I like to offer acquaintances of mine, and in doing so I hope that it might pave the way for future business?”

      “Absolutely. I’m game for anything that might help in paving the way.”

      “Good, good. Shall we get on with the paperwork, then?”

      “Yes, let’s!”

      George was enjoying his conversation with Mr Chakravarty so much that he seemed to have forgotten I had no intention of going ahead with the mortgage.

      “If we get on with the paperwork,” I ventured, “does that mean everything will be signed and sealed today?”

      “It certainly does,” replied Mr Chakravarty. “You can’t ask for a quicker service than that, can you?”

      “May I request a day or two to consider it properly? The purpose of this meeting was really to see whether we could agree something in principle.”

      Mr Chakravarty’s face fell.

      “It is such a lot of money, you see. I become quite nervous about large sums of money!” I added with a sweet smile.

      Mr Chakravarty looked at George and shook his head.

      “Women, eh, Mr Billington-Grieg?”

      “I’ve always said it and I continue to say it: they don’t have the head for finance,” said George, “or politics, either.”

      “Or the law,” added Mr Chakravarty.

      “Especially the law!” agreed George.

      I looked from one man to the other, incredulous that my stalling comment had drawn such unjust criticism.

      “Do you think it would be a good idea for me to sign the papers today, George?” I asked with an acidic tone to my voice.

      My brother-in-law laughed loudly and nervously. “My dear Penelope, since you have expressed a wish to spend a day or two considering Mr Chakravarty’s kind offer, that is exactly what we’ll do.”

      “Even though I don’t have the head for finance?” I was beginning to wish that Eliza hadn’t insisted on George accompanying me.

      “Yes, I have learnt over the years that one must always indulge a woman’s whim, otherwise a fellow never gets a moment’s peace.”

      Mr Chakravarty nodded in agreement. “Very well. I’m sure that after a day or two you will realise how favourable an offer it is, Miss Green, so I shall make a note of a few particulars and await your confirmation.”

      He dipped his pen into an inkpot and began to write something down. I felt inwardly relieved.

      “Will you be contacting me yourself, Miss Green?”

      “Yes,” I replied uneasily.

      George caught my eye, as if he had finally remembered why we were there.

      “I say, terrible news about that Forster chap, isn’t it?” said George.

      I felt my teeth clench at his clumsy introduction of the topic.

      “Mr Forster?” The banker looked up from his writing, seemingly baffled by the sudden change in conversation.

      “The chap who was stabbed in the back in St James’s Square.”

      “Yes, a most unpleasant business,” murmured Mr Chakravarty, returning to his notes.

      “Did you know the fellow at all?” asked George.

      Mr Chakravarty looked up again, appearing even more perplexed. “Know him? Why should I know him?”

      “Oh, I just wondered.” There were beads of perspiration on George’s brow.

      “Did you know him?” asked Chakravarty.

      “No, no, I didn’t know the fellow. I, er, in fact I don’t know anyone who knew him. But it was a terrible business as I hear that his wife was also murdered.”

      “I heard the same thing.” Mr Chakravarty rested his pen down on his desk. “Why are you asking me about Mr Forster?”

      “I was just making conversation. It’s been in the papers a lot over the past few days, hasn’t it? In fact, Penelope…”

      I felt my heart leap into my throat as I realised he had been about to mention that I was a news reporter.

      “Penelope what?” asked Chakravarty. His brows hung low over his eyes.

      “Oh, nothing really. I was going to say that Penelope, my sister-in-law here, is a keen reader of the Morning Express. You have been following the story intently, haven’t you, Penelope?”

      “I have indeed.”

      “The Morning Express, eh?” replied Chakravarty. “I take The Times myself.”

      My heart thudded heavily in my chest as I realised that George was in danger of saying just the wrong thing at any moment. Although he had developed a good rapport with Mr Chakravarty, his attempts to steer the conversation had set me on edge.

      “Apologies, Mr Chakravarty, for introducing a seemingly random topic of conversation,” said George. “I’m a garrulous fellow and cannot help myself at times.”

      “No need for an apology,” replied the banker. “It’s just an odd coincidence, you see. The fact of the matter is that I did know the unfortunate fellow.”

      “You don’t say!” replied George with mock surprise.

      “Yes! In fact, he defrauded me.”

      “Oh goodness, is that so? What a dreadful thing to do. Why should the fellow wish to do that?”

      “He got himself into a quagmire, that’s what. And he thought he could borrow money from me to get himself out of it. I lent him some cash for a mortgage on a property that it turned out he didn’t own.”

      “The rat!” declared George.

      “I prefer not to speak ill of the dead.”

      “Ah yes, I apologise.”

      “Again, there’s no need, old chap. Part of the fault must lie with me. I should have had more checks and balances in place.”

      “What did you do when you found out he had defrauded you?” I asked.

      “I began legal proceedings in an attempt to recover the money,” replied the banker. “That was the only above-board method available.”

      “And below-board?” inquired George.

      Mr Chakravarty sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “I’m not a below-board sort of man, Mr Billington-Grieg. What are you implying here?”

      “Nothing at all!”

      I winced as George gave a nervous laugh.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, sir, but I can’t quite get the measure of you,” said Mr Chakravarty. “One moment we’re having a pleasant conversation and are about to proceed with your sister-in-law’s mortgage, and the next you begin asking me all sorts of odd questions.”

      “I do apologise if my questions were perceived as odd, Mr Chakravarty, I’m a garrulous fellow and —”

      “So you’ve already explained,” interrupted the banker. “I’ve been in this business a long time, Mr Billington-Grieg, and I’ve learned to be wary. I admit that I was caught napping when it came to Forster, but most of the time I consider myself pretty shrewd.”

      My mouth felt dry. The conversation had taken a turn for the worse and I needed to stop George talking any further.

      “Please blame me, Mr Chakravarty,” I said. “I was talking to my brother-in-law about Mr Forster just before we stepped through your doorway, so when a natural pause arose in the conversation the murder was the first thing that came to mind, wasn’t it, George?”

      “It was indeed, and —”

      “And although George was not personally acquainted with Mr Forster, he has been quite affected by the incident as both Mr Forster and his late wife seemed like any other middle-class couple. I believe anyone from a similar background would cast a glance at their tragic demise and wonder whether the same thing could happen to them. It’s only natural.”

      “That’s exactly my concern!” said George earnestly.

      “As we have learned more detail about the case we’ve realised how unlikely it is to happen to us given that we aren’t in such dire financial and legal straits,” I continued. “Though I’m not suggesting for one minute that’s why they were murdered so horribly. It’s possible that in making the decisions they did they acquainted themselves with nefarious types who lived beyond the realms of the law. I’m inclined to think that an association with someone of the criminal classes may have played a part.”

      I took a much-needed breath and hoped Mr Chakravarty’s response would be amenable.

      “Most eloquently put, Miss Green,” he said with a nod. “I think that’s a fair assumption when it comes to Forster. And it’s clearly little more than coincidence that you happened to begin discussing him while you were here. I just get a little fretful when former clients of mine are mentioned.”

      I felt thankful that Mr Chakravarty was momentarily appeased, but was keen to get myself and George out of his office as quickly as possible.

      “It’s a shame about your lost money, though,” said George. “Is there any chance you’ll ever see it again?”

      “I’m taking it up with Mr Forster’s estate,” replied the banker. “I always get my money back; I make damned sure of it.”
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      “I don’t think I’ve perspired so much in my entire life!” exclaimed George as we walked along Change Alley toward Cornhill and the Royal Exchange. “That was incredibly stressful, Penelope. Awful! Everything was going swimmingly until I mentioned Forster, but the chap took umbrage at that, didn’t he?”

      “Yes, it was rather an interesting reaction,” I said. “As if he were guilty of something.”

      “Oh no, he couldn’t have done it, could he? He’s a professional gentleman.”

      “Professional gentlemen can be murderers too, George.”

      “Well, don’t ever ask me to do anything like that again. It wore my nerves down completely.”

      “I didn’t ask you, Eliza did.”

      “But it was your idea.”

      “No, it wasn’t. It was Eliza’s.”

      “I see. I shall blame her, then.”

      “Please do.”

      “I fail to understand what the aim of our meeting with him was,” said George.

      “As James stated, all we needed to do was gauge Chakravarty’s reaction.”

      “He was quite defensive, I thought.”

      “There you go, so that tells us something.”

      “Such as what?”

      “As I’ve already suggested, George, it implies that he’s hiding something.”

      “You do realise I’ll be bumping into him at the Colthurst Club now? It’s all going to be terribly awkward, especially when you don’t go ahead with the mortgage. How do I explain that to him?”

      “Tell him I’m a flighty woman prone to whimsies and that my mind changes with the weather. Rather typical of my sex, no doubt.”

      “I’ll use that.”

      James was waiting for us outside the Royal Exchange, so George and I told him how the meeting with Mr Chakravarty had turned out.

      “Thank you, Mr Billington-Grieg, for involving yourself in what must seem to you a rather odd setup,” said James.

      “It does seem rather odd, and I can’t say that I enjoyed the experience. I shall take my leave of you both now. I need to get to my office in Austin Friars and work on a government contract with one of my clients. I can only hope that I will be recovered in time for dinner tonight.”

      “Of course, George,” I said. “Will you be dining anywhere nice?”

      “The Burlington Hotel. In fact, I wonder if Chakravarty will also be attending. It’s a dinner for gentlemen with interests in India.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “With Mr Lewis Sheridan?” I asked.

      “Why, yes. How on earth did you know that, Penelope?”

      “Because I need an invitation to that very dinner myself!”

      George laughed. “Only chaps allowed, I’m afraid.”

      “Mr Sheridan is the merchant Mr Forster used to work for,” I said.

      “Is he indeed?” asked George.

      “Yes!”

      “Well, he’s the chap who gifted me those Chinese vases your sister adores so much.”

      “You know him well, then?” I asked.

      “Only through the business we’ve conducted with him at the law firm.”

      “Then you must tell me and Inspector Blakely all about him!”

      “Not now, Penelope, I have work to do. And besides, I don’t know a great deal about the fellow.”

      “Oh, how I wish I could be a fly on the wall at tonight’s dinner,” I said. “Do you think you could —?”

      “Ask Sheridan about Forster and gauge his reaction?” replied George. “No, I’m not falling into that trap again, Penelope. Once in a lifetime is more than enough for me.”

      “Oh, George, please!”

      “Absolutely not. I have no skill in such matters. I’ll leave the prying to you and Inspector Blakely here. I shall be attending this dinner with the full intention of enjoying myself and hopefully acquiring a little business along the way. You’ll have to find another opportunity to speak to Mr Sheridan.” He doffed his hat and strode away, swinging his cane.

      

      “I shall never understand why my sister married that man,” I said to James as we watched George’s retreating form.

      “In his defence, I suppose we have asked quite a lot of him,” he replied. “Not everyone feels comfortable asking awkward questions.”

      “I’d say few people are.”

      “Exactly, though for some reason people like you and I enjoy doing so,” he said with a smile. “Don’t be too hard on your brother-in-law.”

      “It’s not just about today; I don’t like him much anyway. I’ve told Eliza before now that I think his views are old-fashioned and bigoted.”

      “Let’s forget about him for the time being,” said James. “What we’ve learnt this morning is that Mr Chakravarty is rather sensitive to questions about Mr Forster. And he chose not to give much away.”

      “He doesn’t seem to be the sort of man to give much away.”

      “But thanks to your work this morning I’ll make a note that he’s someone to bear in mind. It’s possible he decided that he would only get his money back from Forster once the man was dead.”

      “I should think him capable of it, too,” I replied. “I cannot muster any fondness for the man.”

      James laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “It takes rather a lot to impress you, doesn’t it?”

      “Not really. Just being an honest, likeable person is enough.” I looked down at my lavish dress. “It’s time for me to go home and change out of this now.”

      “Don’t you want to make the most of your fine dress?” asked James. “We could find a restaurant nearby.”

      “Much as I’d like to, James, we can’t. We discussed this only a matter of days ago. Charlotte wouldn’t allow it.”

      “She needn’t find out,” he replied quietly. “And besides, there’s something I need to tell you that I certainly won’t be telling her about.”
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      James and I sat at a table in the corner of Leman’s Dinner Rooms, which had an elegant corniced ceiling and white tablecloths. He kept looking about him, as if worried we might be seen.

      I put on my spectacles so that I could also keep a lookout for anybody who might disapprove of us being seen together. I found myself enjoying the illicit nature of our lunch. It seemed that the closer James’ wedding drew the more clandestine our meetings had to become.

      The waiter took our order and we were soon dining on potato and leek soup.

      “So what is it you needed to tell me?” I asked James. “And why can’t you tell Charlotte?”

      “She has a delicate disposition.”

      “Poor Charlotte.”

      “And she would probably request that I cease my detective work immediately.”

      “Would she? What would she rather have you do?”

      “She says accountancy is a safer profession.”

      “She’s not wrong.”

      “There are some days when I think that perhaps I should have chosen that path.”

      “Oh no, James, don’t say that. Police work is in your blood, just like your father and grandfather before you.”

      “You’re right, Penny.”

      “So what is it?”

      “Ah, yes. I realise now that telling you while we eat may not be the best idea after all.”

      “But I need to know now! You can’t leave me waiting until we’ve finished eating to find out, the suspense is too great!”

      “I don’t think you’ll feel like that once you hear what I have to say.”

      “And that comment simply adds to the suspense! What’s happened?”

      “I received a letter in the post.”

      “An unpleasant anonymous one?”

      “You’ve guessed correctly, Penny,” he replied with a grin.

      “We have experience of those, don’t we? They’re usually an indication that we’re on the right track with an investigation.”

      “You’re right, they’re a very good indicator of that. And they provide a useful opportunity to identify the sender.”

      “Unless it’s a hoax letter.”

      “There is that to consider, though this letter is certainly not a hoax.”

      “How can you be sure?” I asked.

      ‘Because of one defining factor, which I’ll get to shortly.”

      “So what did it say?”

      “It told me in no uncertain terms to stop investigating the deaths of Mr and Mrs Forster.”

      “Was there a threat explaining what would happen if you didn’t?”

      “Not explicitly, no.”

      “From your description so far it sounds like a fairly innocuous letter, but it seems to be bothering you greatly. Why is that?”

      “Are you sure you wish to hear it while you’re enjoying your soup?”

      “James, my dinner will feel completely ruined if you don’t explain to me right away what was so terrible about the letter.”

      “Something unpleasant was enclosed in the envelope.”

      I sat poised with my spoon hovering above my soup.

      “What exactly?”

      “A severed human finger.”

      My spoon fell into my soup, sending splashes all over my sister’s beautiful dress.

      “A finger?”

      James nodded.

      I picked up my serviette and wiped at the bodice. “Whose finger?” I said.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Male? Female?”

      “Definitely male.”

      “And which one?”

      “The little finger. I’ve had a police surgeon analyse it.”

      “Could he tell you anything more about it?”

      “He said that it comes from an adult male who is engaged in laborious work and is likely to be between the ages of twenty and thirty.”

      “But who? And what has happened to him?” I shuddered. “If he’s still alive he’s missing at least one finger. They may have cut off more, or they might have killed the chap. Oh, it doesn’t bear thinking about! Did the message say the perpetrator would do the same thing to you?”

      “I suspect that was the implication.”

      A sense of dread turned my stomach. I looked down at my soup and realised I had completely lost my appetite.

      “These people need to be caught, James. They’re extremely dangerous, and they could be anywhere! They could be watching you right now!”

      “That is not a comforting thought,” said James, glancing around again.

      “The Forsters’ servants aren’t safe,” I said, “especially the boy. Anyone who witnessed the attacks on the Forsters must surely be at risk. Can you protect them?”

      “Inspector Bowles has housed the boy somewhere. I’ll ask him where he’s up to with the other servants.”

      “These people seem well organised and ruthless,” I said. “It’s frightening. And to think they would send a severed finger to Scotland Yard! That just goes to show how little respect they have for authority.”

      “Lack of respect for authority is the least of our worries, Penny.”

      “What is Chief Inspector Cullen doing about it?”

      “He’s concerned, as is the commissioner. I’ve told them we need more men on the Forster case.”

      “It may also have something to do with Alfred Holland.”

      “It’s possible.”

      “Oh, James!” I shivered. “Aren’t you tempted to disappear somewhere and get away from all this?”

      “On a personal level I am, but it’s my duty to stay here and see this through. Please don’t worry about me, Penny. I’m having second thoughts as to whether I should have told you about this.”

      “Of course you should!”

      “Then please don’t make me regret it by worrying about me. I’ll be fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      Once home I changed out of Eliza’s fancy frock and into my usual skirt and blouse. Then I stepped out in the early evening and took the underground railway from Moorgate to Charing Cross. While I had no hope of attending the dinner at the Burlington Hotel, there was another method I could employ in order to speak to Mr Sheridan. I could approach him as a news reporter.

      It was a twenty-minute walk from Charing Cross to the hotel on Cork Street. I stood by the railings, close to the columned entrance, and waited for the dinner attendees to arrive. I had no idea what Mr Sheridan looked like, so I could only hope that my brother-in-law would arrive swiftly and give me a description of the man.

      A four-wheeled brougham carriage drew up and the hotel footman helped a frail, white-haired gentleman step out.

      “Mr Sheridan?” I said hopefully.

      “What?”

      “Are you Mr Sheridan, sir?”

      “A who?”

      The footman shouted my question into the old man’s ear and the elderly gentlemen shook his head in reply.

      “No, no. Not me.”

      I watched the footman help him into the hotel and continued the wait.

      An expensive landau carriage arrived and a large man with a profusion of grey whiskers stepped out, but he wasn’t Mr Sheridan either and didn’t seem to like me asking the question.

      “No, thank you! Not interested!” he barked.

      The third carriage was an elegant, well-polished barouche with an open top. This time I recognised the occupant: a short, round man sitting comfortably at the centre of the large seat. He wore a top hat and spectacles with a high collar, black bow tie and black dinner suit. I felt sure he was the man I had seen with Mr Forster in Margaret Street the morning after Mrs Forster’s murder.

      “Mr Sheridan?” I ventured as he made a sprightly leap out of his carriage.

      “Why, yes. What can I do for you?” He smiled.

      I introduced myself. “I’ve been reporting on the story of Mr and Mrs Forster’s death, and I recall seeing you with Mr Forster outside his home after the terrible events that occurred there.”

      “Yes, I was there to support Augustus. Simply dreadful, it was, and then Augustus himself just a few days later!”

      I was pleasantly surprised to find him amenable and talkative.

      “Why should anyone wish to do such a thing?”

      “I have no idea. Mr and Mrs Forster were good friends, and this is the first evening I have been out since their deaths. In fact, I wasn’t planning to come at all, but this is a long-standing appointment and I didn’t wish to let Sir Archibald Duffield down as it took him a long time to get all these chaps together. And this event is quite timely as my company is currently brokering a contract with the India Office and there are some influential men here this evening who can smooth the waters where that’s concerned. I start to become nervous at this stage of negotiation. Just when you think you have everything in order something comes along to upset proceedings. That’s happened to me many times before, and I’ve learnt not to raise my hopes too quickly about such matters. This contract is one of the most important I’ve ever negotiated, and for Forster’s murder to have taken place at a time like this…” He trailed off for a moment. “Well, it’s really one of the worst things that could have happened. It’s hard to keep your mind focused on business when it’s distracted by grief.”

      “I can only imagine. What is the contract for?”

      “Ah, I’m afraid that must remain top secret for now, Miss Green! I shall be making a public announcement as soon as the ink is dry, but for the time being I’ll be fretting about it. Still, this evening should be quite pleasant. I’m determined to enjoy it even though it’s been such a difficult week.”

      “There is some speculation that Mr Forster’s financial difficulties may have had something to do with his death,” I said.

      “I couldn’t possibly say. I never involve myself in the affairs of another man, and his money woes are no business of mine unless he were to make a point of discussing them with me. In the case of Mr Forster I had no inkling that his finances were in such a dire state. I knew that his company in Calcutta was struggling with its profits, but I had no idea that he was attempting to shore things up in such a questionable manner. The chap was a friend of mine and I would have happily assisted him had he asked me to. But as no request was forthcoming I assumed he was handling the matter himself, which of course he was, though not particularly efficiently.”

      “So you believe that this inefficient handling of his affairs may be the reason someone wished him harm?”

      “Who can say?” He shrugged. “It’s a possibility, Miss Green, but not a certainty. We shall have to leave all that to the detectives.”

      “Have they approached you yet?”

      “Not yet. If I can be of any assistance I should be more than happy to speak to them, although I’m not sure I have much to add. Mr Forster stopped working for my company last summer.”

      “Why did he leave?”

      “He wished to return to England, realising by that point, I think, that his own attempts to run a merchant company had failed. He’d tried and tried, but it wasn’t to be.”

      “Was he happy to be returning to England?”

      “Yes, I think so, but disappointed about his company. He was looking forward to living in his father’s home.”

      “Which he wrongly believed he owned himself.”

      “Did he? Well, I wouldn’t know anything about that. It was an extremely pleasant home in a delightful part of London, and then some murdering gang came along that evening and…” He paused. “Everything changed.”

      Another carriage had pulled up alongside us.

      “Penelope?” said a familiar voice. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      “George!” I gave my brother-in-law a broad smile. His dinner suit was a fraction too tight.

      “You know Mr Billington-Grieg?” asked Mr Sheridan.

      “Yes, he’s my brother-in-law.”

      “What a marvellous coincidence!” Mr Sheridan smiled. “Good evening, sir. How are you?”

      “I’m very well, thank you, Mr Sheridan. I do apologise if my sister-in-law has been troubling you.”

      “Not at all! I’m enjoying our conversation. She’s been writing about old Forster for the Morning Express.”

      George gave me a look which suggested he had seen enough of me for one day.

      “Allow Mr Sheridan to enjoy his evening now, Penelope. He doesn’t wish to be pestered by the press during his important engagement.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind at all,” replied Mr Sheridan. “I think it quite charming that this young lady is showing such concern for the fellow. I really do find it worrying that something so barbaric could happen to a couple as pleasant as the Forsters. Doesn’t it bother you, Mr Billington-Grieg?”

      “Yes, it does. I think it bothers many of us. I, for one, won’t feel safe until the culprits are apprehended.”

      “Mr Alfred Holland,” I interjected. “Does that name mean anything to you, Mr Sheridan?”

      He gave me a puzzled look. “Holland? Alfred? No. Why?”

      “He was shot dead in an opium den.”

      “No, I don’t recall hearing anything about him. What a terrible way to go.”

      “He had also worked in India as an opium agent in Ghazipur.”

      “Really?” Mr Sheridan cocked his head to one side with interest.

      “But you have heard nothing about him? I’m trying to find out whether he and Mr Forster knew each other.”

      “No, I don’t recognise the name. In an opium den, you say? And he was an opium agent in India? It sounds as though he jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire.”

      “Penelope, Mr Sheridan and I must go and enjoy our evening now,” said George. “Do please excuse us.”

      He rested a hand on Mr Sheridan’s shoulder and guided him toward the door of the Burlington Hotel.

      “Thank you very much for speaking to me, Mr Sheridan!” I called after them.

      He raised a hand in acknowledgement and then they were gone.
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      “I hope you don’t mind my saying so, Penny, but you look rather pale this morning. Is everything all right?” whispered Mr Edwards.

      “Oh, I’m just a little tired. Thank you for asking, Francis.”

      In truth, I had slept badly the previous night. Every time I had closed my eyes the image of a severed finger had swum before them. I had never felt so concerned for James before. Someone who was willing to cut off another person’s finger had to be extremely barbaric. How could James, or any police officer, defend himself against something so inhuman?

      “Are you sure it’s just tiredness?” asked Francis. “You seem worried about something.”

      “It’s these murders. They’re so dreadful.” I shuddered.

      Francis sighed. “I wonder if there might be some merit in you writing for a different type of publication,” he said.

      “A different one? No, I couldn’t possibly. I like writing for the Morning Express.”

      “But it means you have to encounter such gruesome stories, Penny. Meanwhile, there are many excellent periodicals you could write far more pleasant stories for. The Ladies’ Scholarly Repository magazine, for example.”

      “I wrote articles for them during my brief hiatus in employment at the paper last year.”

      “I don’t recall that. What happened?”

      “It was before we were acquainted with one another. I criticised the work of Chief Inspector Cullen on a case and he complained to the commissioner, who just happens to be the cousin of my editor, Mr Sherman.”

      “Oh dear.”

      “I won’t go into the detail now, but suffice to say that Chief Inspector Cullen and I have never worked well together. I have had some experience writing for other publications, but I found them all rather dull, I’m afraid.”

      “But surely dull is preferable to gruesome?”

      “If you think about it sensibly I suppose it should be, but there’s a little more excitement with the gruesome stores, isn’t there?”

      “Excitement, but also danger.”

      I sighed. “Yes, there is danger, but I feel I can do something with these stories. When I think about the cases I’ve reported on, and particularly the ones I’ve worked on with Inspector Blakely, I feel that I’ve helped in bringing the perpetrators to justice. There’s no chance of doing that when you’re writing about French authors for the Ladies’ Scholarly Repository. I know that because I’ve already done it.”

      “You have your father’s sense of adventure,” said Francis with a smile.

      “Yes, I think I do.”

      “But you must also be careful.”

      “I’m always careful, Francis.”

      “Your visit to the opium den worried me.”

      “It mustn’t; I was absolutely fine. If there’s anyone we should be concerned about it’s Inspector Blakely.”

      “Why him?” Francis frowned.

      “It seems he has some particularly nasty people to deal with at the moment. I’m worried for him.”

      “Oh, you shouldn’t worry about him. He can look after himself.”

      “I hope so.”

      “It’s not unusual for the police to put themselves at risk in the course of their work. And don’t forget that they’re accustomed to dealing with nasty people.”

      “I know. And I know that I shouldn’t be concerned.”

      “So why are you?” There was something unusually sharp in his tone.

      “He’s an acquaintance I’ve worked with for some time, and it’s natural for me to worry about the people I know and care about. I would be just as concerned about my sister, and about you.”

      “Would you?”

      “Yes, though your work isn’t quite as dangerous as the work James does, unless a particularly heavy tome were to slip off a shelf and fall on your head!”

      I had intended this comment to be light-hearted, but Francis’ expression darkened.

      “I shall go and see if any readers are at the desk awaiting assistance,” he said.

      “Is something wrong, Francis?”

      “No, not at all. I’ll leave you to your work, Penny.”
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      “So Inspector Blakely had you doing a spot of work for him, did he?” asked Edgar. “I heard about your meeting with Mr Chakravarty.”

      “I’m not sure what it achieved,” I replied. “In fact, Mr Chakravarty is probably wondering why he hasn’t heard from me about his mortgage offer.”

      “I wonder why Blakely didn’t ask me,” said Edgar. “I’m the one who’s writing about the Forster murders.”

      Frederick chuckled. “That chap wouldn’t have been fooled by you for a moment, Fish. There’s no subtlety in you whatsoever.”

      “You don’t mince your words, do you, Potter?” retorted Edgar. “I’d have been a darn sight more convincing than you. Your only attempt at undercover work was as a customer at a pie shop.”

      “And I played the part well.”

      “Not too difficult given your generous girth.”

      “Better a wide girth than a sheep’s head.”

      “Oh, I have a sheep’s head, do I? Well, I think you should go and boil your head, and —”

      “Edgar! Frederick!” I interrupted. “There is no need to argue like schoolboys.”

      “He started it!” said Edgar.

      “What’s all this noise about?” asked Mr Sherman as he marched into the newsroom, leaving the door to slam behind him once again.

      “Fish told me to boil my head, sir!” protested Frederick.

      “Not a bad idea,” replied Mr Sherman. “Where have you got to with the Forster story, Fish?”

      “It’s going reasonably well, though for some reason Blakely of the Yard asked Miss Green to do some work for him on it.”

      “Is that so?” asked Mr Sherman, turning to me.

      I explained what had happened at the mortgage interview with Mr Chakravarty.

      “I can’t say that I like Blakely dragging you off on a whim to undertake investigations for him,” said Mr Sherman with a scowl.

      “I wasn’t doing his work for him, I was merely assisting with a task he was unable to carry out himself.”

      “But you’re not even working on the Forster story.  I object to his using my staff in this manner; it’s akin to my asking a detective from Scotland Yard to report on a news story.”

      “You should do that, sir,” said Edgar.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You should ask a police officer to write a news story for the Morning Express.”

      “What a ridiculous suggestion, Fish. It’s difficult enough getting my own staff to do what they’re supposed to.”

      Edgar’s face coloured.

      “What’s your update on the Forsters?”

      “The police are looking for the gang which broke into their home.”

      “That’s the same update we had yesterday. Anything else?”

      “It’ll take a while for them to find the culprits, sir.”

      “I’m sure it will. Why don’t you get down to D or C Division, or the Yard, and start asking more questions? I’m tired of you resting on your laurels in the newsroom. Police officers and the like need harassing. Miss Green may be guilty of carrying out work that is not strictly her own, but there’s no denying she’s out there giving chaps a difficult time until they answer her questions.”

      “That sort of thing comes more naturally to the fairer sex,” replied Edgar.

      “No more excuses, Fish. Get out of my sight and bring back something worth printing. Now, where have you got to on the Franchise Bill story, Miss Green?”

      I was just about to reply when I heard a tentative knock at the door.

      “Come in!” barked Mr Sherman.

      The door opened slightly and in stepped Emma Holland.

      “Can I help you, young lady?” asked the editor.

      “My apologies for interrupting, sir, but I’d like to speak to Miss Green if I may.”

      “Is it regarding a story she’s working on?”

      “It is, sir,” I replied, standing to my feet. “This is Emma Holland, the sister of Alfred Holland.”

      “The chap from the opium den? Please accept my condolences, Miss Holland.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have long, Miss Green. I need a thousand words on Lord Salisbury and the Franchise Bill by deadline today.”

      Mr Sherman left the room and I moved some papers to make space for Emma to sit down. I introduced her to Edgar and Frederick, who greeted the young woman and then regarded her in respectful silence.

      “Do you mind talking here in the newsroom?” I asked. “Or would you rather chat somewhere more private?”

      Emma looked around. “Here should be fine.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Edgar, “I’m just on my way out. I was ordered away by the editor.”

      “I’ll be on my way too,” said Frederick. “I get nervous whenever I find myself outnumbered by women.”

      Once the two men had left the room Emma pulled out a book from the bag she had been carrying.

      “I didn’t intend to frighten your colleagues away, Penny.”

      “Don’t worry about them. They have work to be getting on with.”

      “This is Alfred’s diary from last year,” said Emma, laying it on the table. I could see that she had marked several passages with pieces of scarlet ribbon. She turned to one of them.

      “Alfred describes how he caught one of his colleagues stealing opium.”

      “What happened?”

      “Do you recall me telling you that his job was to weigh the pots of opium when they arrived at the Ghazipur factory?”

      I nodded in reply.

      “As I said before, it was considered to be an important job because opium is so precious. The natives were keen to get their hands on it and had to be regularly checked to make sure they weren’t stealing the product. Apparently, even fragments of storage pots were highly sought-after in the hope that there might be opium residue on them.”

      She turned the pages and pointed to a diary entry written in May of the previous year. “Alfred writes here that he discovered some of the papers were being altered. The opium was weighed in each district after it was harvested and then again on arrival at the factory. Alfred noticed that one of his colleagues was altering numbers on the form. It was quite a subtle change, with a single number being written on top of the original, but over the course of a few weeks he noticed these occasional corrections and the colleague’s behaviour became suspicious at times.”

      “Did Alfred explain how?”

      “It seems there was a nervousness about him. And on one occasion a bunch of keys went missing, only for this man to find them again. Alfred suspected he was behind the disappearance all along. You’re welcome to read about it here; he documents the whole affair.”

      “Does he mention whether he reported his concerns to anyone?”

      “Oh yes, he did. In the end he told someone senior and his colleague was dismissed.”

      “I imagine his colleague would have been quite angry about that.”

      “He probably was, but he was sent back to Britain so it’s unlikely that Alfred ever saw him again.”

      “Did he name the colleague in his diaries?”

      “He did, but I would need to look it up again as I can’t quite remember it.” She leafed through the pages. “Oh, here we are. Mawson. Charles Mawson.”
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      “I recall a particularly difficult Atlantic crossing in 1880 when the sea was boiling with foam,” said Mr Fox-Stirling as we dined on roast chicken at Eliza’s home. My sister had invited the plant-hunter and his wife for dinner to discuss the arrangements for his search.

      “While one side of the ship was down in the water the other was thirty feet up in the air,” he continued. “And then the side which had been thirty feet up in the air would swiftly descend and the water would sweep across the upper decks with a great splash and a roar.”

      Mr Fox-Stirling was a stocky, fair-haired man of about fifty. He had dominated the evening’s conversation with his tales of adventure.

      “Gosh, how terrifying,” said Francis.

      Mr Fox-Stirling shrugged nonchalantly. “One grows perfectly accustomed to it after five days and five nights.”

      George was present but had barely acknowledged my presence. I detected some sulkiness on his part for my appearance outside the Burlington Hotel.

      “You must have suffered terrible seasickness, Mr Fox-Stirling,” said Eliza.

      “The secret to overcoming seasickness is to maintain a full stomach. I ate like a horse throughout the storm and suffered no ill-effects whatsoever.”

      “But how on earth can you even sit down to dinner when the ship is pitching about like that?” asked his silver-haired wife Margaret.

      “There are ways and means, my dear. Batons are screwed onto the table, between which dinner plates are wedged with the assistance of rolled-up napkins. And the chairs are screwed to the floor. With such preparations a chap can enjoy a perfectly decent meal. My only complaint is that we had to endure pea soup three times a week.”

      “I think the chef did well to serve any soup at all,” commented Eliza.

      “Once the storm had passed the ocean was a thing of pure beauty,” said Mr Fox-Stirling. “I sat on the deck smoking and watching the flying fish as the sun set.”

      “Flying fish?” said George. “Do they have wings?”

      “Yes.”

      “How ridiculous!”

      “It’s not ridiculous, George,” said Eliza, embarrassed by her husband’s outburst.

      “They’re not wings as such,” said Francis. “They’re wing-like fins that enable the fish to glide through the air for about a hundred yards, perhaps even two hundred. They propel themselves out of the water with their tails.”

      “How fascinating,” said Eliza. “I might have guessed you would know all about them, Francis.” She gave him a warm smile. “Is there anything you don’t know?”

      “There must be plenty of things, I’m sure,” George said gruffly.

      I had been nodding at certain intervals in the conversation to feign interest, but I couldn’t stop my mind dwelling on what Emma Holland had told me earlier that day. Why had Charles Mawson failed to tell me about his time in Ghazipur? I had asked whether he knew Alfred Holland and he had denied it. Was he trying to hide something, or was this an innocent misunderstanding?

      “Storms threatened again as we arrived in Bridgetown on the island of Barbados,” continued Mr Fox-Stirling. “However, we were safely ashore by the time they arrived. Delightful little pink houses they have there, and everyone was pestering me to buy their wares: interesting pieces of coral, lacework, jewellery and ornaments made from tortoiseshell.”

      I stifled a yawn and picked at the food on my plate, considering how resentful Charles Mawson must have been when Alfred Holland reported him. Or was it possible that Charles Mawson hadn’t known who had done so? I realised I should have asked Emma for a loan of her brother’s diary so I could read the account for myself. I made a note to visit her and ask if that would be possible.

      “That was a first-rate piece of chicken,” said Francis as he laid his knife and fork down neatly on his plate.

      “Thank you, Francis!” replied my sister with a wide smile.

      “It’s what Napoleon had for breakfast every morning,” said Mr Fox-Stirling. “Did you know that?”

      We all shook our heads.

      “There’s a wonderful story behind it,” he said. “Apparently, Napoleon would rise at any time between eight and eleven in the morning. By all accounts he wasn’t a man of strict routine. He enjoyed roast chicken for breakfast each day, and this set him off thinking. He summoned his cook and asked, ‘Why is it that no matter what time I breakfast the chicken is always perfectly roasted?’ The cook replied, ‘It’s quite easy, sire. I simply put a chicken on to roast every quarter of an hour, and then there is always one which is perfectly cooked for you!’” Mr Fox-Stirling slapped the table with great mirth and there was laughter all around.

      “Who ate the other chickens?” I asked.

      “Napoleon’s men, I suppose,” replied Mr Fox-Stirling. “Or the dogs.”

      “Or the pigs,” suggested George as the servants cleared away our plates.

      “I should tell you, Mr Fox-Stirling, that I am reading volume four of Travels, Trials and Adventure in the Andes,” said Francis.

      “Are you indeed?” The explorer seemed surprised to hear that someone was reading his work. “Good man. That’s most pleasing to hear.”

      “I’m enjoying the books immensely, and while we’re between courses I should like to show you the map I’ve drawn.” Francis unfolded the drawing he had shown me and Eliza during our boating trip. “Savanilla is at the top here, which is where you will disembark, I believe?”

      “Not disembark, exactly. The ship anchors there in the delta of the River Magdalena, then a tender of some sort – usually a rickety form of marine architecture – takes the traveller on to Barranquilla.”

      “Ah yes. I’ve marked that here on the map.”

      Francis went on to explain the route and I watched as Mr Fox-Stirling pointedly lost interest in what he was saying. Francis also noticed and eventually tailed off.

      “Maps have their uses, but I’ve done this before,” said Mr Fox-Stirling once Francis had finished speaking.

      “Francis is contributing a significant sum of money to the expedition, Mr Fox-Stirling,” said Eliza.

      “And money is all I require!” he replied. “I have no need for maps of a place I have been to before.”

      Francis looked crestfallen. “I hope you don’t consider my map to be an interference with your plans, Mr Fox-Stirling,” he said. “I’m merely taking an interest in the search for Mr Green. Perhaps I can be of some assistance.”

      “There is no need for assistance,” the explorer replied. “I know what I’m doing.”

      I wanted to add that he had travelled the route before and failed to find Father but decided that such a comment would only inflame the situation.

      “Given the fact that Francis is contributing so generously to the search I do feel that he should have some influence as to how it is conducted,” ventured Eliza tactfully.

      “I appreciate the offer, Mrs Billington-Grieg, but as I say, there’s no need! A chap usually hands over his money and allows me to get on with it. He knows his job and I know mine.”

      The room fell silent for a moment and the tension made my toes curl. I glanced at Francis’ disappointed expression and wondered whether there was a risk that he might withdraw his donation.

      “Darling,” ventured Mrs Fox-Stirling, “don’t you think that when a patron wishes to —”

      “I’m fifty-three, Margaret, and I’ve been doing this for thirty years. I’ve been shot by poisoned arrows, I’ve saved myself from river rapids and I’ve been sent into a three-day trance by the juice of the Banisteriopsis Caapi vine. I don’t require some young fellow to draw me a map!”

      Another silence followed, and although Eliza’s face remained calm I detected a slight panic in her eyes as she considered how best to calm the situation. George studied the bottom of his wine glass.

      “We have plenty of time before the expedition to Colombia departs,” said Eliza, breaking the silence. “Your experience and dedication is certainly respected, Mr Fox-Stirling, and likewise, Francis, your determination that the search will have a positive outcome is truly honourable. I’m certain that we can reach an agreement to marry the two —”

      “I prefer not to marry things together, Mrs Billington-Grieg. I’m not a man of compromise,” retorted Mr Fox-Stirling. “Call me old-fashioned if you will, but every trip I’ve undertaken has been done my way. That’s the way it works.”

      The plant-hunter had bored me with his tales and his arrogance was almost too much to bear. I felt so sorry for Francis at having his well-drawn map rejected.

      “It didn’t work last time, though, did it?” I said. “You didn’t find our father.”

      Everyone turned to stare at me and Mr Fox-Stirling’s expression grew stormy.

      “I did my best, Miss Green,” he said stonily.

      “Did you? You didn’t even have a Spanish translator with you.”

      “My Spanish is perfectly —”

      “I’m sorry, Mr Fox-Stirling, but it’s not,” I interrupted. “You admitted yourself when Eliza and I recently met with you that you didn’t understand what the people in El Charqito were saying to you. They could have been telling you about Father and you would have been none the wiser.”

      “Penelope,” warned Eliza. “I don’t wish the discussion to escalate into an argument.”

      “I think it already has,” said Francis.

      Mrs Fox-Stirling looked embarrassed as her husband quickly drained his glass of wine.

      Eliza summoned her housekeeper. “Skip the game course, please, and move on to pudding.”
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      “That didn’t go terribly well, did it?” said Francis as he escorted me home in a hansom cab.

      It was a warm evening and the gas lamps along Oxford Street twinkled as we passed. Although the seat was small we managed to sit at a respectful distance from one another.

      “Not well at all,” I replied. “Mr Fox-Stirling seems to resent any assistance with his search whatsoever.”

      “I used to be in awe of the chap,” said Francis, “and I have enjoyed reading his books, but he was rather rude this evening, wasn’t he?”

      “He was, and there was no call for it, especially when you’re bearing much of the cost! The man is far too arrogant for his own good. I wish someone else could look for Father instead.”

      “There aren’t many men who would undertake the task,” replied Francis. “It’s frustrating as I so wish for you and your dear sister to find out once and for all what has happened to your father, and Mr Fox-Stirling isn’t especially helpful. He’s so insistent on doing things his own way.”

      “Which I don’t believe is necessarily the best way,” I said.

      “Though he does have a lot of experience.”

      “Yes, but does he really possess the skills needed to find Father?”

      “I had to hide my laughter when you commented quite directly that he had failed in his last mission.”

      “It had to be said, didn’t it? There he was sitting there convinced that his way was the correct one, yet he has nothing to back the theory up with! It was rather rude of me, and now I’m worried my comments may have ruined any chance we had of him looking for Father. Eliza will scold me about it when I see her next, I know it. But I struggled to sit there and listen to him being so rude to you, and so convinced of his own methods!”

      “I don’t think you’ve ruined anything, Penny. I’m sure he will still carry out the search. The man relies on people to pay his way on these expeditions.”

      “In which case you’d think he would be more polite and considerate, wouldn’t you?”

      “Yes, you would.”

      “I don’t want him out there looking for Father, I really don’t. Ideally, I would go there myself, but I know that travel in such places is considered too dangerous for a woman.”

      “And we would all forbid you, Penny. You couldn’t possibly put yourself at risk in such a way.”

      “I cannot see it being anyone’s right to forbid me, but I know you, Eliza and James would nag me so much about any attempt to travel there that it would make life quite unbearable.”

      Francis laughed. “It’s only because we care about you, Penny, besides which there is no cause for you to travel there. All you need do is find someone more trustworthy to carry out the search.”

      “But who exactly? You’ve already mentioned that not many men would be willing to undertake the task.”

      “Perhaps we simply need to ask around.”

      “We must ensure that Eliza is happy pursuing someone else first. For some time now she has been quite convinced that Mr Fox-Stirling is the only chap for the job.”

      “Perhaps she’ll be happier to consider someone else after this evening’s altercation?”

      “It’s possible, or perhaps she’ll blame me for riling him instead. I don’t think I can attend any more of these dinners; I really don’t like the man. You have every right to withdraw your funding for the search, you know. He had no cause to speak to you in that manner.”

      “No, I want to ensure that the search goes ahead. That’s the most important thing. You’ve waited long enough for news of your father.”

      “You don’t have to do this, Francis. Why are you donating your money?” I turned to look at him in the dim light.

      “I have an inheritance which is merely accruing interest in the bank, and I have few outgoings and a regular income from my work. At the moment the money is surplus to my needs.”

      “But there are many other good causes which would benefit from your money. I realise you have decided you may not need it, but there are plenty of worthy institutions that might, such as orphanages and hospitals for the poor.”

      “I consider your father an admirable man, Penny, and I cannot be content knowing that you and Eliza have been unaware of his whereabouts for nine years now. I want to do whatever I can to help you find out what has happened to him, not least so that you can finish your book about his life.”

      “It goes way above and beyond your duty, Francis.”

      He turned to look at me, the light from the gas lamps flickering on the lenses of his spectacles. “I hold you in very high regard, Penny. Surely you must have realised that by now? You’re an honest and truthful woman, and I find you highly interesting and amusing. I enjoy your company.”

      I held my breath, terrified that a proposal was forthcoming.

      “I have never met anyone quite like you,” he continued, “though I think I may be rather foolish to hope that you might ever hold more than a passing interest in me.”

      “It is more than a passing interest, Francis,” I said cautiously, wishing to reassure him, yet wary of encouraging him to think that I loved him.

      “Really?” he asked.

      “I consider you a very honourable man.”

      “Just honourable?”

      “And clever, too, with a wealth of knowledge on all manner of subjects, which is not only useful but entertaining.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And one day you will make someone a wonderful husband.”

      “Someone?”

      “Yes, someone.”

      “Not you, Penny?”

      My heart thudded heavily in my chest and I turned to look at the road ahead.

      “Oh, Francis, you know that I have no intention of marrying.”

      A long pause followed and my teeth clenched. Had I said the wrong thing? Was I a fool for being so dismissive of marriage when a man who could potentially become my husband was sitting right beside me at this very moment?

      I felt the slightest mention that I might be interested in marrying would bring forth an immediate proposal. Up to this moment he had been carefully testing my reaction to see whether it was worth his while asking me. I appreciated the subtlety and sensitivity of his approach.

      Perhaps if I had never met James I would have been encouraging Francis to propose, I mused. I knew that I had no hope of ever marrying James, but it would have been disingenuous to encourage Francis when I knew that it was James I loved.

      “You deserve someone better than me,” I said.

      “Nonsense, Penny!” said Francis. “In my eyes there is no finer lady than yourself.”

      “Oh, don’t say that, it simply isn’t true!”

      “But it is, and I won’t let you tell me otherwise. I cannot deny that I’m disappointed you have no interest in marriage. Is there anything that might change your mind?”

      “I don’t know. The truth is that I like my life for what it already is. I may live in a garret room with my cat, but that suits me. I can’t imagine owning a large house filled with staff and children. My sister has all that, yet she seems to me to have no freedom. She strives for it, of course, with her work on women’s rights, and she turns heads when she rides her bicycle, but that’s all she can do. As the wife of a lawyer there are expectations and she simply has to conform. At the present time my lifestyle allows me great freedom.”

      “But what happens twenty years from now when you may feel too old and tired to work? Perhaps you will be in need of companionship then. Would you not like children to look after you in your dotage?”

      “That’s certainly not a reason to have children, Francis, though perhaps I am a little foolish for refusing to consider what my life will be like twenty years from now.”

      “Milton Street!” the cabman shouted down into the cab through the hatch.

      Francis sighed. “Perhaps you will change your mind in time, Penny. There’s no hurry, is there?”

      “No, I don’t suppose there is.”

      “I should be happy to wait,” he said.

      I turned to face him in the gloom. “No, Francis, you mustn’t wait for me to decide whether I wish to marry or not! I’ve already told you there are better ladies than I —”

      “I refuse to believe it. I’m in love with you, Penny! I have been in love with you since you first asked me to help with that map of Colombia in the reading room!”
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      I stared at Francis’ shadowed face with no idea how to respond.

      “I don’t expect you to love me in return,” he continued. “I may as well try to influence the passage of the stars. But I suspect that my affection is no secret to you, so you must surely have had some time to consider your feelings for me.”

      “A little,” I replied. I sat there motionless, my mouth dry.

      “I must admit that I thought all was lost when I saw Blakely dishonouring you in the hallway of your sister’s home. I could protect you from such advances, Penny. That man will break the heart of his wife and yours as well if you allowed him to.”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t —”

      “There’s no need to defend him, Penny. While I respect his willingness to apologise for his misdemeanour he is clearly reckless when it comes to women’s hearts. I’m not like that, but I shan’t make a fool of myself and propose unless I can be sure that you love me in return. I’m encouraged, however, that you think me honourable, and that I might make someone a good husband one day.”

      “Yes, I feel sure that you would.”

      There was a pause, as if he were waiting for me to say more. Perhaps he hoped for an expression of affection in return. I felt a strong pang of guilt that I was unable to give him any sort of assurance.

      Francis sighed. “I suppose we’ve really only known each other for a short while, haven’t we? Perhaps I have been rather too hasty in expressing my affections, and I realise that it may be inappropriate to do so, sitting shoulder to shoulder and unaccompanied in this cab. It’s not really the way I like to conduct myself. The very last thing I should want you to think of me, Penny, is that I’m taking advantage of this time alone with you.”

      “Oh no, Francis, I would never think that.”

      The hatch in the roof opened again and the cabman shouted down through it.

      “You gettin’ out ’ere or what? Am I goin’ ter be sittin’ ’ere all night waitin’ for you lovebirds ter finish with yer kissin’ an’ cuddlin’?”

      “Just one moment, please,” said Francis tersely.

      The hatch slammed shut again.

      “I must admit that I feel rather unguarded now that I have expressed my true feelings for you, Penny,” he said. “In fact, I feel rather foolish.”

      “No, you mustn’t!” I replied. “Please don’t feel foolish! I feel that your words have been extremely complimentary, and I am deeply flattered by the warmth of your affection.”

      “Perhaps now that I have told you how I feel this will lead to further consideration on your part. Maybe my words will have altered your thoughts on the matter just a touch. For some reason, and I know not what it might be, I felt it appropriate to speak this evening. Perhaps I shall regret my actions in the morning.”

      “I wouldn’t want you to regret it, Francis; there really is no need.” I wished I could tell him what he wanted to hear in order to ease his discomfort, but I had too much respect for him to give any false hope.

      “Please excuse me, Penny, I have talked long enough. Although I could continue I don’t feel that I can add any deeper meaning to my sentiment, so I shall stop there. My work is done. Sic vita est.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Thus is life.”

      “How profound,” I replied.

      “Then perhaps I should say quidquid latine dictum sit, altum videtur.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “Anything said in Latin sounds profound.”

      “That’s the meaning?” I said, laughing. “I shall use that phrase myself.”

      “You should, Penny. Good night.”

      

      My mind was too busy to sleep that night.

      Mr Edwards had caused quite a stir that evening: both at the dinner and then afterwards when he had accompanied me home in the cab. Although it had been obvious that he cared for me beforehand, I had still been surprised by his declaration of love. I searched my heart, willing to find some reciprocation deep down, but I could find none. Perhaps I was still too shocked. Perhaps if I slept I would wake in the morning and discover that I could love him in return.

      It made no sense that I should love a man who was to marry someone else. I knew that I could never marry James; therefore, it made more sense to consider the man who was willing to become my husband. Should I make that choice or continue to live my life alone?

      I also had concerns about the search for Father. What if Francis felt so upset about the way Mr Fox-Stirling had spoken to him that he withdrew his donation? He had assured me that he wouldn’t, but after a spot of reflection he had every right to do so. I felt angry at Fox-Stirling for being so rude. He did not deserve the money we were raising to pay him. I truly disliked him for his arrogance and sense of superiority.

      Added to all this, the revelation that Alfred Holland had reported Charles Mawson for altering official forms was quite shocking. Surely it gave Mr Mawson a motive for revenge. Mawson was the only connection I had made between Holland and the Forsters. I would have to inform the police of the development.

      There was such a great deal spinning about in my head that I wanted to talk it over with someone who might understand, but the only person who sprang to mind was James. Was Francis right about him? Would James have willingly broken my heart? He had kissed me while he was engaged to Charlotte. What did that tell me about his character? I had told myself that the strength of feeling between us meant he had been unable to help himself, but perhaps I was wrong. Had he taken advantage of me?

      My mattress felt uncomfortable. I tried to find a cool section of pillow to rest my cheek on, but everything felt hot and stifling. I got up, opened the curtains and pulled up the sash window, allowing the cool night air to flow into the room.
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      The following morning I travelled by underground railway to Charing Cross and stopped off at a coffee stall on the Embankment. I sipped my coffee overlooking the misty river between Charing Cross Pier and the floating Cleopatra Swimming Bath. My head felt tired and heavy, but I was excited by the prospect of telling James about the connection I had made between Alfred Holland and the Forsters.

      I walked the short distance to Scotland Yard, hoping that Chief Inspector Cullen wouldn’t be at his desk. Unfortunately, James was nowhere to be seen when I arrived at his office, while the chief inspector was seated nearby. He looked at me over his silver-rimmed spectacles.

      “What is it this time, Miss Green?”

      “I’ve come to speak to Inspector Blakely about a link I’ve established between two murder cases.”

      “Still determined to act the lady detective, are you?”

      “It was a connection I happened upon by chance, and it would be remiss of me not to inform the police of the development.”

      The chief inspector laid down his pen and sat back in his chair.

      “Which murders are we talking about, then? I’ll hazard a guess that the deaths of Mr and Mrs Forster are involved.”

      “Yes, and the death of Alfred Holland. It transpires that they all knew the same man.”

      “Did they now? And who is this gentleman?”

      “His name is Charles Mawson and he works at the India Office, just a few hundred yards from where we stand now.”

      “And who is Charles Mawson?”

      “He’s a gentleman who worked in India and knew the Forsters socially from when they lived in Calcutta. I’ve discovered that he worked at the opium factory in Ghazipur and Alfred Holland reported him for altering information on the forms.”

      Chief Inspector Cullen lowered his brow. “Did he now? And how do you know all this?”

      “I’ve been speaking with Alfred Holland’s sister.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “I plan to give James all the details.”

      “I see. And how has Alfred Holland’s sister stumbled upon this information?”

      “Alfred left a diary.”

      Chief Inspector Cullen raised an eyebrow and took a deep puff on his pipe. “This is the chap who was shot in the opium den, is it?”

      “Yes.”

      “He kept a diary while working in India that described how he reported a colleague for altering forms?”

      I nodded.

      “Presumably this colleague was altering forms because opium was being stolen,” said Cullen.

      “I imagine so, yes.”

      “So there’s a written record of this, which Holland’s sister is in possession of, and this chap who was reported works at the India Office in Whitehall?”

      “Yes, I believe he was sent back to Britain after Mr Holland reported him.”

      “Yet he’s somehow managed to retain employment with the India Office,” commented Cullen. “How interesting. And this same chap was a friend of the Forsters. A good friend of theirs, would you say?”

      “Yes. I first met him after the murder of Mrs Forster, when he was trying to find Mr Forster. When I spoke to him after Mr Forster’s death it transpired that he had recently spent an evening with him at the East India Club.”

      “Very interesting indeed. Ah, Blakely.”

      I turned to see James entering the room. He greeted me with a warm smile.

      “Go and have a chat with this ink-slinger somewhere private,” instructed Chief Inspector Cullen. “I never thought I’d find myself saying this, but she has some interesting news for you. Make a note of everything she says, then report back to me.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      

      “Chief Inspector Cullen is finally taking an interest,” I said as we walked out of Scotland Yard, “but we don’t want him interfering, do we?”

      We crossed Northumberland Avenue.

      “Cullen’s all right, really,” replied James.

      “Is he?”

      “He can be abrupt, and he’s rather old-fashioned, but he worked with my father for a while and had his respect.”

      “Is that why you’re loyal to him?”

      “I have to be loyal to some degree; he’s my superior.”

      I gave an empty laugh. “In rank, perhaps, but in no other way.”

      “It’s the way the police force is, Penny. And although he is often rude and cantankerous, he’s a good detective.”

      “I suppose I’ll have to trust you on that front. I can’t say I have ever got along well with him.”

      “He’s traditional, and when he encounters women who have a profession he struggles with the idea.”

      “Poor Chief Inspector Cullen,” I mocked.

      “I don’t like the way he speaks to you,” said James, “but at the same time I must respect him as a senior detective. My father always spoke highly of him.”

      I chose not to argue. “Why would he want you to report back to him everything I’m about to tell you?” I asked.

      “The Forster murders have shocked London. It’s an important case, and it would seem that you have uncovered some interesting information. Cullen’s extremely concerned about the severed finger and has warned me to tread carefully, but I cannot allow such threats to stop me from doing my job, and I’m looking forward to hearing all about Alfred Holland’s diary. Have you eaten breakfast yet? There’s a decent eatery here on Northumberland Street.”

      

      We sat at a small table covered with a gingham tablecloth. A waiter took our order, and as we waited for our food to arrive I told James about Emma Holland and Charles Mawson. I tried my best not to become distracted by how handsome James looked. He was wearing a dark grey suit, and there was a gold tiepin topped with a star pinned to his blue tie.

      “We need to see the diary,” he said when I had finished. “Do you think Emma Holland would lend it to me?”

      “I should think so. She’ll be extremely encouraged to hear that Scotland Yard is investigating her brother’s death. She is most frustrated by the lack of progress so far.”

      “Before we get too excited by this development we need to establish that Charles Mawson who works at the India Office is the same Charles Mawson that Holland refers to in his diary.”

      The waiter brought over toast, eggs, bacon and a pot of tea.

      “I’m sure it must be the same Charles Mawson,” I replied, “and it would be easy to ask him given that he works so close by.”

      “Where can we find Mr Holland’s sister and the diaries?”

      “She lives in Euston. I’ve visited her there, so I know which house is hers.”

      “Have you shared this new information with Inspector Reeves?”

      “No, not yet. I only spoke to Emma Holland yesterday and then the evening was taken up with a rather uncomfortable dinner at my sister’s house.”

      “Oh dear, what happened?”

      I told James about the altercation between Mr Fox-Stirling and Mr Edwards.

      “That sounds very awkward indeed.”

      “I’m quite put off by the thought of Mr Fox-Stirling searching for Father,” I said. “I can’t say that I was particularly fond of him to start with, but seeing how rude he was to Francis was truly awful.”

      “It doesn’t sound as though he deserves your patronage,” said James.

      “He doesn’t, and I am determined to find someone else to look for Father. There must be plenty of other men who would be willing to go.”

      “I’m sure there will be; another plant-hunter, perhaps, or an explorer of some sort. You could try the Royal Geographical Society, or maybe the Royal Botanical Society could recommend someone.”

      “Good idea, I’ll suggest that to Francis. He is funding most of the trip, after all.”

      “He thinks highly of you, doesn’t he?”

      I felt my face colour. “I don’t know.”

      “I can see that he does. I wonder whether he’ll propose.”

      “I have no wish to talk about that now,” I snapped, still bristling from my discussion with Francis the night before.

      James seemed surprised by my reaction. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to discuss something so personal.”

      “I’d like to concentrate on these murder cases for the time being,” I replied, keen to stay away from the topic of marriage. “Once you have confirmed that Charles Mawson links Holland and the Forsters this has to become one case.”

      “Which is what you suspected right from the beginning, isn’t it?” He smiled.

      “I’m always right.”

      “I think you are.”

      ‘I was joking; I’m nothing of the kind. In fact, most of the time I’m quite sure that I’m making all the wrong decisions.”

      “With regard to what?”

      “Nothing I wish to discuss at the moment.”

      “Are you all right, Penny?”

      “I’m fine. I feel a little tired after that strange evening, but I’m excited by the possible progress in these murder cases.”

      “Let’s go and confirm it with this Mawson chap. Have you the time to accompany me?”

      “I have indeed.”
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      “Inspector James Blakely of Scotland Yard,” said James to the uniformed man at the India Office, flashing him his warrant card. “I’d like to see Mr Charles Mawson, please.”

      As the man went off to find him, James glanced around at the marble columns and gilded decoration. “What an impressive place this is,” he whispered.

      “If you’re lucky Mr Mawson will give you a tour,” I replied.

      The uniformed man returned moments later with a slightly puzzled Mr Mawson in tow. He smiled at me, then glanced warily at James.

      “How can I help you, Inspector?” he asked.

      “Mr Mawson, I recall seeing you outside Mr and Mrs Forster’s home shortly after Mrs Forster was tragically attacked. Is that right?” asked James.

      His watery grey eyes darted between my face and James’.

      “Yes, that’s right, I was there. What’s this about?”

      “Is there somewhere more private we can talk?”

      Mr Mawson glanced nervously around him. “I suppose the council chamber might be free, we could go in there. Will this take long?”

      “Hopefully not,” replied James.

      We followed Mr Mawson along an elaborately decorated corridor and into a large room with an impressive corniced ceiling. A large shiny table stood at the centre of the room, and full-length portraits of statesmen hung either side of the marble fireplace.

      “Do please take a seat, Inspector. Miss Green.”

      I noticed Mawson’s hand shaking as he gestured toward the chairs. Was he worried that he had been found out?

      “I believe you spent some time in India, Mr Mawson,” said James convivially as we sat down.

      “Yes, that’s right.” He went on to tell James about his social activities there, repeating almost word for word what he had already told me.

      “The Ghazipur opium factory,” announced James. “Have you ever been there?”

      Mawson shifted awkwardly in his seat.

      “I visited a few times.”

      “Only visited? Did you not work there?”

      Mawson scratched his temple. “I worked there for a short while.”

      “Did you ever come across a chap by the name of Holland?”

      “No, I can’t say that I did.”

      “Alfred Holland, the man who was recently shot in Limehouse, worked at the Ghazipur factory. Are you certain that you didn’t come across him there?”

      “I may have done, but the name doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “What was your job in Ghazipur, Mr Mawson?”

      “It was an administrative position. The natives are the ones who process the opium.”

      “But what was your actual role? What did you do there?”

      Mawson sighed, seemingly reluctant to discuss it. “I weighed the opium when it arrived from the districts and was occasionally involved in the testing of its quality.”

      “That’s interesting to hear,” said James, “because I believe Alfred Holland did much the same. Am I right, Miss Green?”

      “It sounds very similar to the way Mr Holland’s sister described his job,” I said.

      “When did you carry out this work, Mr Mawson?” asked James.

      “Last year for a short while.”

      “Can you be a little more specific? Which months were you there?”

      “It was summer. March through to August, I think.”

      “Isn’t that around the same time Mr Holland was there?” James asked me.

      “Yes, I think so. He came back to Britain in August.”

      “How interesting that you didn’t know him, Mr Mawson,” said James. “Quite unusual, wouldn’t you say?”

      Mawson fidgeted with his hands.

      “Why did you leave the factory?” James asked.

      “I was asked to return to a role here at the India Office.”

      “Was there a reason for that?”

      Only that I was told there was a job waiting for me here.”

      “Were you pleased to be returning to Britain?”

      “Yes, I missed home, though I also enjoyed being in India.”

      “So no reason was given by your superiors to explain your return to Britain?”

      “No.”

      “Are you being honest with me, Mr Mawson?”

      He scowled. “Of course, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t think you are, sir,” said James. “I happen to know that there is a particular reason why you were asked to return to London. Would you care to share it with me?”

      “With what consequences?” snapped Mawson. “What happens to me?”

      “Why should you be worried about consequences?” asked James. “Have you done something illegal?”

      “Are you here to arrest me, Inspector?”

      “Arrest you for what?”

      “I don’t know! I don’t like this probing.”

      “No one enjoys being questioned like this, Mr Mawson, so my suggestion is that you answer the questions honestly so they’re over and done with quickly.”

      “Only if you can assure me there will be no consequences.”

      “Mr Mawson, if you have committed a misdemeanour in India during the course of your employment there then it’s your employer’s business, not mine. If you have committed a crime on British soil, however —”

      “I have committed no crime!”

      “I see.”

      “But I may have committed a misdemeanour,” Mawson added quietly.

      “Is that the reason you were asked to return?”

      “Yes.”

      “So the matter has already been dealt with by the Indian government. What was the nature of this misdemeanour, Mr Mawson?”

      “I altered the entries on some forms.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “I was asked to do so.”

      “By whom?”

      “A native, if you must know. He offered me money.”

      “And what was the chap’s motive for asking you to alter them?”

      “He wanted the forms altered so it appeared that the factory had received less opium than it actually had, and the difference in weight found its way into his possession. I needed the money. I had promised my mother I would send a little something home each month, and my salary didn’t cover everything. I regret it all now, of course. I deeply regret my actions.”

      “Was this native apprehended?”

      “I don’t know. I was asked to leave before I could find out.”

      “How did your superiors find out about the form altering?”

      “Someone spotted it.”

      “Do you know who that might have been?”

      Mr Mawson glanced over at me, then back at James. “Mr Holland,” he muttered.

      “Thank you,” said James. “We are finally making progress. So you did know Mr Alfred Holland.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell us this sooner?” I asked. “I asked you about him during my last visit and you denied all knowledge!”

      “Because he is inextricably linked to my shame,” retorted Mawson. “If I’d admitted to having known him you would have asked about the circumstances and then this whole sorry tale would have emerged. A fellow has pride, you know!” Spots of red appeared high on his cheeks above his whiskers.

      “There is no shame in admitting your mistakes, Mr Mawson,” said James. “I’ve no doubt the Indian government dealt with you in the necessary manner.”

      “Indeed.”

      “May I ask why you have been permitted to work for the India Office after committing this misdemeanour?” I asked.

      Mr Mawson coughed. “I have an uncle who occupies a senior position here, and the matter was hushed up to save face. Very few people know about it, and I’d be grateful if you didn’t mention the matter to anyone.”

      “Your secret’s safe with us, Mr Mawson,” said James. “Can you shed any further light on why someone might wish Alfred Holland dead?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “You have finally admitted to us that you knew him, but how well did you know him?”

      “Not well at all.”

      “Are you being truthful?”

      “Yes!” said Mawson earnestly. “He and I were quite different. He was a pleasant enough chap, but he was a good twenty years younger than me. We didn’t have much in common.”

      “Were you aware that he was an opium addict?”

      “I knew that he smoked it, but I didn’t know him well enough to see that he was addicted to the substance.”

      “Was his work impaired by this opium use?”

      “Clearly not, seeing as he was keen-eyed enough to spot the changes on the forms!”

      “You must have felt some animosity toward him when he reported you.”

      “I did, yes, but I suppose someone was bound to spot the discrepancy before long. If it hadn’t been Holland it would have been someone else. He was only doing his job.”

      “But his actions led to you being sent back to Britain in disgrace,” I said. “That must have angered you.”

      “It did a little, but there was no use in me harbouring any resentment. I got off very lightly, all things considered.”

      “Did you see Alfred Holland after he returned to London?” I asked.

      “No, the last time I saw him was in Ghazipur. I didn’t realise he had returned until I heard about the death at the opium den. Even then I wasn’t certain it was the same Alfred Holland.”

      “And you have no idea why someone would wish to murder him?” asked James.

      “No, none at all.”

      “Did he report anyone else?”

      “Not as far as I know. I hope you don’t think I had anything to do with it! I was briefly angered by his actions, but I would never have considered taking revenge of any sort. I was embarrassed by what happened and wished to have it all forgotten about. Raising the matter with him would only have reminded me of my shameful actions. I’m not a vengeful man, Inspector!”

      “Thank you, Mr Mawson,” said James.

      The man before us was trembling and pale.

      The door to the council chamber swung open and a man in a top hat, monocle and dark suit stepped in.

      “My apologies, gentlemen – and lady – this room is required.”

      “We were just finishing up, sir,” said James, standing to his feet.

      Mr Mawson and I followed suit.

      “Thank you for your time, Mr Mawson,” continued James, “and for your honesty.”

      Mr Mawson gave us an uneasy look as we left the room.
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      “And now on to Euston, Miss Holland and her brother’s diaries,” said James as he hailed a cab on Whitehall.

      “What did you make of Mr Mawson?” I asked once we were sitting side by side in the cab.

      “I can’t work out whether he was still being evasive,” replied James. “He was honest with us eventually, wasn’t he? But I think it likely that he’s hiding something else.”

      “Such as the murder of Alfred Holland?” I suggested.

      “I can’t imagine him shooting anyone,” said James, “but I suppose you could say the same thing of anyone who commits murder.”

      “He may also have murdered the Forsters.”

      “Yes, I suppose he might have.”

      “He’s the only person we’ve discovered so far who knew both them and Alfred Holland.”

      “This is true.”

      “He could have hired the gang that robbed the Forsters. It’s rather interesting, don’t you think, that he was outside the house so soon afterward?” I said.

      “It is. Perhaps if he had ordered the crime to be committed he was checking that everything had been carried out as it should have been.”

      “Which it hadn’t, because Mr Forster wasn’t at home when the gang struck. Perhaps Mr Mawson was keen to establish Mr Forster’s whereabouts that morning because he wanted to finish the job.”

      “That’s a good point.”

      “And he found him, of course! He spent an evening with him, and shortly after that Mr Forster was killed.”

      “But what could Mawson’s motive for murdering the Forsters have been?” asked James.

      “Money?”

      “Money is a recurrent theme in this case, isn’t it? Forster was short of it and Mawson was lured into committing fraud by the promise of it.”

      “Perhaps Mr Forster owed Mr Mawson money.”

      “He may have done. I think it’s worth finding out a little more about their relationship.”

      “And the motive he had for murdering Alfred Holland had to be revenge,” I said.

      “He didn’t seem particularly vengeful toward Holland though, did he?”

      “No, but he wouldn’t appear to be, would he? Otherwise we’d have been suspicious of him.”

      “We’re suspicious of him anyway. Though I think if he felt any animosity toward Holland we’d have seen a little more of it,” said James.

      “Perhaps the anger has faded now that Mr Holland is dead.”

      “Maybe. I think there is a possibility that Mawson may have been behind Holland’s death, but I’m still struggling to believe that he would actually go through with it, or even order someone else to do it. There’s something rather insipid about him, don’t you think?”

      “Insipid or not I think there’s a good chance he’s behind the deaths,” I said. “The circumstances all point to him. He knew all three victims, he was quickly at the scene of Mrs Forster’s death and he was with Mr Forster shortly before he died. Also, he has a motive for Alfred Holland’s murder. We haven’t found anyone else who comes close to that.”

      “He’s one to keep an eye on, Penny, there’s no doubt about it. We’ll need to be careful that he doesn’t realise we suspect him in case he decides to bolt. Meanwhile, Inspector Bowles in D Division is certain that he’s holding the gang members who broke into the Forsters’ home.”

      “That’s excellent news!”

      “When I last spoke to Bowles they were arranging identity parades for the household staff to attend.”

      “Have you met any of those arrested yet?”

      “Not yet, but I’ll go straight to Marylebone Lane station after we’ve seen Miss Holland and offer Bowles my assistance. Unsurprisingly, most of those arrested are already known to the police.”

      “Mr Mawson might have hired them to carry out the attacks on the Forsters and Mr Holland.”

      “It’s a possibility, but we’re a long way off proving anything. I suspect the gang’s motive was money; they were probably paid to carry out the murders. It’s unlikely they had any personal connection to the victims.”

      “Which reinforces the idea that Mawson hired them.”

      “Either him or someone else.”

      The cab pulled up opposite the large Euston arch.

      “Drummond Street!” called the cabman.

      James paid him and we climbed out.

      “Emma Holland lives at number seven. It’s this one here,” I said as we approached the terraced house.

      The maid I recognised from my previous visit answered the door.

      “Miss ‘Olland ain’t home,” she said, “but if yer leave yer card and a message I’ll pass ’em on, Inspector.”

      “That’s a shame,” said James. “What time are you expecting her home?”

      “She’s stayin’ away overnight. She’ll be back tomorrah.”

      “Thank you. We’ll call back tomorrow,” said James.

      The maid closed the door.

      “How disappointing,” he said, “but it can’t be helped. And waiting another day isn’t the end of the world. Thank you, Penny, for all the work you’ve done so far. It has been invaluable. Would you mind accompanying me on my visit to Miss Holland tomorrow? You seem to be well acquainted with her, and I think your presence will be a great help.”

      “Of course.”

      “Good, then I shall send you a telegram in the morning. In the meantime I’ll go to Marylebone Lane and meet these gang members.”

      “Be careful, James, they don’t sound at all pleasant. They could be the ones who sent you that…” I trailed off, feeling nauseous at the thought of the severed finger.

      “It may well have been them,” he replied. “It’s the sort of thing the ruthless men who join these gangs do. Thankfully, they’re behind bars at the present time, so the worst of it is likely to be over.”

      “I do hope so, James.”

      We held each other’s gaze and he smiled. “Likewise. See you tomorrow, Penny.”
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      “What are your thoughts on the rather disastrous events of yesterday evening, Penelope?”

      Eliza was seated on my bed in her tweed cycling outfit while Tiger hid beneath it. My sister was too loud and overbearing for the cat to feel comfortable in her presence.

      “I think Mr Fox-Stirling was extremely rude to Francis.”

      “He was, wasn’t he? It seems he doesn’t like anyone else to have an opinion as to how the search for Father should be conducted.”

      “Francis didn’t even express much of an opinion; the map alone seemed to cause the man offence.”

      “It did indeed. I hope the disagreement won’t scupper our plans for the search effort.”

      “Francis has every right to withdraw his funding. Mr Fox-Stirling was horribly rude to him.”

      “Do you think he will?”

      “As a matter of fact, I don’t. We discussed the possibility of finding someone to replace Mr Fox-Stirling, but I don’t think Francis will withdraw his money altogether. He remains very keen for the search to go ahead.”

      “We have you to thank for that, Penelope.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “Because of his deep affection for you.”

      I groaned in reply.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I don’t deserve his affection, and I’ve told him so.”

      “You said that to him? Well now the search for Father may truly hang in the balance. You can’t say such things to an admirer, Penelope! What on earth made you say that?”

      “I simply spoke the truth. Francis is an honourable man and I told him that. I respect him too much to deceive him.”

      “What could you possibly wish to deceive him about?”

      “I don’t love him, Ellie.”

      “That’s not so terrible. True love can take time to develop.”

      “So you’ve told me before, but I’m not sure that I believe it.”

      “It happened to me. Besides, it really doesn’t matter that you don’t consider yourself to be in love with him, as he hasn’t asked you to marry him. Or has he?”

      “No, he hasn’t. I told him I have no wish to marry.”

      “Oh Penelope, you didn’t!” Eliza slapped her thigh in indignation. “How could you? I wish I had given you some instruction on how to conduct yourself in conversations like these. You have said all the wrong things.”

      “Wrong according to whom?”

      “It’s just not the done thing. A lady cannot speak her mind in such a fashion. She must show that she’s flattered by his attentions and at least give the chap some hope.”

      “Hope for what?”

      “Marriage.”

      “But I have no wish to marry him, Ellie!”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I’ve already told you, I don’t love him.”

      “Do you really know what love feels like, Penelope? I sincerely hope you’re not expecting the sort of love you read about in poems and novels, because it’s not like that in real life.”

      “I realise that.”

      “So perhaps you love him after all, you just don’t realise it yet. That’s how I felt with George. In fact, it wasn’t until after Fenella was born that I discovered how I truly felt about him.”

      The thought depressed me. “I’m not as naive as you think, Ellie, I’m thirty-five. I’m three years older than you, remember?”

      “And a spinster.”

      “That doesn’t mean I know nothing of love!”

      Eliza gave an exasperated laugh. “I hope you do marry one day, Penelope, because you will look back on this time and realise how little you knew about affairs of the heart.”

      I felt a sudden wrath burning in my chest.

      “Don’t patronise me, Ellie. It’s possible that I know more about it than you and your passionless husband!”

      “Penelope! How dare you —?”

      I ignored my sister’s shocked expression, allowing my words to flow out in anger.

      “I know what it is to love someone with an intensity that cannot be quenched by reason or instruction; a passion beyond my power to control. It’s the type of love I wish did not exist; a passion that can never be requited. Do you know what that feels like? Or do you only know the comfortable acceptance of a rather dull man with whom you’ve been ordained to spend the rest of your days?”

      Eliza rose to her feet. “Don’t you ever speak to me like that —”

      “Why not? You think it perfectly acceptable to discuss my marital status at any time of your choosing. Year in, year out I have had to listen to your views on possible suitors and my incapacity for knowing my own mind. It’s high time I asked you to listen to something similar. Have you ever considered that you didn’t know your own mind when you married George?’

      Eliza’s mouth hung open.

      “Of course you haven’t,” I continued, “because to consider such a thing might lead to an acknowledgement that you made a mistake, and that would be too dreadful for words, wouldn’t it? I pity you being married to a man who yearns to live in a bygone era and refuses to allow his wife to pursue an employment of her own. Have you ever considered the irony of being married to a man who opposes women’s suffrage when it’s one of the biggest causes you champion? Is there anything you and your husband agree on?”

      I stopped when I saw a tear rolling down my sister’s cheek.

      “Ellie, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean… Here.” I dashed over to a drawer, grabbed a clean handkerchief and held it out to her.

      “I’m quite all right, thank you, Penelope. I have my own.” She dabbed at her face with a lace handkerchief, her voice cool. “Have you finished what you wanted to say?”

      “Yes, but I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I was angry and… yesterday evening was difficult, not only because of the dinner but also because Francis hinted at the question of marriage in the hansom cab and I’m really rather tired of discussing it. I didn’t mean those things I said about George. It wasn’t kind of me.”

      “This intense, unrequited love you speak of,” said Eliza. “It’s the inspector, isn’t it?”

      I nodded sheepishly.

      “I knew it,” she said, folding up her handkerchief. “We all knew it. I suspect poor Francis does too.”

      “Which is why I told him he deserves someone better than me.”

      “And you’re right, he does.”

      “I’m not sure why he persists.”

      “Because he loves you, Penelope. And next month Inspector Blakely is to marry someone else. You need to prepare yourself and decide what you’re going to do about it.”
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      “There really is no use in me working on the Forster story any more, sir,” said Edgar as we sat side by side in Mr Sherman’s cluttered office. “Miss Green has journeyed off with it like a speeding express train —”

      “That’s not quite true, Edgar,” I protested. “I was working on the Alfred Holland story when I happened across a connection between him and the Forsters.”

      “And now Blakely’s firmly on the case I have no chance whatsoever, do I? Everyone knows what a close acquaintance the two have.”

      I glanced at the clock on the wall of Mr Sherman’s office. It was almost eleven o’clock and I hadn’t yet heard from James about his proposed meeting at Emma Holland’s home. It was unlike him to be tardy.

      “If I understand you correctly, Fish,” said Mr Sherman, “you’re telling me that you no longer wish to work on the Forster story.”

      “Sir, I don’t want you to consider me an idle fellow. I would gladly keep hold of the Forster story but I’m feeling the effect of Miss Green’s elbows, metaphorically speaking.”

      “You don’t half mince your words, Fish,” said the editor. “What’s your point?”

      “As the Forsters and Holland may now be considered part of the same case it makes sense for me to have the Holland story as well, or for the whole lot to be handed over to her.”

      “By her, you mean Miss Green, I presume.”

      “Yes, sir. Otherwise there will be too much jostling of the elbows between us.”

      “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned elbows, Fish. I get the picture.”

      “Mr Sherman,” I said, “can I please have the story? I have done considerable work on it so far and I’ve also struck up a friendship with Emma Holland, Alfred’s sister. In addition to that I’m on good terms with Mr Mawson, who has become central to this case and have already met with him twice —”

      “I’ve heard enough, Miss Green, you can have the story,” said Mr Sherman brusquely, looking through some papers on his desk as though keen to focus on something else.

      “Really, sir? Oh, thank you!” I felt my heart skip.

      “But sir!” protested Edgar. “What about all the hard work I’ve done on the story?”

      “What hard work, Fish?”

      “I’ve been out and about, as you asked.”

      “That’s the problem, Fish, I had to ask you to do so. You should be able to undertake your work independently. I can’t deny that Miss Green has trodden on your toes on this story, but I can’t fault the woman for going out there and getting the work done.”

      Edgar glared at me and I occupied myself with rubbing at an ink stain on my finger.

      “Go and get on with it, the both of you,” said Mr Sherman.

      I stood to my feet.

      “But what am I to work on instead?” whined Edgar.

      “I need a thousand words on the proposed rescue of General Gordon from Khartoum,” said the editor. “Sink your teeth into that.”

      The speaking tube beside his desk whistled, and Mr Sherman answered it gruffly.

      I returned to the newsroom happy that I could continue with the Forster and Holland stories uninterrupted. I had hoped a telegram from James would have arrived while I was in Mr Sherman’s office, but when I went to the telegraph room and asked the messenger boy if anything had turned up he replied that it had not.

      I returned to my desk and wondered what could have detained James. I thought of our meeting with Mr Mawson and struggled to believe the man had arranged the three murders. No one else was linked to them all as he was. Surely he had played a part in it. Had Mawson sent James the severed finger?

      I was interrupted by a visitor to the newsroom, but it wasn’t the boy from the telegraph room, as I had hoped. It was Emma Holland, and she appeared flustered.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked, trying to guide her toward a chair.

      She shrugged me off, glancing warily at Frederick and Edgar.

      “Shall we speak outside in the corridor?” I suggested.

      She nodded.

      “We’ve been robbed,” she said breathlessly as soon as we were out of earshot. “I’ve just returned from a friend’s house in Hertfordshire having spent the night away from home. Someone has robbed us in the night!”

      I immediately thought of the gang that had targeted the Forsters’ home.

      “I hope nobody has been hurt,” I said.

      “The servants slept through it, but the burglar ransacked my room. I don’t know what would have happened had I been there!” Her hands trembled and fidgeted as she spoke.

      “It’s lucky you weren’t. What has been taken?”

      “Nothing valuable, that’s the strange thing. Whoever it was knew exactly what they were looking for.”

      “What was that?”

      “Alfred’s papers! His diaries and letters are all gone!”

      “Oh no, Emma, that’s terrible!”

      I thought of Mr Mawson. Had James or I mentioned to him that Alfred’s sister had the diaries? I couldn’t recall doing so. James had been keen to coax an admission of guilt from Mr Mawson without giving away too much information.

      “Who knew that you had them?” I asked Emma.

      “That’s the odd thing; hardly anyone!”

      “What about your cousin and her husband?”

      “I mentioned it to them, but only in passing. I hadn’t told my parents.”

      “So your cousin and her husband are the only people you’ve told.”

      “Apart from you, yes!” She wiped a trembling hand across her brow.

      “Would you like to sit down, Emma?”

      “No, I don’t need to sit! Have you told anyone about my brother’s diaries?”

      “Only Inspector Blakely of Scotland Yard. We found a connection between your brother and Mr and Mrs Forster, who were murdered a few weeks ago. We called on you yesterday to discuss it.”

      “Yes, Doris told me.”

      “Inspector Blakely was keen to see the diaries for himself.”

      “What’s the connection between Alfred and the Forsters?”

      “It’s Mr Mawson, the man your brother reported in Ghazipur for altering the forms. Remember?”

      “He knew all three of them?”

      I nodded. “Inspector Blakely and I met him yesterday and he confirmed to us that he had worked with your brother in Ghazipur, and that Alfred had reported him for his misdemeanour.”

      “Then he has to be the one who has taken the diaries!”

      “You would think so, wouldn’t you? However, I’m certain that neither Inspector Blakely nor myself mentioned them to him. That’s what’s so puzzling. I don’t think I’ve mentioned them to anyone apart from Inspector Blakely, and having worked on a few cases with him I trust the man implicitly. Perhaps he let slip to someone about the diaries, but I can’t think who.”

      “It must have been Mr Mawson,” said Emma.

      “He’s the only person I can think of who had a motive for the theft, but I don’t understand how Mr Mawson could have found out about the diaries unless Inspector Blakely went to see him again. That would be highly unlikely. Inspector Blakely had planned to visit you again this morning, Emma; in fact, we had both planned to do so. I’ve been waiting on a telegram from him to confirm a time but I’ve received nothing at all from him, which is highly unusual.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      “I’m sure we can retrieve the diaries. Have you called the police?”

      “Yes, a constable from Holborn Division visited and took down the particulars, though I can’t say that he’s treating it as a great emergency seeing as my jewellery and other valuables were left undisturbed. He didn’t appear to think the theft of a few diaries was anything to worry about!”

      “Whoever took them must be trying to suppress their contents,” I said.

      “It could be the same person who wished to silence Alfred!”

      “It could well be.”

      Emma gave a shiver and began to pace the floor. “It frightens me to think that the man who killed Alfred may have been in my house! As soon as I discovered the burglary this morning I went out and bought a revolver. I have no wish to be murdered in my home like Mrs Forster. If anyone breaks into my house again they’ll pay for it with their life!”

      “Please be careful, Emma,” I said. The thought of her wielding a gun while in a heightened emotional state worried me. “You need to make the police at Holborn aware of how significant this burglary is. They need to speak to the detectives working on the case across the different divisions. Better still, they need to speak to Inspector Blakely. I’ll send him a telegram right away.”
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      I tried to work in the reading room that afternoon but found it difficult to concentrate. Who had stolen Alfred Holland’s diaries? And why had I heard nothing from James? Emma had gone to Tottenham Court Road police station to explain to the inspector there about the possible connection between the theft and her brother’s murder.

      There was something meek and reserved about Francis’ manner as he approached, as if he felt embarrassed about our conversation in the cab a few evenings previously. I fixed a smile on my face and tried to pretend that it hadn’t occurred.

      “I wonder if I’ve been a bit uncharitable about Mr Fox-Stirling,” he whispered to me. “Although I’m keen to do what I can in the search for your father I understand, on reflection, why he might see my enthusiasm as interference. The old dog is rather set in his ways, I suppose.”

      He brushed his sandy hair away from his spectacles and the heated conversation with Eliza came back to my mind. Was it possible that I could ever find Francis attractive enough to marry him? I pushed the thought away and concentrated on the conversation.

      “I don’t think you’ve been at all uncharitable,” I replied. “I think your anger was quite justified. Eliza isn’t particularly happy with him either, but until we can find someone more suitable I suppose we’re stuck with the chap.”

      Francis sighed. “Yes, I suppose we are for now. Perhaps all explorers are difficult to work with. They’re accustomed to relying on their own resources and abilities without much help from others, and they’re accustomed to making their own decisions.”

      “Perhaps my father was equally cantankerous to work with,” I suggested.

      “Surely not.”

      “I cannot pretend that he was perfect, Francis. These men have difficult decisions to make when they’re on their adventures.”

      I thought of the massacre Father had been caught up in when he had been forced to defend himself. I had read about the event in his diaries and it still made me uncomfortable; so uncomfortable, in fact, that the only person I’d discussed it with was Eliza.

      I glanced toward the door, hoping James might suddenly make an appearance as he had so often done in the past.

      “Is something bothering you, Penny?” Francis asked. He was quite astute in noticing when something was troubling me.

      “Do you remember researching a man named Mr Mawson for me?” I asked.

      He nodded in reply.

      “I think he may be a murderer.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, I’ve discovered that he had a grievance with Alfred Holland, the poor chap who was shot in Limehouse. And he also knew the Forsters. He was the man I saw hanging about after Mrs Forster’s death. And now Alfred Holland’s diaries have gone missing.”

      “From where?”

      “They were stolen from the house of his sister, Emma Holland. She was trying to find out who might have borne him a grudge, and we discovered that Mr Mawson received a mention. I shall have to explain it all to you in detail at a later date. Suffice to say that after Inspector Blakely spoke to Mr Mawson the diaries were stolen. To make matters more frustrating the Holborn police aren’t treating the theft as a serious crime because they’re not fully aware of the circumstances. I’ve been trying to contact James but I’ve heard nothing from him. I may need to march down to Scotland Yard to find him.”

      I noticed Francis’ face darken at the mention of James.

      “Presumably he’s busy working on the case.”

      “I suppose he must be. He was meeting yesterday with suspected gang members who were arrested on suspicion of burgling the Forsters’ home. The trouble is, he received something horribly threatening and macabre in a package and I cannot help but worry about him.”

      “I’m sure there’s no need to worry about Blakely. He can look after himself.”

      “But why have I not heard from him?”

      “Why should you have heard from him? He’s clearly busy with his detective work, and something unexpected must have cropped up. Isn’t that what happens with detectives? There’s always something unexpected.”

      “I suppose that’s the nature of his work.”

      “Perhaps he has arrested Mr Mawson.”

      “Yes, that’s a good point, perhaps he has. Something needs to be done about the man. He’s clearly more dangerous than he first appeared.”

      Discussing the matter with Francis had convinced me that Mawson was behind the murders, and that the theft of Alfred Holland’s diaries was an attempt to cover up any further revelations.

      “Might your conversation be carried out elsewhere?” a man with large ears sitting nearby whispered. “I’d have thought a clerk of the reading room would know better than to chatter away and disturb the work of others.”

      Ordinarily, Francis would have apologised to the man, but instead he glared at him. “I hope to see you again soon, Penny,” he said before returning to his work.

      I also glared at the man, then looked down at my notes, but my mind refused to concentrate. I knew Francis was probably right in saying that James hadn’t been in touch because he was so busy with the case, but I couldn’t help but wonder what was happening. Had Mawson been arrested? Had the Holborn police recognised the significance of the burglary at Emma Holland’s home?

      I gave up trying to work and packed the papers into my carpet bag. It was no use trying to stay away; I would have to go down to Scotland Yard. My mind would find no rest until I knew exactly what was taking place.

      

      I hailed a cab on Great Russell Street. It was a brisk twenty-minute walk down Charing Cross Road to Whitehall, but a cab could manage the journey in ten. When we reached Trafalgar Square the traffic became heavier and I could hear my cab driver hollering to those around him, a sure sign that they were getting in one another’s way.

      As the cab tried to push its way through Trafalgar Square I began to feel sorry for the poor horse being urged to barge its way into the narrow gaps between vehicles. After a few minutes it shook its head and refused to budge, causing the cabman to lose his temper.

      I pushed open the hatch in the roof. “I’ll walk from here!” I called up to him.

      Once I had paid my fare I stepped out of the cab and tried my best to avoid the mass of hooves and wheels as I scampered toward Northumberland Avenue. The traffic wasn’t usually so bad and I began to wonder whether something had occurred. Was this why James had yet to make contact with me?

      I was about to walk down Northumberland Avenue to Scotland Yard when I saw a group of people in earnest discussion outside the bank on the corner. By this stage I had a strong sense that something wasn’t quite right.

      “Excuse me,” I said to a man in a top hat, “has something happened? It seems unusually busy around here.”

      “I heard there’s been a murder,” he replied.

      I felt a lurch in my chest. “Where?”

      “Down that way, apparently,” he said, pointing in the direction of Whitehall. “I hope it’s nobody important; all the government buildings are down there. It might have been an assassination!”

      “I shall go and find out,” I said.

      The traffic stood still at the top of Whitehall and crowds filled the pavement. I pushed my way through, shouting out that I was a press reporter. James was somewhere within the crowd, I felt sure of it.

      Then a terrible thought struck me and the image of a severed finger came to mind. Could James have been the victim of a fatal attack?
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      I pushed through the Whitehall crowds with a renewed sense of urgency. I felt nauseous and tried to slow my quick, shallow breathing as I reassured myself that James could not have come to any harm. The crowds were even thicker around Downing Street, where enterprising street hawkers were trying to sell watercress, apples and song sheets. I was pushed and shoved in all directions.

      “Let me through!” I shouted. “Press!”

      Most people moved aside when I asked, though a few were upset by my shouting in their ears.

      Just beyond Downing Street were the enormous stone buildings housing the Colonial Office, Foreign Office, Home Office and India Office, but before I could reach them a line of police constables blocked my way.

      “Miss Green, Morning Express!” I called to them, brandishing my card. “I need to speak to Inspector Blakely of Scotland Yard!” I had learned that offering constables a specific name was more likely to give me a passage through, but on this occasion I received only blank expressions in reply.

      “What’s happened?” I asked.

      There was no response from the constables.

      “Someone’s been murdered!” a woman said to me.

      “But who?” I asked.

      She shrugged.

      I managed to shove my way along the police line, hoping I might find a constable who was more receptive. This time I decided to shout out the name of a more senior officer.

      “I’m here to see Chief Inspector Cullen!” I shouted at a constable, thrusting my card at him. To my surprise, he let me straight through.

      There was an eerie lull beyond the police cordon. The government buildings loomed in front of me and I realised I had no idea where I was going. I strode purposefully along Charles Street, wary that if I appeared vague in my intentions I would be asked to leave.

      Where was Chief Inspector Cullen? And more importantly, where was James?

      As I walked toward the side entrance to the building I grew increasingly convinced that this incident had something to do with Mr Mawson. Had something gone wrong when James attempted to arrest him? I shuddered at the thought. My breath felt shaky as I reached the entrance.

      The constable standing guard had clearly decided there was no need to trouble me as I had already been allowed through the cordon. I explained who I was, regardless, and he nodded me on through the archway which led to the quadrant at the centre of the building. As I emerged from the archway I saw a group of figures in the middle of the sunlit, gravelled courtyard.

      I stopped sharply when I saw a dark blanket covering something on the ground.

      Where was James? My heart thudded heavily in my chest. I glanced at each man in turn but there was no sign of him. I looked again at the bundle on the ground. I felt sure it was the body of a man. But it couldn’t be James. Surely it wasn’t James.

      A sudden panic seized me, and I struggled to breathe. I wanted to run over to them shouting for him. Was he dead? Why had no one noticed me?

      A dreadful sickening sensation rose up from my stomach and I began to feel faint. For a moment I felt doomed to stand there for the rest of my days just watching and waiting, never quite certain whether the most unimaginable tragedy had struck or not.

      “James!” His name left my lips before I had time to think about what I was saying. The men turned to stare at me, but James’ face wasn’t among them. A man began walking toward me, and I could see from the thick grey moustache and spectacles that it was Chief Inspector Cullen.

      “Miss Green.” His voice seemed distant.

      My eyes were drawn to the bundle again.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked as he reached my side. “How did you even get in here?”

      “I came to see James,” I said, still staring at the dreadful tableau in front of me.

      “He’s not here,” he replied.

      I turned to look at him, not yet able to feel relief.

      “It’s your chap Mawson beneath that blanket,” he said.

      “And James?”

      “He’s not here, Miss Green! But Mawson is dead; someone’s taken a knife to him. Such a messy business.”

      He seemed bemused by my confused state. “Get your notebook out and write down the details. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      I nodded and did as he suggested.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 45

          

        

      

    

    
      “There isn’t much I can say about the assailant,” said the uniformed man who usually guarded the door at the India Office. His name was Mr Finch, and Mr Mawson’s attacker had spoken to him shortly before the stabbing.

      “He was a young, smart-looking man wearing a dark suit and a bowler hat,” he continued. “He was presentable and reasonably well-spoken. I had no idea he was carrying a weapon; none at all! If only I’d known I could have stopped him. We check for weapons when it’s someone important they come to see, but on this occasion there was nothing to rouse my suspicions. To think I could have done something to prevent this!”

      “What happened when Mr Mawson arrived?” I asked.

      “The young man suggested they walk for a short while outside because there was something he wished to speak to Mawson about.”

      “Do you think Mr Mawson knew the man?”

      “He didn’t seem to from what I could glean.”

      “Chief Inspector Cullen tells me the man left a card with you, but he suspects that it bears a false name.”

      “That’s correct. The card contains the name Edward Brown and there’s an address on it, too. I’ve no doubt police officers are visiting the address as we speak, but it may be false. A murderer is hardly likely to leave his personal details at the scene of a crime, is he?”

      “Did you hear any of the conversation between the two men?”

      “None whatsoever. My impression is that it was a professional conversation rather than a personal one. A short while after they walked through that door over there I heard a cry from outside. Usually it’s quite peaceful here, so I was quick to step outside and that’s when I saw the attacker landing the last of his blows and running away. Poor Mr Mawson was lying on the ground, and initially I thought he had been struck by the man’s fist. As I got closer I saw the blood and realised a weapon must have been used. Mr Mawson was still conscious at that time and I was torn between tending to him and chasing after the culprit.

      “I called out for help and as soon as my colleague Mr Haynes joined me I ran out onto Charles Street. There was no sign of the man by then. He may have turned right and run into St James’s Park or left and out onto Whitehall. Either way would have been a decent escape route, and I regret that I was unable to catch him. I ran into the park first, surmising at the time that he would choose that path as it would offer him more places to hide. Unfortunately, there was no sign of him. He had either successfully hidden or made his getaway.

      “I summoned the park keeper at his lodge on Birdcage Walk and he helped search for the man in the park, entreating a few other men to do the same. We summoned officers down at King Street police station as well as several inspectors at Scotland Yard. To think that this terrible attack took place only a short distance from the Yard! And there’s a police station just over the road!”

      The mention of the Yard reminded me of James. I still hadn’t been able to ascertain where he was.

      “Thank you, Mr Finch,” I said, “you’ve been most helpful. Please accept my condolences on the sad death of your colleague.”

      “Thank you, Miss Green. I’ve worked here for twelve years and never have I encountered anything like this. It’s truly dreadful.”

      

      I returned to the quadrant, where Mr Mawson’s body had been placed into a removal shell and was being loaded into a carriage to be taken away to the mortuary. I approached Chief Inspector Cullen, who was overseeing the proceedings.

      “This is something to do with the murder of the Forsters, isn’t it?” I said. “And the murder of Mr Holland. James and I spoke to Mr Mawson just yesterday, and he admitted to knowing Mr Holland. In fact, I had wondered whether he was the murderer himself. Then Alfred Holland’s diaries were stolen last night and I was convinced Mr Mawson was behind that as well. Perhaps he was.”

      Chief Inspector Cullen scowled. “Your mind runs along at a great pace, Miss Green. I can’t really keep track of what you’re saying.”

      “But don’t you see how all of this links together?”

      “I believe so, but I’ll need to have a proper read of the case file to understand the ins and outs of it all.”

      “The burglary at the home of Alfred Holland’s sister Emma needs to be properly investigated,” I said. “It sounds as though the police at Holborn aren’t taking it seriously because they don’t understand the wider implications. The man or men who burgled her home must be linked to those who murdered her brother. Otherwise, why would they steal his diaries? Barely anyone knew she was in possession of them, so that will narrow down the suspects considerably.”

      “You’ve lost me once again, Miss Green. I shall have to return to the Yard and read everything through before reaching any conclusions.”

      “But it’s important to move quickly! Who knows when these men will strike again, Chief Inspector? I thought a number of them were already in custody as James was due to speak to them at Marylebone Lane station yesterday. Yet there has been a burglary and a murder since then! So who is behind this, and why?”

      “It’s a complicated case, Miss Green,” the senior officer said, refusing to comment further as he lit his pipe.

      We watched as the carriage left the quadrant and some members of staff from the India Office came out with buckets and mops to clean the ground.

      “Where’s James?” I asked. “He should be here.”

      “I don’t know. He’s clearly been detained with another aspect of the case. It’s quite frustrating, really, as we could have done with having him here.”

      “Have you seen him at all today?”

      “No.”

      “It’s important that he’s told what has happened as soon as possible. As I’ve said, we met with Mr Mawson only yesterday and this turn of events changes everything. He must also be informed of the burglary.”

      “I shall update him as soon as he returns to the Yard.”

      As Chief Inspector Cullen puffed on his pipe again his lack of urgency concerned me. Beyond the walls of the government offices and the police cordon hundreds of people were clamouring for news of the murder. It was my job to return to the Morning Express offices and write the story for tomorrow’s edition, but instead I was detained here, trying to compel the man to act. It seemed an odd situation to find myself in. Did he really plan to update James when he returned? I felt sure he would, but his lackadaisical manner was cause for concern.

      “You will tell James everything when he returns later, won’t you?” I asked. “I should be happy to do so myself. If I only knew where he was I’d go and find him this very instant.”

      “Haven’t you a news article to write, Miss Green?”

      “Yes, I have.”

      “If I were you I’d go and get on with that.”
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      The thick-set form of Inspector Bowles strode into the wood-panelled waiting room at Marylebone Lane police station.

      “Hello again, Miss Green.”

      I asked him about the gang and his left eye drifted over my shoulder as he told me he was confident all of its members had been arrested and would be up at Marylebone Police Court the following day.

      “Did Inspector Blakely meet with them yesterday?” I asked.

      “Yes, he assisted me with some of the interviews.”

      “And today?”

      “No, not today.”

      “Have you seen him today?”

      “I haven’t, no.”

      I felt a cold sensation grip my heart. Something wasn’t right.

      “I’ve been trying to make contact with Inspector Blakely all day and have been unable to find him,” I said shakily. “I assumed he was here with you.”

      “I haven’t seen him since yesterday afternoon.”

      “Did he tell you what his plans were once you had concluded the interviews?”

      “Not in any great detail. He explained to me about the chap who knew the Forsters and the unfortunate individual who was shot inside the opium den.”

      “Did you realise that first chap was murdered today?”

      “Was he indeed? I heard there had been a murder in Whitehall but I wasn’t aware of the fellow’s identity. Goodness! That’s rather perturbing.”

      “I don’t know whether Inspector Blakely knows about it yet. He seems to have completely vanished.”

      “He explained something to me about diaries. They belonged to the opium den fellow, is that right?”

      “Yes, and they’ve been stolen, but I’m not sure Inspector Blakely knows about that yet either. So much has happened and he’s the only one who can pull all these strands together, but he’s nowhere to be found! I’m beginning to worry.”

      “I’m sure there’s no need, Miss Green.”

      “But he received a threat! Did he not mention that to you?”

      “No, he didn’t, but a threat isn’t unusual in our line of work.”

      “This one was… Perhaps he’ll tell you more about it himself. These men you’ve arrested were hired by someone to burgle the Forsters’ home and then kill them, weren’t they?”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “Who could it be?”

      “They haven’t been forthcoming, but we’ll get it out of them before long.”

      “For a short while I wondered whether it could have been Mr Mawson, but now that he’s been murdered I’m beginning to doubt it.”

      “Perhaps it was and someone has exacted their revenge on him. We’ll get to the bottom of it, just you wait.”

      “I hope so, but it’s difficult to see how at the moment. Your division is working on the murder of Mrs Forster, C Division is investigating Mr Forster’s murder, K Division is looking after the Holland investigation and A Division is now involved in the murder of Mr Mawson. Not to mention E Division, which is looking into the theft of Alfred Holland’s diaries. It’s becoming incredibly complicated!”

      “You’re right when you say that we need Inspector Blakely to pull it all together.”

      “And he’s nowhere to be found! These men you’re holding, do they have accomplices who may still be at large?”

      “It’s highly likely they do, Miss Green.”

      I shuddered. “Where are they from?”

      “From?”

      “Where do they live? Gangs usually have a territory.”

      “I don’t believe it’s that sort of gang, Miss Green. This is simply a band of miscreants which commits burglaries and possibly far worse atrocities. Its members are not precious about territory.”

      “But you must have taken down their names and addresses.”

      “I have done, yes, and most of them are from the East End.”

      “Specifically?”

      “Spitalfields, mainly, and a few from Whitechapel.”

      “Is that where you found them?”

      “Whitechapel’s H Division found them there. They have been known to the police for some time. A description of the gang had been circulated to all divisions; I believe Inspector Blakely did that. H Division picked them up in and around Commercial Street.”

      “Could they have sent a message to their accomplices after you had arrested them?”

      “I would highly doubt it.”

      “Who has visited them?”

      “Their lawyers and a few family members.”

      “They could have passed messages on to their accomplices using any of those people! Suppose they ordered someone to hunt down Inspector Blakely yesterday?”

      “I consider it extremely unlikely.”

      “Extremely unlikely, but not impossible.”

      “It wouldn’t happen.”

      “But it’s not impossible, is it?”

      “I suppose it isn’t impossible, no.”

      “So there’s a chance that a member of this gang you’ve arrested could have sent a message to an accomplice to take care of Inspector Blakely?”

      “I’ve never known it happen before.”

      “But it could have, couldn’t it?”

      “Please stop worrying, Miss Green, I’m sure Inspector Blakely is absolutely fine.”

      

      I left the police station and walked along Oxford Street toward Regent Circus in a despondent mood. Should I visit James’ home and check in on him? I desperately wanted to but feared another frosty reception from Charlotte and her mother.

      Perhaps the reason for his absence was a personal one, I mused, feeling a brief glimmer of hope that the wedding had been called off and James had been facing the aftermath of that decision. Then I felt concerned that perhaps something had happened to a friend or relative and taken him away from London. I felt sure that James’ absence had to be personal, and that he would contact me as soon as he was able to. I took comfort from the fact that his colleagues didn’t seem a bit concerned about him.

      I hailed an omnibus and began my journey home, reassuring myself that James couldn’t have possibly come to any harm. My mind returned to the puzzle of Mawson’s death. Who had wanted him dead, and why? Had he taken Alfred Holland’s diaries or had someone else done so?

      

      “You have a visitor, Miss Green,” Mrs Garnett said as soon as I stepped in through the front door. “She’s been here a while and is waiting for you in the parlour.”

      “Miss Holland?” I asked as we walked toward the back of the house. “Has something else happened?”

      “No. Who’s she? What’s happened?”

      “Forget that I mentioned her. Who is this visitor?”

      “A lady by the name of Miss Jenkins.”

      The name initially meant nothing to me. As we stepped through the door of the parlour I desperately tried to think of a connection between her and the Forsters, or with Alfred Holland.

      A fair-haired woman with a wide, apple-cheeked face gave me a muted greeting as I entered the room.

      It was James’ fiancée, Charlotte.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 47

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte and I held each other’s gaze, the same question resting on our lips.

      “Have you —?”

      “No, have you?”

      “No.”

      “He’s been missing since yesterday evening!” cried Charlotte. “I just know that something terrible has happened to him!” She clutched a damp handkerchief in one hand.

      I sat down at the table across from her. “I’m worried too, but there must be an explanation. I’ve been looking for him today, and if it’s any consolation his colleagues aren’t particularly concerned. They all seem to think he’s busy working on the case somewhere.”

      “But he always gets in touch!”

      “You’re right, he does. I was due to meet him this morning to visit the sister of one of the murder victims but heard nothing from him. I’m sure he’s all right, though.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I wish to remain hopeful.” I thought of the severed finger and realised how unconvincing my words sounded.

      “So what do we do?” asked Charlotte. “I’ve called at the police station closest to his home, but I’m not sure what they’ll do. James is the police!”

      “I’m sure there must be something we can do.” I had no idea what, and found myself wondering why I was attempting to reassure Charlotte when I was just as worried about James myself.

      “How does an officer of the law simply vanish?” asked Mrs Garnett. “Perhaps he has been kidnapped.”

      Charlotte’s face crumpled.

      “We don’t know, Mrs Garnett,” I said, “and we need to be careful about idle speculation. There’s no use in frightening ourselves with unlikely possibilities.”

      “But she might be right!” said Charlotte.

      “And she might be wrong,” I replied. “When did you last see James?”

      “The day before yesterday. He was supposed to take the train down to Croydon yesterday evening to discuss our meeting with the vicar of St John the Baptist church, as we’re meeting him this Saturday. It’s only five weeks until our wedding!”

      “Yes, I know. But he didn’t come down to Croydon?”

      “No, he didn’t turn up! I assumed his work had detained him, but he always sends a telegram when that happens and we received nothing. I sent him one this morning and I must confess that it was rather a scolding note, which I bitterly regret because it now appears as though something has happened to him. I didn’t realise, you see. I thought he had forgotten all about our arrangement, but he never forgets things like that as a general rule.”

      “Something has detained him, there’s no doubt about that,” I said. “But let’s not assume that it’s anything awful. Where have you looked for him today?”

      “I called at his home and there was no answer. I spoke to his neighbours and they hadn’t seen him all day. I called at the police station in St John’s Wood and then at Scotland Yard, but there wasn’t really anyone at the Yard to speak to. They were all involved with a murder that had happened close by, apparently.”

      “That’s right, it was Charles Mawson. I managed to get to the murder scene, but James wasn’t there. I asked Chief Inspector Cullen if he had seen him but he hadn’t.”

      “I’ve sent telegrams to all his family and friends,” said Charlotte, “and no one has heard anything from him.”

      I felt a sickening turn in my stomach once again.

      “And then I thought I’d come and see you,” continued Charlotte. “James had told me you lived in Milton Street, so I knocked on a good number of doors before I found you. I had hoped you would know something, but I see that you’re also worried about him and now I’m exceptionally concerned. Where is he? How can he have simply disappeared?”

      “There must be an explanation,” I said, aware that I was stating the obvious. “And we will find him.”

      “But how?”

      “I don’t know yet, Miss Jenkins.”

      “Don’t worry about formality at a time like this. Call me Charlotte.”

      My mind turned over and over. I couldn’t think where to begin looking for James.

      “Where do his parents live?” I asked.

      “Wembley. They replied to my telegram saying they hadn’t heard from him, and now they’re also concerned about his whereabouts. I didn’t want to trouble them because I knew they would worry.”

      “And you went to the police station?”

      “Yes, the one on New Street near James’ home. They told me they’d look out for him, but we need more than that, don’t we? We need someone to search for him. What if he’s in the river?”

      My stomach turned once more. “No, he couldn’t be. It’s impossible.”

      “He could have fallen in, or perhaps someone pushed him! It would take days to find him if so. Perhaps he’ll be washed up at Wapping or Rotherhithe. He told me that’s where many of them end up, at the bend in the river.”

      “Don’t talk like that!” I snapped, startling myself with the sharpness of my voice.

      Charlotte was silent and wide-eyed.

      “You mustn’t think like that,” I said soothingly. “Please don’t do it. It’s too upsetting to even consider. I’m sure we can find him, and don’t forget that he usually has his revolver with him, so he can defend himself. We may be worrying unduly; he might simply have got caught up in a tricky aspect of a case he’s been investigating. He’ll turn up safe and sound overnight, and then all this worry will have been for nothing.”

      “Perhaps he’s having second thoughts,” suggested Charlotte.

      “About what?”

      “About the wedding.”

      “No, I’m sure that he isn’t.”

      “Perhaps he no longer wishes to marry me and has taken himself away so the wedding has to be called off. Perhaps he didn’t know how to break the news to me so he’s run away to hide somewhere!”

      It was a thought I briefly consoled myself with, and I felt a pang of guilt for doing so.

      “Nonsense, Charlotte, he would never do such a thing. It’s getting quite late in the evening now, so let’s just hope that he isn’t missing for a second night. I think you should return to your parents’ home in Croydon, and I’m sure he will send word there as soon as he can.”

      “And what if he doesn’t?”

      “Then tomorrow we must begin our search in earnest. I don’t quite know where to begin, but I’ll have a think about it this evening. Perhaps you could consider anyone else we might be able to contact.”

      “I will.” Charlotte nodded her head and then began to sob.

      For a moment I watched her, unsure what to do.

      I had grown to dislike this woman who constantly kept me and James apart, but I had only met her twice before and I didn’t know her personally at all. In front of me now I saw a woman crying for the man I loved.

      I felt a lump rise into my throat. I wanted to cry like Charlotte but I couldn’t. Her tears were permitted because James was her fiancé, while any tears of mine would need to be shed in private. Seeing how desperately upset she was, I got up from my chair and rested an arm across her shoulders.

      “James wouldn’t want you to be sad like this,” I said. “I know it feels as though you haven’t heard from him in a long while, but in reality it’s only been twenty-four hours. I feel certain that you’ll hear from him soon. Come now, you should be at home. Would you like me to accompany you?”

      I struggled to believe I had just offered to accompany Charlotte all the way to Croydon.

      “No, I’ll be fine.” She wiped her face.

      “Which train station will you travel from?”

      “London Bridge.”

      “At least allow me to accompany you there.”

      “I shall be fine, thank you Penny, I’ll travel there by cab. It will be quite quick from here.” She dried away the last of her tears.

      “Would you like a spoonful of Dr Cobbold’s Remedy?” asked Mrs Garnett, who had been fidgeting with some vases behind me in a bid to overhear our conversation.

      “No, thank you. I shall be all right.”

      “A wise decision,” I said to Charlotte. “It’s rather unpleasant.”

      “But it works!” said Mrs Garnett indignantly.

      “Let’s go and find a cab,” I said. “You don’t want to leave it too late.”

      By the time Charlotte and I stepped out onto Milton Street she was quite composed. The sun hung low in the sky.

      “Thank you, Penny.” She stood slightly shorter than me, her eyes wide and blue. “I never thought I’d… I don’t know if this is the right thing to say or not, but I never thought I would encounter you in this way. James has spoken about you a great deal and I admit there have been times when I… when I would rather not have heard about you. I hope you’re not offended by my words.”

      “Not at all,” I said quickly, wishing to put her at ease. I held out my hand for a passing hansom cab, which stopped close by.

      “Thank you. And thank you for being so kind to me this evening. I’m sorry I got so upset about all this.”

      “It’s completely understandable, Charlotte. It would only have been a matter of time before I’d come calling at your door. I’m pleased we’ve been able to share our concerns with each other, and although I don’t know what’s happened to James I feel sure that he will be all right.”

      “Oh, I hope so, Penny. Thank you again.”

      She climbed into the cab.

      “Send me a telegram if you hear from him,” I said, “either to my home or to the Morning Express offices.”

      “I will do. Let me give you my address,” she said, opening her bag. She pulled out a card and handed it to me. “You can send a telegram to my parents’ home.”

      “Thank you, Charlotte. Have a safe journey home, and hopefully we’ll receive good news tomorrow.”

      “I hope so.” She waved as the cab pulled away and I felt guilty about my duplicity. I had done what I could to comfort her, yet the poor woman had no idea how I truly felt about her future husband.
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      Although the reassurances I had given Charlotte were heartfelt I could find no comfort in them that night. I lay awake in bed and then sat at my writing desk with the curtains open so I could watch the stars twinkle above London. It was a warm, restless night. Tiger prowled in and out through the window and I tried to imagine every possible scenario to account for James’ disappearance.

      I prayed that all my worry was in vain, and that I would receive a telegram from either James or Charlotte in the morning to tell me he was safe. It was the only possible outcome I could bear to consider.

      But what if no telegram arrived? What was I to do if there was still no news of him by midday? Could I endure another day of not knowing what had happened? The longer he was missing the more likely it was that he had come to serious harm.

      Images of the severed finger sprang to mind, and as I tried to push the thought away Charlotte’s voice came into my head: Perhaps he’ll be washed up at Wapping or Rotherhithe. He told me that’s where many of them end up, at the bend in the river.

      I decided to make myself a cup of cocoa, pacing my room while I waited for the water to boil. I felt exhausted as my mind swung uncontrollably between thoughts of hope and deep anguish.

      I had to do something to find James, but where could I start?

      Once I had made my cocoa I sat at my desk and readied myself with a pen and paper. The only useful thing I could manage was to begin writing everything down.

      I sipped at the warm, sweet cocoa and a sense of calm descended upon me. I had to make the most of the moment to write my thoughts down before the next wave of panic set in.

      Was James’ disappearance associated with the case he was investigating? That seemed like a safe assumption.

      The murder of Mrs Forster had been carried out by a gang, some members of which were now in custody at Marylebone Lane police station. James had spoken to them on the day of his disappearance and had failed to keep his appointment with Charlotte that evening in Croydon. I felt sure the gang had accomplices who were still at large, and the possibility that the gang had ordered an attack on James was possible, despite Inspector Bowles considering it unlikely.

      There was a remarkable similarity between the murders of Mr Forster and Mr Mawson. Both men had been stabbed in a public location. Mr Mawson’s killer had deliberately sought him out at the opium den and Mr Forster’s killer had done likewise at the East India Club. Could the same man have carried out both murders, and did he have a connection to the gang who were already in custody?

      If it was the same killer I had to assume that he knew the gang because Mr Forster’s murder had presumably been planned alongside Mrs Forster’s. The gang had failed to find Mr Forster on that first fateful evening, so an accomplice had been sent after him. If that same accomplice had killed Mr Mawson he was still at large and might have harmed James. I shivered at the thought.

      The day before James’ disappearance we had met with Mr Mawson, who had only realised at the end of our meeting that he might be considered a suspect in the murder of Mr Holland. Had he become so concerned by the idea of James suspecting him that he had ordered someone to attack him? If he had ordered an attack on Mr Holland it was likely he would do the same to James. But if so, why was Mr Mawson now dead?

      I felt convinced that Mr Mawson had arranged the theft of Mr Holland’s diaries, as there was no doubt that they contained incriminating accounts of his time in Ghazipur. But I still couldn’t recall us having mentioned Mr Holland’s diaries to him.

      So who actually knew about the diaries?

      Emma Holland had shown me one in the newsroom. I recalled that Edgar and Frederick had scarpered by that point, but questioned whether my memory was accurate. I could remember her showing me the mention of Charles Mawson and felt sure that at that time we had been the only two people in the newsroom. But had Edgar or Frederick somehow overheard us and told someone about the diary? If they had, why?

      The only other occasion on which I could recall discussing the diaries with Emma was in the tea room at Anderton’s Hotel. It was there that she had first told me about their existence and I had advised her to read them. It was possible that someone had overheard us, but who? Surely no one had expected to see us there as our meeting had been quite spontaneous.

      Emma had told me that her cousin and her cousin’s husband also knew about the diaries, but the chances of this knowledge reaching the ears of an unscrupulous person seemed slim. Perhaps Emma had told someone else about the diaries. Or perhaps James had mentioned them to the gang at Marylebone Lane police station.

      As I wrote all this down and drew lines connecting the names and times I began to feel even more confused. What I saw on the paper before me was a tangled web, and somehow James was caught up in it.

      I sat back in my chair feeling defeated. There had been four murders, one disappearance and a burglary. I was trying to make sense of it all but was getting nowhere.

      I saw a faint glow above the rooftops on the horizon as the summer sun heralded the start of a new day. Was James safe? Would I see him today?

      I couldn’t sit around waiting for him; I had to do something. All I could think to do was pay a visit to Scotland Yard and find out whether his colleagues had any idea of his whereabouts.

      During my last visit to the Yard Chief Inspector Cullen had begun to show some interest in the case. I recalled him smoking his pipe as I told him about Charles Mawson, and how he had known the Forsters and Holland. The chief inspector had raised an eyebrow when I mentioned Alfred Holland’s diary.

      That was something I’d forgotten. I had told Cullen about the diary.

      Could a senior detective at Scotland Yard be behind the theft of Alfred Holland’s diaries?
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      I left home that morning having received no reassuring telegram from Charlotte. My heart felt heavy and I imagined hers feeling much the same. I travelled by underground railway from Moorgate to Westminster Bridge and arrived at Scotland Yard shortly before nine o’clock.

      As I climbed the stairs to James’ office I hoped beyond hope that he would be sitting at his desk. When I walked into the office I could barely bring myself to look at his empty chair. A chill ran through me.

      Chief Inspector Cullen didn’t seem remotely surprised to see me.

      “Inspector Raynes is looking after the Mawson murder,” he said, leafing through some papers. “You’ll need to speak to him about the details.”

      “Thank you, sir, I will do,” I replied. “Have you heard from Inspector Blakely?”

      He glanced at the empty desk. “No, not yet. We’re looking into it.”

      “What are you doing about his disappearance? What do you think has happened to him?”

      “I really don’t know, Miss Green. The chap must have been caught up in some bother.”

      “Do you know what sort of bother?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Because as far as I knew he was busy working on the Forster case. What else might he have got himself caught up in?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to establish.”

      “You know about the severed finger, don’t you?”

      “Yes, we know all about that.”

      “It was presumably sent to him as a warning, and now the person who sent it appears to have gone one step further.”

      “It may not be that simple.”

      “None of it is simple, Chief Inspector!”

      “There’s no need to be curt with me.”

      “I didn’t sleep last night, and yesterday evening Inspector Blakely’s fiancée Charlotte visited me. She’s terribly distraught about his disappearance, as are his parents. He’s supposed to be getting married in five weeks’ time! Everyone is beside themselves with worry.”

      “I’m sure they are, Miss Green. Inspector Blakely’s colleagues are also concerned, and I’m a little bothered that one of my best detectives has not been seen for almost two days.”

      “What exactly are you doing about it?”

      He sighed and regarded me over the rims of his spectacles. “We’re looking into it, as I’ve already explained. It’s unfortunate timing as we’ve had a sequence of horrendous murders, not least the dreadful business at the India Office yesterday.”

      “But surely the same people are behind all these tragic events?”

      “Are they? That seems rather a grand assumption to make, Miss Green. It’s not how we approach things here at the Yard.”

      “Why should someone wish to steal Alfred Holland’s diaries?”

      Chief Inspector Cullen shook his head as if he had just been boxed about the ears. “They’ve been stolen, have they?”

      “Yes!” I went on to explain how Emma Holland’s home had been burgled.

      “I see,” he said when I had finished giving my explanation. I detected a slight smile beneath his thick moustache. “Perhaps Blakely has made off with them!”

      “Is that supposed to be a joke?” I snapped.

      “It was to begin with, but on reflection it’s an interesting thought. We know that he wanted to read the diaries, and it must have been frustrating for him to discover that Emma Holland was not at home when you called there together. So instead of going to meet his fiancée that evening he hatched a plan to break into Miss Holland’s home and steal the diaries. Having successfully carried off the theft he has chosen to lay low for a few days.”

      “James would never do anything like that!” I said scornfully.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know James. He wouldn’t break into a house and frighten people. Besides, he didn’t need to. Our plan was to meet Emma Holland the following day and look at the diaries then.”

      “Perhaps you don’t know Blakely as well as you think you do.”

      “I know him well enough to know he would never behave in such a way.”

      “Sometimes detectives need to behave in unpredictable ways to pursue a successful outcome in a case.”

      I paused for a moment, struggling to comprehend what I was hearing. Could there be any truth to what Chief Inspector Cullen was saying? It was certainly a reassuring explanation for James’ disappearance, but I simply couldn’t imagine him doing such a thing. It didn’t seem right.

      “I don’t believe it,” I said.

      “I shouldn’t like to believe it either,” he replied, lighting his pipe. “But as a detective myself I know that I must consider all the possibilities, and one of those possibilities is Inspector Blakely behaving out of character. It would be a mistake to presume that everyone is completely predictable.”

      “Someone threatened Inspector Blakely,” I retorted. “Someone committed the dreadful act of severing a man’s finger from his hand. That person is capable of extreme violence, and I for one am incredibly worried about James. It would be a mistake to console yourself with the theory that he stole something and is in hiding. He’s in danger, and the longer it takes us to find him...” I trailed off momentarily, mindful of what had happened to Charles Mawson only the previous day. “They have to be connected to the gang Inspector Bowles of D Division is holding at Marylebone Lane. Have you spoken to him?”

      “Inspector Raynes has.”

      “Is Inspector Raynes carrying out the work Inspector Blakely had been doing?”

      “For the time being, yes. You’ll probably want to go and bother him now.”

      “Sometimes I find your manner quite offensive, sir.”

      “Offensive is a strong word, Miss Green.”

      “I recall you describing me as an ink-slinger with ideas above my station. You accused me of distracting Inspector Blakely from his work and threatened to have a word with Mr Sherman about my conduct.”

      “I don’t see the need to haul all this up now, Miss Green. We have a detective missing and a lot of work to do. Now go and bother Inspector Raynes, as I’ve already suggested.”

      “Did you order those diaries to be stolen, Chief Inspector Cullen?”

      He removed his pipe from his mouth. “What a preposterous question! Why on earth would I do such a thing?”

      “Because barely anyone else knew of their existence, sir.”

      “That’s the only reason you have for accusing me?”

      “At the moment, yes, but something doesn’t seem quite right to me. You seemed completely unconcerned by Inspector Blakely’s disappearance yesterday —”

      “I was distracted by an horrific murder!”

      “And there doesn’t seem to be a great urgency about the search for him today.”

      “I would get a darn sight more done if you weren’t here pestering me, now leave this office at once! He pointed a large forefinger at the door.

      “What’s going on, Chief Inspector? Do you know something you’re not telling me?”

      “I said get out!”

      Not wishing to rile him any further, I did as he asked.
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      After an unenlightening conversation with Inspector Raynes, who turned out to be a tall detective with a long nose, I headed over to the reading room. Perhaps I had hoped James would come and find me there as he had done on so many occasions.

      I sat at one of the desks, removed some papers from my bag and placed them in front of me. I had an update from Inspector Raynes to write up, but it provided scarcely any new information.

      “Penny!” whispered Francis. “How are you?”

      The question sent an involuntary tear rolling down my face. Another followed and then several more until it felt impossible to stop them.

      “I’m sorry,” I replied, getting up from my seat and dashing toward the door.

      Francis followed me out onto the steps of the British Museum, where I stopped and drew in great gulps of air.

      “What has happened?” he asked. “You seem distraught.”

      He pulled a neatly folded handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to me. I pulled off my spectacles, mopped my face with it and began to feel faint. I sank down onto one of the steps.

      Francis sat down beside me.

      “Penny?”

      “It’s James, he’s missing!”

      “Missing?”

      Between sobs I explained the events of the past few days. His brow furrowed as I spoke.

      “There must be a simple explanation,” he said when I had finished. “James can’t have come to any harm, I feel sure of it.”

      “I hope not. But these people… they don’t care about anyone. Four have already been murdered, and then there’s the finger. Someone cut off a finger, Francis!”

      He sighed and shook his head. “Grotesque.”

      “They won’t hurt James, will they? We would know if he’d been murdered, wouldn’t we? Much like Mr Mawson at the India Office. They would have attacked him in a similar way, wouldn’t they? They must be holding him somewhere, but hopefully he’s unharmed. I cannot bear the thought of someone hurting him. If anything happened to him I would hold myself accountable!”

      “Why should you do that? It’s not your fault. Being a detective is a dangerous job. You and I both know that, as does James.”

      “But we would know if they had hurt him, wouldn’t we?”

      “I should think so, yes. Although hearing no news is concerning, we can also be encouraged by it. We must remain hopeful of his safe return.”

      “Where can he be, Francis? Where is he right at this moment? I cannot bear it any longer. I just need to know!”

      The tears overwhelmed me again and Francis sat close by as I bent my head into my knees and cried. He gently wrapped an arm across my shoulders, his presence instantly warm and comforting.

      The tears eventually stopped, but my body felt heavy with exhaustion. I leaned against Francis’ shoulder and we sat there together for some time.

      Once I had recovered I put my spectacles back on and looked down at the steps, remembering it as the place where James and I had first met one foggy day in October. He had been investigating the murder of Lizzie Dixie and asked for my help. I smiled as I remembered how I had considered him a nuisance at the time.

      I raised my eyes to the railings which ran along Great Russell Street and looked beyond them to where the Museum Tavern sat on the corner of Museum Street. The pub had been our meeting place so many times, and now those days seemed to be confined to the past.

      Would I ever see James again?

      Another loud sob erupted from my chest.

      “Are you all right, Penny?”

      “I’m not, Francis. I wish there was something I could do, but I feel completely helpless.”

      “I’m sure if you put your mind to it you’d think of something. Just remember all those problematic cases you’ve assisted James with in the past.”

      “Only it’s rather different when you’re involved in it, isn’t it?”

      “You’ve been involved in each and every case, Penny, you make it your business to be. That’s why you’re so good at what you do.”

      “Thank you, Francis. I appreciate the compliment, but I wish I shared your confidence. These events feel completely beyond my control. I simply cannot see a way out.”
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      “Perhaps Blakely went to Bognor Regis for the sea air.”

      “Shush, Potter,” said Edgar. “You’ll make Miss Green feel even worse.”

      I sat at the typewriter staring silently at the keys in front of me. According to the clock on the newsroom mantelpiece it was almost three o’clock and there had still been no word from James.

      The door slammed, and I tried my best to finish the sentence I had begun typing about five minutes previously. For a few minutes I had felt overcome by the urge to sleep, and there had been moments when I hadn’t been sure whether I was awake or dreaming.

      “Miss Green?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      Mr Sherman stood by my side. “So you did hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Eventually! I said your name three times.”

      “Did you, sir? I’m sorry, I really don’t know what I was thinking about …”

      “Blakely, no doubt.”

      “I’m worried about him.”

      “I’m not surprised. Once you’ve finished your article you should go home and take some rest.”

      “It’s difficult to rest when my mind is so busy.”

      “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try.”

      “He’ll turn up, Miss Green,” said Edgar. “He wouldn’t want you worrying about him like this. The chap has everything under control, I feel sure of that.”

      “Did you know anything about Alfred Holland’s diaries?” I asked Edgar.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Did you know about them, Frederick?” I asked.

      “Know about what?”

      “The diaries Alfred Holland kept? Did you see his sister bringing one of the diaries here?”

      “No, should I have? I think we were on our way out when she visited.”

      “That’s my recollection,” I admitted.

      “Why do you ask, Miss Green?” asked Edgar.

      “Someone stole the diaries from her,” I said, “and the person who did so must be connected in some way to Alfred Holland’s death. And possibly to the murder of the Forsters and Charles Mawson.”

      “Please go home and rest, Miss Green,” said my editor. “Leave the case for the police to work on, and if there’s any extra reporting required over the next day or so I can ask one of these chaps to do it. You’ll come down with a fever if you don’t stop thinking about all this. Ask that landlady of yours to keep an eye on you for a day or two.”

      “I’m fine, Mr Sherman, and I don’t need a rest.”

      He stared at me and said nothing.

      “But I’ll do what you ask given that I probably don’t have any choice in the matter,” I added.

      He gave me a brief smile. “Very good, Miss Green.”

      

      I left the offices a short while later and stepped out into Fleet Street, where a light drizzle was beginning to fall. Although I had no inclination to rest I knew the advice everyone was giving me made sense. I looked out for the next omnibus which would take me in the direction of the Bank.

      A few yards away a woman was glancing up at the buildings as if trying to read the signage on them. She wore a pale blue dress and looked familiar somehow.

      “Charlotte?” I asked.
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      “Oh, Penny! Thank goodness I’ve found you. For a moment I couldn’t remember the name of the newspaper you worked for. The Morning Express, isn’t it? My mind feels so muddled.”

      Charlotte’s face looked more drawn than usual, and I suspected that she hadn’t slept either.

      “Is there any news?” I asked.

      “None.” She sighed. “I’ve been sitting at home with Mother and Father for much of the day, just waiting to hear something. I sent a telegram to the Yard and received a reply telling me to remain where I was in case James gets in touch.”

      Charlotte’s hat and hair were damp with rain. I pulled an umbrella out of my carpet bag and opened it out over both of us.

      “I visited the Yard this morning and spoke with Chief Inspector Cullen,” I said. “They’re looking for James and he isn’t too concerned yet, so we should take comfort from that.”

      There was no comfort to be found in Cullen’s actions, but I had no wish to let Charlotte know that. For some reason I still felt the need to reassure her.

      “I suppose they know what they’re doing, don’t they?”

      “Yes,” I replied, but I could tell that she had noticed my less-than-convincing expression. “I’m assuming you came to Fleet Street to find me.”

      “I did! I hope you don’t mind. As I said, I’ve spent much of the day sitting at home, and by this afternoon I feared I would be driven mad by all the waiting and not knowing. How long will it go on for?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      “I thought I’d come and find you, Penny, because there must be something I can do, mustn’t there? I really don’t know what, but I’m aware from what James has told me that you usually find a way of making things happen.”

      Charlotte’s expression remained hopeful.

      “James may well have overstated my capabilities,” I said. “I’ve never been in a situation before where someone I care… someone I know has gone missing in this way. I’ve never been so worried before, and although I have tried to reassure myself that James will return to us unharmed, I really don’t know what to do. I’m sorry, Charlotte, but I feel quite lost at the moment. I have no suggestions at all.”

      “But you must! You have to! I came here full of hope that you’d have at least one idea of what we could do to find him. You’re a news reporter, and you’ve been to all sorts of places and done all kinds of things. You’ve helped James solve some of his cases. Please, Penny, I realise you’re tired and upset, but I know you can do something about this. I’m here to help you. We can do it together. We have to!”

      I knew Charlotte would never have approached me if she had an inkling that I had kissed her future husband. I looked away, worried that she would somehow read what I had done in my face.

      I looked along Fleet Street in the direction of home and knew that if I returned there I would only be pacing the floor of my room, and that sleep wouldn’t come easily. Like Charlotte, I knew my mind would find no rest unless I was doing something about James’ disappearance.

      “There’s one place I can think of,” I began.

      “Where?” I looked at Charlotte’s young, hopeful face and felt concerned that she had probably never been anywhere remotely unpleasant in her life.

      “The East End.”

      Her hopeful look faded slightly, as I had expected it would.

      “Inspector Bowles of Marylebone Lane police station is holding a gang there who are suspected of breaking into the home of Mr and Mrs Forster.”

      “She was murdered there, wasn’t she?”

      “Yes, sadly the gang attacked Mrs Forster in her bed. I know that James helped interview the gang at Marylebone Lane station on the day of his disappearance. Inspector Bowles told me a few of them had been arrested around Commercial Street. I have a suspicion that a few of their acquaintances may still be in the area.”

      Charlotte’s eyes grew wide with worry.

      “You think we should go to the East End to find members of the gang? But what does that have to do with James?”

      “I’m wondering whether the gang he spoke to wanted to exact some sort of revenge on him. They may have asked an accomplice to —”

      “To do what?” Charlotte’s eyes widened even further.

      “I’m sure he’s fine, Charlotte. They may have detained him somewhere, but let’s go and see what we can find out from H Division at the station on Commercial Street.”

      “The gang are holding him, is that what you think?”

      “It’s a thought, that’s all. I really don’t know what else to try.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      “Are you sure you’re happy to do this?”

      “We have to do something, don’t we?”

      

      The journey to the police station at the north end of Commercial Street took about twenty minutes in a hansom cab. As we travelled I tried to explain the case to Charlotte.

      “Goodness, it all sounds rather confusing,” she said. “James had told me a little of it, but I try to discourage him from talking about work too much. I think it’s important for him to forget about it now and again, and to enjoy other aspects of life. I’m not very successful in stopping him, however. He can become terribly distracted by it. He’s often scribbling down little notes to himself or pondering over something. He did seem unusually distracted in the lead-up to his disappearance.”

      When Charlotte talked about James I felt envious. I wished I could have spent those moments with him instead of her, and I would never have tried to discourage him from talking about his work. I understood how a case could occupy one’s mind night and day, and for a moment I imagined what it would be like if James and I were married. We would have discussed cases for as long as we liked, whenever we wanted. And then I wondered whether that was necessarily a good thing.

      Although I felt envious of Charlotte I also felt sympathy for her. I knew exactly how she felt, and I could see that she was relying on me to make her feel better. In her hour of need she had turned to me for help. I realised that my motivation for helping her was partly driven by guilt.

      The police station on Commercial Street was a large, wedge-shaped building with a lower storey clad in stone and two upper storeys of red brick.

      “I hope they can help us,” muttered Charlotte as we stepped through the door.

      A young, wiry police sergeant was chatting to the desk officer as we walked in. I introduced Charlotte and myself.

      “Have you heard about the disappearance of Inspector James Blakely?” I asked the police sergeant.

      “Can’t say that I have,” he replied.

      “But you’re aware that Inspector Bowles is holding some men from this area at Marylebone Lane police station?”

      “Ah yes, the men who burgled the Forster home in St James’s Square. I helped Bowles with that. I rounded many of them up personally. I’m Detective Sergeant Harrison.” He had a thin, clean-shaven face and keen brown eyes.

      “I was wondering whether the men being held by Inspector Bowles have any acquaintances in this area,” I asked.

      “Yes, everyone knows them around here.”

      “I suspect the men you arrested may have instructed someone to harm…” I glanced warily at Charlotte “…Not harm, necessarily, but somehow detain Inspector Blakely. I think someone in this area may have had something to do with his disappearance.”

      “Do you want me to find out for you?”

      “We would be extremely grateful for anything you could do to help. We’re desperate for news.”

      “Has Scotland Yard not asked for your help in finding him yet?” asked Charlotte.

      “No, there’s been no word from the Yard about the inspector. Never mind, let’s go and find him, shall we?”

      “You make it sound so easy, Sergeant,” she replied.
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      Sergeant Harrison skipped down the steps of the police station and we followed him at a brisk pace down Commercial Street, which was thronging with people despite the rain. A crowd had gathered outside a music hall, readying themselves for an evening of entertainment. The taverns were busy, and the costermongers were desperately trying to sell off the last of their wares for the day. A quick glance down the side streets revealed numerous rundown lodging houses, cramped houses and littered courtyards. Dirty-faced children played in the street, skipping out of the way of carts and barrows just in time.

      We reached the junction with Hanbury Street and Sergeant Harrison led us up to a large, noisy pub called The Golden Heart. Without hesitation he pushed open one of the doors and we followed him inside, where loud voices and tobacco smoke filled the air.

      A number of the men inside seemed to recognise the sergeant, and they parted to let us through. Charlotte and I ignored the leers and suggestive comments.

      We walked through a door to a smaller bar, and Sergeant Harrison made straight for a table of lean, grimy-looking men with slack jaws and hard, narrow eyes. Their expressions suggested a deep dislike of him. For an uneasy moment we surveyed each other, and one of the men lifted a clay pipe to his mouth. My eye was drawn to the movement, and then I spotted something unusual about his hand.

      The little finger was missing.

      “Him!” I cried, pointing at the young man. “He must know something!”

      To my astonishment, Sergeant Harrison swiftly grabbed the young man by the ear and hauled him up off his stool.

      “Out the back,” he ordered.

      He dragged the man out through a small door and into a foul-smelling yard with a high wall. The man’s friends cackled as we followed the pair.

      “Get orf!” protested the man as Harrison continued to pull at his ear.

      “It’s not necessary to hurt him,” I said.

      “Oh, but it is, madam, it is,” replied Sergeant Harrison. He sneered at the young man as he addressed him. “Introduce yourself to these nice ladies.”

      “Tommy,” he replied through gritted teeth.

      “Now then, Tommy, would you happen to know anything about the inspector from the Yard what’s gone missing?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?” Sergeant Harrison pulled harder on the lad’s ear, which made him yelp.

      “Perhaps if you let go he’d be more inclined to answer,” I said.

      Sergeant Harrison glared at me for interrupting.

      “There’s only one way of dealing with men like this,” he barked. “Now what can you tell me about the inspector?” he said to Tommy.

      “Nuffink!”

      Voices rose up from beyond the high wall, and Charlotte and I exchanged a worried glance. The place made me anxious, and the bullying behaviour of Sergeant Harrison did nothing to put my mind at ease.

      “What has happened to your finger?” I asked Tommy.

      “I ain’t sayin’.”

      “Did someone cut it off?” I asked. “Do you know what they did with it?”

      “Why do you want to know that?” Sergeant Harrison asked me.

      “Inspector Blakely received a severed finger in the post,” I replied. “Perhaps it belonged to Tommy.”

      “Someone sent James a finger?” exclaimed Charlotte in abject horror. I had forgotten she had not been informed of the development. “In the post?”

      “The Yard receives quite a lot of odd things in the post,” I said, trying to lessen the impact of this new revelation.

      “I realise that, but a finger? Was it this man’s finger?” she asked.

      “That’s what I should like to know,” I said. “Because if it is, he can lead us to the people who threatened James and are presumably responsible for his disappearance.”

      “I see.” Charlotte’s face had turned pale.

      “Heard from your friends in Marylebone Lane, have you?” Sergeant Harrison pulled even harder on Tommy’s ear, causing him to howl with pain. “Did they send you a message?” he demanded.

      “Stop it!” shouted Charlotte.

      “I’ve got to make him talk, madam.”

      “Not like this,” she said. “He’s already had his finger cut off, show the man some sympathy. Perhaps we could ask him nicely —”

      Charlotte was interrupted by a cackle of laughter from Sergeant Harrison.

      “Ask him nicely, Miss Jenkins? Does this man look like the sort of man you can speak nicely to? He can hardly string three words together, let alone understand questions other people put to him.”

      “If he’s of no help to us, please stop hurting him,” I said.

      “I didn’t say he was of no help. His brother Blinker’s a member of that gang down in Marylebone Lane.”

      “I don’t know nuffink about wot ’e done!” Tommy protested.

      I wondered whether Tommy’s brother had removed the finger. More voices could be heard from the other side of the wall.

      “Do you know who ordered the gang to carry out the attack on Mr and Mrs Forster, Tommy?” I asked.

      “I don’t know nuffink, like I said!”

      The situation was becoming quite frustrating. Even if Tommy knew something he evidently wasn’t going to share it with us.

      A shout came from beyond the wall and suddenly there was a loud smash behind Sergeant Harrison. A flash of flame rose up and spread across the yard. He let go of the young man and lunged toward the door of the pub.

      Charlotte screamed. I grabbed her arm and pulled her along behind me in pursuit of Sergeant Harrison. Inside the pub, people leapt to their feet as they realised something serious had occurred.

      There was no sign of Tommy or his friends.

      “We need to get out of here!” I called to Charlotte.

      “Fire!” someone shouted, prompting a rush to the street outside.

      Elbows were shoved into my shoulders and face. I fought to push through the smelly, unwashed crowd. I couldn’t see past the men in front of me, and for a moment my feet left the floor as I was carried by the mob. A sensation of panic rose from my chest into my throat, and my breath felt constricted. I stumbled as my feet returned to the ground and I fought to stay upright, terrified that if I fell I would be trampled upon.

      Just as I was beginning to think I would be confined to this interminable crush forever I found myself outside on the damp, filthy pavement, gasping for air. People stumbled all around me.

      “Charlotte!” I called out.

      I looked around frantically, trying to catch a glimpse of her pale blue dress. I eventually found her slumped against the wall of the pub, where a sunken-cheeked man with an eyepatch was trying to make her acquaintance.

      “Charlotte, are you all right?”

      “Penny, thank goodness!” She took my hand and stood to her feet. “What happened in that yard? Where did those flames come from?”

      “I’m guessing it was lit paraffin in a bottle. We heard those voices on the other side of the wall, didn’t we? They must have been Tommy’s friends.”

      She nodded.

      I turned to see a dozen or so police officers dispersing the crowd with their truncheons raised.

      “So what do we do now?” Charlotte asked.

      “I really don’t know.”
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      “It’s no enormous surprise to find you at the centre of this debacle, Miss Green,” said Chief Inspector Cullen as we stood in the parade room at Commercial Street police station.

      Sergeant Harrison had found Charlotte and me outside the Golden Heart pub and escorted us back to the police station in the interests of our safety.

      “I find your comment rather uncharitable, Chief Inspector,” I retorted. “Miss Jenkins and I were merely conducting some enquiries about the possible whereabouts of Inspector Blakely.”

      “Which ended up causing a full-scale riot in London’s East End!”

      “That was not our fault! There is clearly great antagonism between H Division and some of the people who live here, and we merely found ourselves caught up in it.”

      “There’s no antagonism, Miss Green,” corrected Sergeant Harrison. “They understand we’re in charge and sometimes they get a little lively.”

      “You need to return home, Miss Jenkins,” said Chief Inspector Cullen. “You’re making a big mistake having anything to do with this ink-slinger. In fact, you probably don’t need me to tell you that; you’ve no doubt realised it for yourself by now.”

      “I want to know where James is,” protested Charlotte, “and I asked Miss Green for her help!”

      “You should have asked the police,” he replied, “not some news reporter.”

      “I did ask the police,” she replied, “and they’ve done nothing! You’ve done nothing! That’s why I thought Miss Green was my best hope.”

      “You’re overestimating the woman’s capabilities.”

      “What exactly are you doing to find Inspector Blakely, Chief Inspector?” I asked. “Someone must be holding him somewhere, and this someone has to be connected to the case he’s working on. D Division already has some of the men in custody, so why aren’t you arresting more and questioning them?”

      “We’re doing what we can, Miss Green.”

      “I don’t think you are, and that’s why Miss Jenkins has asked for my help. She and her family are desperate for news, yet they’ve received no assurance that anything is being done. One of your colleagues is missing and you don’t seem the least bit concerned about it.”

      Chief Inspector Cullen sighed. “It’s almost eight o’clock in the evening and you ladies should be in the safety of your homes.”

      “Is there something you’re not telling us, Chief Inspector?” I asked bluntly.

      “Of course not. And even if there was I cannot publicly state something which might prejudice the investigation. You’re a news reporter, Miss Green, so it should come as no surprise to you that I have no wish to divulge the details of everything I’m working on.”

      “I have no interest in publishing any of this in the newspaper! My concern for Inspector Blakely is of a personal nature, and Miss Jenkins is his fiancée. Don’t you see how important any information you might have on his whereabouts is to her? I demand you to tell her something – anything – which could allay her fears. She and Inspector Blakely are to be married in just a few weeks’ time, and she needs to know that matters are in hand for his safe return. How will she even be able to sleep at night otherwise? If you wish to tell her something in private I can leave this room in order for you to do so. Surely you can see how trying this is for her.”

      “You misunderstand me,” he said. “I did not intend to suggest that I know anything, but merely to clarify that if I did I wouldn’t necessarily, as a matter of course, share that information with you. Now go home, Miss Green, before you say something you later regret.”
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      Mrs Garnett’s knock woke me the following morning. A heavy sleep had finally descended upon me in the early hours and my head ached as I opened my eyes.

      “Telegram!” she called out, pushing an envelope beneath my door.

      I leapt up to read it, hopeful of good news. My head span with the sudden movement and I stumbled as I picked the envelope up from the floor.

      The telegram was from the Morning Express offices:

      

      Miss Holland begs meeting with you.

      

      The telegram was dated the previous evening. I had returned home so late that I hadn’t noticed it waiting for me on the hallway table.

      I hurriedly dressed and fed Tiger some sardines. After eating them she curled up on my bed to sleep while I left the house and dashed to Moorgate station, from which point I could take the underground train to Gower Street station near Euston.

      I couldn’t think why Emma wished to see me, but I was desperate for news of any sort. I wanted something – no matter how small or irrelevant – which would hopefully lead me to James.

      “Penny, are you all right?” asked Emma as she welcomed me into her home. “You’re not unwell, are you?”

      “No, I’m quite well, thank you. I must confess that I haven’t eaten a great deal in the past few days. I’ve been rather distracted.”

      “Come and sit in the dining room. We’ve only just finished breakfast, so I’ll ask Doris to bring up some fresh toast and eggs.”

      I felt the need to explain my tired appearance, so I told her about James’ disappearance and of my fruitless search for him.

      “How terrible! I suppose we usually assume that detectives never come to any harm. They somehow seem infallible, don’t they? You must be extremely worried.”

      I nodded. “I have to remain hopeful and determined. I don’t trust Chief Inspector Cullen, his superior at the Yard. I think he’s withholding something from me.”

      “That other chap was murdered, wasn’t he?”

      “Which one?” I asked, buttering a slice of toast. I suddenly realised how hungry I was.

      “The man Alfred mentioned in his diaries. Mr Mawson.”

      “Yes, it was a dreadful attack. I interviewed a member of staff at the India Office who had spoken to the perpetrator shortly before he carried out the act. It’s just awful. I cannot make head nor tail of what’s been happening these past few days. Have the Holborn police been of any help with regard to the theft of your brother’s diaries?”

      “None at all.”

      She sighed, and I felt disappointed that she appeared to have nothing new to tell me.

      “I think the man who attacked Mr Mawson could be the same man who murdered your brother,” I said. “Inspector Raynes at Scotland Yard is looking after the case. Has he spoken to you?”

      “No, I haven’t heard from him. Perhaps he’s planning to.”

      “I hope so. I should like to know where your brother’s diaries have got to. They clearly contained information someone wished to remain hidden.”

      “Yes, they contained quite a few damning accusations. I don’t know how true it all is, but I have no reason to believe that Alfred would lie.”

      “Just the accusations regarding Mawson, or others as well?”

      “Alfred was also caught up in something. I was too upset when I saw you last to explain what else I had read.”

      “Did you manage to read much of the diaries before they were taken?”

      “I got as far as July, but I hadn’t found the chance to update you. I visited your offices yesterday evening in the hope that I would catch you just as you finished work for the day.”

      “I was already heading for the East End with Charlotte Jenkins at that time. What exactly was Alfred caught up in?”

      “After Mawson was dismissed a man approached Alfred. It seems he told him in no uncertain terms that because he had caused Mawson’s dismissal Alfred would have to take his place.”

      “Oh dear. Did your brother say who the man was?”

      “No, I don’t think he knew his name, but he wrote that the chap was a native.”

      “And did Alfred agree to the man’s request?”

      “No, he declined. He explained that many forms had to be completed when the opium arrived from the districts, and that other people oversaw the filling out of these forms. He made it clear that the opium pots were locked away as soon as they arrived and told the man he couldn’t agree to such a thing.

      “But it seems the native didn’t give up. He made a second approach and Alfred refused once again. Then he approached him a third time and it seems his manner became more threatening. He told my brother he would inform the factory that Alfred was stealing opium from them, which was untrue of course, if Alfred wasn’t acquiescent. He also offered him money, and in the end I think Alfred was worn down by it all.”

      “So Alfred began stealing opium from the factory?”

      “Yes, just as Mawson had.”

      “And was he found out?”

      “I presume that was why he returned to England. By then he was using opium regularly, and I don’t think he ever recovered from the shame of what he had done.”

      “Did he write in any detail about the people for whom he was stealing?”

      “He was trying to find out more. In the last entry he wrote that he was about to question the native man who met with him once a week. They had begun to get along quite well, and Alfred seemed to think he had gained the man’s trust.”

      “So it’s possible Alfred did find out more and wrote about it in his diary?”

      “Yes, although unfortunately I didn’t get as far as that part before the diary was stolen. There was a mention of some sort of unofficial trade with China.”

      “Presumably illegal trade, away from the jurisdiction of the Indian government.”

      “I can’t say that for certain, but his diary certainly implied it.”

      “Anyone obtaining and selling opium in that way must be making good money as they would avoid paying tax to both the Indian and Chinese governments.”

      “I imagine so, though I really don’t know enough about it.”

      “Your brother and Charles Mawson found themselves caught up in the trade of stolen opium. I wonder if Mr Forster also had a hand in it. That may be the connection between their deaths.”

      “I suppose it could be. But how can we prove it? And how do we find out who killed them?”

      “I think it has to be the person who didn’t want Inspector James Blakely to find out. It must be the man behind James’ disappearance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 55

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m convinced that Chief Inspector Cullen of Scotland Yard knows more than he is letting on about Inspector Blakely’s disappearance,” I said to Mr Sherman in his office later that morning.

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “I have deduced it from the way he conducts himself; from the things he says and the things he doesn’t say.”

      “If he does know something I’m sure he must have an extremely good reason for withholding it.”

      “But not from Inspector Blakely’s fiancée. The woman is beside herself! Poor Charlotte. Chief Inspector Cullen won’t even tell her what he knows.”

      “Perhaps he doesn’t know anything more.”

      “I am certain that he does!”

      Mr Sherman sighed. “You’re simply assuming.”

      “I have never liked nor trusted the man.”

      “That’s where the root of this sentiment lies, isn’t it? You assume that he’s up to no good because you’ve never trusted him.”

      “We need to find Inspector Blakely urgently. Charlotte is desperate with worry.”

      “As are you, no doubt.”

      “Yes, I am! If Chief Inspector Cullen would only tell me what he knows I could help him.”

      “You need to leave all this to the Yard.”

      “But I don’t trust the man”

      “What would you have me do about it?”

      “We need to publish a story about Inspector Blakely’s disappearance and hope that someone reading it will come forward with useful information. And I’d also like you to speak to your cousin.”

      “Commissioner Dickson?” Sherman sighed again.

      “Yes, your cousin is the chief inspector’s superior, after all. He can wring the information out of him!”

      “It’s not my job to get involved, Miss Green.”

      “But we have to do something. Chief Inspector Cullen soon got himself involved when I wrote that article about the wrong man being hanged for the Doughty Street murders. He used the relationship between yourself and Dickson to have me suspended me from my job.”

      “So getting Dickson involved again is your opportunity for revenge.”

      “Of course not! I just want someone to ensure me that the chief inspector is being quite honest about Inspector Blakely’s disappearance.”

      “Surely it’s not a question of who’s being honest. The important point is that the chap’s found, isn’t it? I’m sure Cullen has no interest whatsoever in complicating the case. He’ll be doing his best to ensure the safe return of his colleague, and his methods are not for you or me to question, Miss Green. I certainly can’t use my familial relationship with the commissioner to ensure that Cullen is doing his job properly! I can understand your frustration, but there’s a limit to what I can do. You must trust the Yard to find their man. You may not agree with the way Cullen conducts himself, but he’s worked for the Metropolitan Police for more than thirty years. On this occasion I insist that you defer to his considerable experience.”

      

      My jaw was clenched tightly as I left the editor’s office.

      “I thought you were supposed to be resting at home, Miss Green,” said Edgar.

      “I cannot rest while Inspector Blakely is missing,” I retorted.

      “If you’re working today perhaps you would like to pursue one of the news stories Sherman has dropped on me and Potter,” continued Edgar. “We have far too much to do.”

      “Maybe later,” I replied, packing my papers into my carpet bag. “There’s someone I have to go and see.”
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        * * *

      

      My brother-in-law worked at a law firm in the narrow, cobbled thoroughfare of Austin Friars in the City of London. He appeared surprised, and slightly displeased, to see me.

      “Penelope I’m extremely busy. You mustn’t make a habit of disturbing me at work.”

      “I think this is the first time I have ever disturbed you at work, George.”

      He sat in a large office with mahogany wainscoting and red-and-gold flocked wallpaper. A leather easy chair beside the fireplace looked particularly comfortable and I could picture him having an afternoon rest in it.

      “Although I welcome you here as my sister-in-law, I’m aware that you’re currently acting in your capacity as a news reporter and that I am here in my capacity as a lawyer —”

      “I won’t detain you for more than a minute, George. Please can you tell me where I might find Mr Sheridan?”

      “Oh no, Penny, I cannot allow you to go pestering that man again. Both he and I are working extremely hard on the contract with the India Office, and negotiations have reached the most critical stage.”

      “Yes, he mentioned that contract to me when I last spoke to him. However, I’m sure he won’t mind speaking to me again. He was quite amenable outside the Burlington Hotel last week.”

      “He’s a busy man, Penny.”

      “We’re all busy, George. Where’s his office?”

      His mouth open and closed, but no words came out. He seemed torn between telling me and keeping the information to himself.

      “It’s in the City, isn’t it?” I said. “It can’t be far from here. Just tell me and then I’ll be on my way.”

      “What are you going to ask him?”

      “About Mr Forster. I have reason to believe that he may have been caught up in something illegal, and I should like to find out whether Mr Sheridan knows anything more about it.”

      “Mr Sheridan certainly won’t know of any illegal activity! He’s one of my most prestigious clients, and if he finds out I’ve sent you to his door —”

      “He won’t find out.”

      “Can you promise me that?”

      “If I had really wanted to find out where Mr Sheridan’s office was I could have researched his company’s address in the records kept at the British Library. I came here because I assumed it would be quicker.”

      “You’re going to tell him that you searched for the address of his company at the British Library?”

      “Of course! Your name won’t come into it, I promise. Now where is he?”

      “You mustn’t pester him.”

      “I won’t! I have a single question to put to him about Mr Forster, and that is all. This is important, George. You heard about the murder in Whitehall, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, a shocking business, that is.”

      “Indeed it is, and I intend to find out who’s behind it.”
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      “Mr Sheridan doesn’t see visitors without an appointment,” said his secretary, Miss Wainman.

      She was a plump lady in a dark stuff dress. Its hem skimmed the shiny floor of a large hallway in which white pilasters supported an elaborate plasterwork ceiling. A glittering chandelier was suspended over our heads and on the wall a flattering portrait of Mr Sheridan hung next to a large map of India.

      “I realise he would prefer me to have made an appointment,” I said. “However, I spoke with him just the other evening and I only wish to ask him a quick question about Mr Forster.”

      After my protracted conversation with George I was growing tired of people being obstructive.

      “Please, Miss Wainman,” I continued, “can’t you at least let Mr Sheridan know that I wish to have a quick word with him? Then perhaps he can decide for himself whether he wishes to speak to me or not.”

      “He employs me to make these decisions for him.”

      “Perhaps you could remind him that he spoke to me outside the Burlington Hotel last week. I’m sure he’ll remember.”

      At that moment a door at the far end of the hall opened and a young man with a dark moustache stepped out. He acknowledged me with a nod.

      “May I have a word, Miss Wainman?” he asked.

      They both looked at me as if waiting for me to leave, but I stayed put. If I left, how would I ever find out any answers about Mr Forster?

      “I’m here to see Mr Sheridan,” I explained to the young man.

      “I see, well I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Miss Wainman,” he replied.

      I was about to argue with her further when the short, round form of Mr Sheridan stepped through the door.

      “I forgot to say, Grieves… Oh, hello, Miss Green. What can I do for you?”

      To my relief he gave me a warm smile. I was impressed that he had remembered my name from our brief meeting.

      “Good morning, Mr Sheridan. I realise this is probably an inconvenient time, but I should like to ask you a quick question about Mr Forster if I may?”

      He checked his pocket watch. “I only have a few minutes. What’s happening with the investigation into his murder?”

      “I wish I knew, sir.”

      “Bear with me one minute, Grieves. Just wait here while I speak to Miss Green.”

      

      “You’ve heard about the dreadful murder of Charles Mawson, I presume?” I said as he bid me sit on a velvet chair in his capacious office. Sunlight streamed in through a row of tall windows.

      “I have indeed. What an awful situation.”

      “Do you remember me asking you about Alfred Holland?”

      He paused for a moment. “I think so… Yes, I remember now. This was before the dinner at the Burlington Hotel, wasn’t it? You asked me about Mr Forster and then Mr Holland.”

      “I have discovered that both Mr Mawson and Mr Holland worked at the Ghazipur opium factory.”

      “Did they indeed?”

      “And they both stole opium from the factory.”

      “Really?” Mr Sheridan raised an eyebrow. “How ever did they manage that? There are so many checks and balances in place I would have thought it impossible.”

      “They falsified records.”

      “Goodness me!” He sat back in his chair. “Both were caught and subsequently murdered.”

      “It has to be the reason they were murdered, doesn’t it?”

      “When you put it like that, I suppose it does. Presumably the Indian government took a rather dim view of their behaviour.”

      “Yes, more so with Mr Holland than with Mr Mawson. Apparently, Mr Mawson had an uncle at the India Office who arranged employment for him there. Both men were coerced into stealing and Holland was apparently approached a number of times. He only agreed to it when he began to fear for his life.”

      “Oh dear, that is terrible.”

      “The opium the men stole was part of an illegal trade, and I’m wondering whether Mr Forster might also have had something to do with it.”

      Disappointingly, Sheridan shook his head. “Oh no, never.”

      “Are you sure? It might explain why all three men were targeted.”

      “No, Mr Forster wasn’t the type to get involved in anything like that.”

      “He had money troubles, did he not?”

      “He did, and perhaps if he had got involved in something of that ilk his money troubles might have been solved!” Mr Sheridan gave a congenial laugh. “I apologise, that was rather flippant of me. No, he liked to do things properly. He wouldn’t have got himself mixed up with stolen opium, that’s for sure. It’s far too dangerous.”

      “Are you quite sure about that?” I asked, disappointed that my theory had not been confirmed.

      “Quite sure, Miss Green. He worked for me for a number of years and also ran his own merchant company for a time. You and I know that it wasn’t successful, but he tried. It’s a shame he wasn’t particularly good at managing his money. That’s ultimately what led to his downfall.”

      He observed my downcast face. “I apologise that I haven’t told you what you wished to hear, but if there’s anything else I can help with at any time do just ask. I want to find out what happened to the poor man just as much as you. In fact, I’m considering putting up some money through Scotland Yard to offer a reward for any information that leads to an arrest.”

      “I’m sure that would be of great help. Thank you, Mr Sheridan.”
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      “I wondered whether I would see you again, Miss Green,” said Mr Chakravarty. He sat back in his chair and regarded me with a slight sneer. “Your attire is quite different today from when we last met. I hope you’re not still expecting the mortgage offer to stand.”

      “Mr Chakravarty, I’d like to explain —”

      He held up his hand to stop me. “There’s no need; I know you’re a news reporter with the Morning Express. I can’t say that I understand what that charade was all about with Mr Billington-Grieg, but as there was no attempt to rob or defraud me I can only view it as a harmless waste of time.”

      “I wish to apologise for being deceitful.”

      “Is that why you’ve come to visit me today? Did your conscience get the better of you?”

      “Partly yes, and —”

      “You want something from me.”

      “I came here to ask you a question.”

      “What sort of question?”

      “Regarding the late Mr Forster.”

      “I recall some gauche enquiries being made about him during your last visit. What makes you think I want to talk about the man? The sooner I can forget about him the better.”

      “I wish to confirm something I have learned about him.”

      “And you believe that I can fulfil your wish?”

      “I hope so.”

      “And you think I would be happy to do so after you and your brother-in-law sat in this very room last week and told me a tall tale about requiring a mortgage?”

      “I apologise —”

      “You wasted an hour of my time. That hour could have been spent with someone who had legitimate business with me.”

      “I regret what happened, Mr Chakravarty, and I must ask you to forgive me.”

      He gave a dry laugh. “If only you could have seen what an unconvincing duo you made! The pair of you were incredibly nervous, no doubt aware of the poorly devised plan you had come here to execute. Why couldn’t you speak to me directly as a news reporter?”

      “I thought you might refuse to talk to me.”

      Mr Chakravarty laughed again. “The irony is that you have now come to me as a news reporter anyway. Don’t you see how foolish you look, Miss Green?”

      I felt tempted to lay part of the blame at James’ feet, but as he wasn’t present to defend himself I decided to accept the criticism as it was presented to me. I sat in my chair and listened patiently to Mr Chakravarty, aware that I had little chance of getting what I wanted from him until he had said his piece.

      “I’ve done business with a lot of scoundrels, and over the years I’ve learned how to spot them. Forster caught me out, but on the whole I pride myself on being able to discern those who are genuine from those who are not.”

      “Then why didn’t you confront me and Mr Billington-Grieg at the time?”

      “It would have been an embarrassment, wouldn’t it? I try and avoid uncomfortable confrontations wherever possible. I’ve learned that it’s often better to allow my enemies to think they’ve got away with something.”

      “I wouldn’t wish you to consider me an enemy, Mr Chakravarty.”

      “Then don’t lie to me, Miss Green.”

      “I shan’t lie to you again.”

      “Good, though I’m sure you’re only saying that because you want something from me.”

      “I wish to ask you a question because I’m trying to find out why four people with links to India have been brutally murdered within the past few weeks. I’m also trying to find my colleague, Inspector James Blakely, who has been missing for three days. My question to you will be quick and simple. If you have no intention of answering it please say so now and I’ll make my enquiries elsewhere.”

      I could tell that while Mr Chakravarty had no wish to help me he couldn’t help but feel intrigued.

      “I’m rather busy at the present time,” he said.

      “Then I shall take my leave of you. I apologise for wasting your time further,” I said as I rose from my seat.

      “What was your question, Miss Green?”

      “Do you mean to answer it?”

      “I can’t say either way until I know what the question is!”

      It felt as though the conversation were turning into a game. I sat down again.

      “I have reason to believe that Mr Forster may have been involved in the illegal trade of opium.”

      “On what grounds?”

      “I heard it from someone who worked at the Ghazipur opium factory in India.”

      “Someone who knew him?”

      “Of sorts. To your knowledge, was his merchant company involved in the procurement of stolen opium?”

      Chakravarty paused to light his pipe.

      “I made enquiries about the man after I realised he had defrauded me. The enquiries I made would seem to support your suggestion.”

      “So I’m right! He had an arrangement with certain workers in Ghazipur that they would supply him with opium, which he then sold illegally to buyers in China?”

      “I didn’t get into the detail, but I discovered enough to realise that the man was up to no good. I should have made my enquiries before lending him the money, but I let my guard down. There was something rather disarming about the man; he was quite likeable. I should have been more careful.”

      “Are you familiar with Sheridan and Company?” I asked.

      “I am indeed.”

      “I spoke with Mr Sheridan this morning and he thinks Forster’s murder must be connected to his financial difficulties. However, I’m inclined to think the illegal opium trading could have been the cause. Engaging in such an activity is likely to have brought him into contact with unscrupulous people, isn’t it?”

      “Indeed.”

      “So which do you think it is?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” Mr Chakravarty regarded me with a cool expression, giving nothing away.

      “The money trouble or the illegal opium: which was the motive for his murder?”

      “I have no idea, Miss Green. The police will find it all out, no doubt. Ultimately, it doesn’t really matter. What’s important is that Forster’s misdemeanours caught up with him in the end.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 58

          

        

      

    

    
      It was late afternoon by the time I entered the reading room. During my omnibus journey I had pondered the information everyone had given me that day. If Augustus Forster, Alfred Holland and Charles Mawson had all been involved in the theft of opium, a single motive for their deaths appeared to have made itself clear. The motive for Mr Forster’s death appeared to have been extended to Mrs Forster even though she was likely to have been innocent of any involvement in her husband’s affairs.

      I couldn’t understand why Mr Chakravarty was so sure that Forster had been involved in illegal opium dealing when Mr Sheridan was certain that he hadn’t. Sheridan had known Forster better than Chakravarty, so it made sense to believe his words. And Chakravarty had a motive for wishing Forster harm for defrauding him. I deduced that he might have been keen to support the idea of an alternative motive to deflect attention away from himself.

      “Penny, how are you?” whispered Francis once I was seated at a desk. “I’ve been so worried about you.”

      “There’s no need to worry about me,” I replied. “Worry about James instead; there is still no word on his whereabouts.”

      “Is there not?” Francis’ face grew more sombre. “I’m sure Scotland Yard are doing all they can to find him.”

      “Actually, I don’t think they are,” I said. “I have an odd suspicion that Chief Inspector Cullen is hiding something from me, and I don’t know why. I’ve told him he needs to tell poor Charlotte, James’ fiancée, what he knows. It’s dreadful for her to have to sit around waiting for news.”

      “And for you, I imagine.”

      “For all of us! You consider James a friend, too, don’t you?”

      Francis exhibited an odd expression. “Of sorts,” he replied.

      “But it’s poor Charlotte who’s suffering the most,” I said, keen to pretend that I didn’t care as much for James as she did.

      “Yes, I feel dreadfully sorry for Charlotte,” he said.

      Francis’ manner seemed slightly offhand. Was it possible that he had realised how deeply worried I was about James? I decided to change the subject.

      “I think I’ve found a motive for these dreadful murders,” I said, “but there are still a few matters that are confusing me slightly. I shall have a read through some copies of The Homeward Mail and see if I can find any more mentions of Mr Forster, Mr Mawson or Mr Holland in there.”

      “Of course!” Francis seemed cheered by the opportunity to help. “Which year in particular?”

      “1883 again, I think, and particularly the summer editions. I know we’ve looked through them already, but there must be something we’ve missed. I want to find out if Forster got himself into any trouble in India. I’ve met someone who says he did and someone who says he didn’t; I don’t know who to believe. If The Homeward Mail cannot tell me I shall have to visit the India Office again and ask there.”

      “No, don’t go near the India Office, Penny. Not after that terrible murder.”

      “I shall be fine, Francis. No one will be bothered with me.”

      

      It wasn’t long before I grew tired of leafing through page after page of The Homeward Mail. I could find no further information on the three men. I decided to call on Chief Inspector Cullen again and find out what he was doing in the search for James.

      I walked down the steps of the British Museum and stepped out onto Great Russell Street, looking for a hansom cab to hail. The evening was sunny and uncomfortably warm. I crossed the road to find a cab travelling in the right direction. I had almost reached the Museum Tavern when I felt a sharp grip on my right arm. I tried to pull away, but the grip tightened.

      “Ow! Get off!” I shouted.

      I turned to see a man in a dark suit and a wide-brimmed hat, which partially obscured his face.

      “Silence, Miss Green, I have a gun. Just do what I say and you won’t get hurt.”
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      The man with the gun pushed me forward and stayed close behind me. I tried to sneak a look at his face.

      “Look where you’re going, Miss Green, I’m warning you.”

      He marched me past the Museum Tavern and left into Museum Street, then left again into a narrow, dingy street. I knew we were parallel to Great Russell Street and at the rear of the elaborate buildings which lined it.

      My heart pounded. How could I get away? Did he intend to shoot me if I tried to escape? I thought of the severed finger James had been sent. If this man had something to do with that I would need to be extremely careful.

      I thought of the description given of the villain who had attacked Mr Mawson and Mr Forster. The man holding my arm was remarkably similar. Was he the one who had shot Alfred Holland? He had a calm, professional demeanour, as though this was the sort of thing he did every day.

      We passed a man sleeping in a doorway and a four-wheeled carriage awaited us up ahead. My heart thudded heavily. I was about to be driven to an unknown location.

      “You won’t hurt me, will you?” I asked as we neared the carriage. “Please don’t hurt me.”

      “Keep quiet, like I said.”

      Another man wearing dark clothing and a dark hat waited beside the carriage. He opened the door.

      “Get in,” he ordered.

      I was pushed forward and forced to climb up into the carriage. I did as I was told, my legs trembling. All the while I was considering how to escape. Surely there would be an opportunity to get away. As I stepped up into the carriage I lunged for the door handle on the opposite side.

      “Stop there, Miss Green, or I’ll shoot!” came the order from behind me.

      I reluctantly did as I was told, and as I turned I saw the second man pointing a gun at me.

      “All right, I won’t try anything,” I said reassuringly, desperate for him to move the direction of the barrel away from me.

      “You’d better not.”

      He lowered the gun and the two men climbed inside the carriage.

      I sat down on the sprung leather seat. “At least tell me who you are and what you want with me,” I said. “Can you please explain?”

      “This is the third time I’ve asked you to remain quiet, Miss Green,” said the first man, “I’m beginning to find you troublesome. Take this as your final warning.”

      He sat next to me and nodded at the second man, who was seated opposite. The second man pulled a black hood from his pocket, leaned forward and placed it over my head. The black cloth had a musty smell and completely obscured my vision.

      “Not a word more from you, Miss Green,” said the second man.

      What I guessed to be a piece of twine was placed around my neck, tightened and knotted. “And don’t you try taking this off,” he continued. “If you mess this up it’ll be a long time before anyone finds you.”

      I swallowed nervously, staring at the black material before my eyes. I gripped the carpet bag on my lap and resolved to remain silent. One of the men knocked on the side of the carriage and we pulled away with a lurch.
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      I strained to listen to the sounds beyond the carriage window as we travelled, hoping that I might gain some clue as to my whereabouts. We moved slowly to begin with, no doubt hindered by the traffic around us. I heard church bells strike five o’clock and the sound of hooves, carriages and voices. My travelling companions remained silent.

      After twenty minutes or so our pace quickened, and I assumed this meant we were leaving the centre of London. We continued at this pace for some time, and I guessed we were on a long, straight road. There was still occasional street noise beyond the carriage window, but it had certainly grown quieter. I wanted to ask how long the journey would take but felt too frightened to speak.

      The carriage stopped for a short while and then took a couple of sharp turns. I imagined we had crossed a major road junction. Then I heard the sound of trains, some moving at a slow speed and then a much faster one. We were obviously close to a main railway line, but which one?

      We sat in silence for what must have been about an hour. The carriage eventually stopped and one of the men commanded me to climb out. I felt relieved that the journey had ended but anxious about the fate that awaited me.

      One of the men held my arm as I clambered out of the carriage. There was paving beneath my feet, but I could hear little other than birdsong. I wondered whether anyone else could see me and what they would have made of the sight of two men and a woman wearing a hood over her head if so.

      With the firm hand still on my arm I was marched swiftly toward a doorway.

      “Mind the step, Miss Green,” said one of the men.

      The warning came slightly too late and I stumbled over it. I felt floorboards beneath my feet and then a door was closed behind me. The only sound was footsteps on floorboards, and I felt as though I were in an enclosed space, perhaps a house.

      “Sit down,” said one of the men.

      I had no idea where there was a seat. I resisted when he gave me a shove, then fell back into a chair.

      My breath was coming quick and fast. I felt more frightened now that I was behind a closed door. What were these men planning to do to me? What did they want? Would they harm me? My mind spun with fear. I tried to calm my breathing and clutched hold of the bag on my lap. Surely if these men wanted to rob me they would have taken it by now.

      I wasn’t even sure whether there was anyone else in the room. Had they left me there alone? I hadn’t heard a door open or close.

      “What do you want?” I asked as bravely as I possibly could. My voice sounded weak and there was a slight echo, as if the room was sparsely furnished.

      I heard some muttering and then I jumped as I felt hands touching the rope around my neck. Someone was untying it. Then the hood was hauled off my head, pulling at my hair and spectacles as it was yanked away.

      I squinted, my eyes unaccustomed to the light streaming through the curtains that partially covered a window in front of me. As my eyes adjusted I saw that I was sitting in an empty living room with only a fireplace and a few chairs in it. The two dark-clothed men stood near the fireplace, neither of them looking at me. They appeared to be waiting for someone.

      I held my breath. What was about to happen? Was I to be shot?

      Hearing footsteps beyond the door, I turned to see who it might be.

      Into the room walked Chief Inspector Cullen.
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      Unusually for the chief inspector, he smiled at me.

      “Don’t worry, Miss Green, you’re safe now.”

      Warm relief flooded over me. I was out of danger, but the situation still made no sense.

      “Why did these men treat me in such a rough manner?” I asked. “I was terrified they would hurt me!”

      “We had to do it to keep you out of harm’s way,” he replied. “Far better this than what might otherwise have happened to you.”

      “What might have happened to me?”

      He dismissed my question with a wave. “You’re much safer now, Miss Green, believe me.”

      Anger welled up inside me. “But I don’t understand,” I said. “There was no need to scare me as you did. If I was in danger all you needed to do was explain that to me! To have me snatched off the street and a hood tied over my head was completely unnecessary.”

      “I could have explained the danger to you, but you wouldn’t have listened to a word of it,” he replied. “Sometimes a sudden shock is needed.”

      “Was there any genuine need to frighten me like that? Did your men really have to cover my face and head? I feared for my life!”

      “The intention was to frighten you a little, Miss Green, as we needed you to comply. Had my men asked you politely you wouldn’t have come, would you?”

      “I cannot say that I agree,” I spat. “Who are these men, anyway?” I gestured animatedly toward the pair standing impassively beside the fireplace. “Are they police officers?”

      “Do calm down, Miss Green, we’re merely keeping you safe. You don’t stay in one place for long, do you? Yesterday you were hassling gang members at a pub in the East End, and how many people have you spoken to today? I counted at least four: Miss Holland, Mr Billington-Grieg, Mr Sheridan and Mr Chakravarty. And a visit to the reading room, too.”

      “You’ve been following me,” I snarled. “How dare you!”

      “Someone needed to keep an eye on you.”

      “Don’t you have more important things to do than follow me around?”

      “Oh, I didn’t do it personally, I have men to do that for me.”

      I felt foolish to have been so preoccupied with my work all day that I hadn’t even noticed anyone following me.

      “Whose side are you on?” I asked.

      Chief Inspector Cullen laughed. “There’s no question of sides, Miss Green, I’m merely managing the rather difficult situation we have found ourselves in. Now that you’re here, everything will calm down a little. The situation has become rather out of hand in recent days.”

      “Let me rephrase my question,” I said.

      “I’m sure there’s no need.”

      “Would Commissioner Dickson approve of the work you’re doing?”

      Chief Inspector Cullen scowled. “Sometimes unconventional methods need to be employed. The commissioner trusts me to make the right decisions.”

      “But what are you doing about the murders? And about Inspector Blakely?” I demanded, jumping onto my feet.

      “Sit down, Miss Green,” snapped Cullen. “Can you make me a promise?”

      I reluctantly sat down. “It depends what it is.”

      “If I tell you where Inspector Blakely is will you leave the business of these murders for me to sort out?”

      I stared at him as I began to grasp the meaning of his words. “So you do know more about James’ whereabouts than you were letting on!”

      “Will you promise to leave these murders to me and my men to handle?”

      “What do you mean leave them to you? Does that mean I’m no longer allowed to report on them?”

      “Exactly that, and you’re to stay away from everyone who has the remotest connection to the victims.”

      “But I cannot agree to such a thing! I promised Emma Holland I would help her!”

      “There’s nothing you can do to help her, Miss Green.”

      “Someone broke into her home!”

      “Let me allay your fears. It was on my orders that someone broke into her home and stole her brother’s diaries. She and the other members of her household were not in danger at the time, and neither are they now.”

      “You ordered the diaries to be stolen?”

      “They contained secret information.”

      “Secret for whom?”

      “You let me worry about that, Miss Green.”

      “But I don’t understand. Why couldn’t you just have asked her for the diaries? In fact, Inspector Blakely had planned to ask her for them himself.”

      “It would have been dangerous for them to officially be in the possession of the police. Blakely would have been targeted as soon as he had hold of them. He simply had no idea what he was getting himself into.”

      “Then tell me where he is!”

      The chief inspector did not reply. Instead, he nodded to one of the men, who promptly left the room.

      “Are we agreed that you will keep out of this whole business, Miss Green?” he asked.

      “I cannot understand why you would ask me to do such a thing. There have been four brutal murders and you’re expecting everyone in London to simply look away.”

      “That’s not what I expect. I am merely asking you to occupy yourself with something else at the present time. This is too dangerous for the likes of you.”

      “What do you have against me, Inspector?”

      “You know that I’m not a man to mince my words. I’ve told you enough times that I consider you an interfering ink-slinger. If you were a man you’d have had the sense to steer clear of all this, but being a woman you can’t see any sense at all. It’s a dangerous combination. Now this is my last warning, stop your work on this story.”

      Footsteps neared the door again and one of the dark-suited men returned to the room followed by another man.

      It was James!
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      I leapt to my feet and James’ eyes locked with mine.

      “Penny,” he said quietly with a nod. There was a darkness around his eyes and he was unshaven. His dark grey suit was creased in places, as if it were the only clothing he had worn for the past few days.

      “Are you all right, James?” I asked, stepping closer. “I’ve been so worried!” I wanted to embrace him but didn’t feel comfortable doing so in front of Chief Inspector Cullen and his accomplices.

      “I’m fine, thank you.” His voice was unusually formal. “How are you?”

      “Surprised to be here, but extremely relieved to know that you’re all right. It has been a strange few days.”

      “Reunited at last!” said the chief inspector with a grin. “You’ll have missed each other a great deal, no doubt. I apologise that the situation has called for this, but sometimes desperate measures are required. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to undertake something so clandestine, and it won’t be the last. But we’ll get the better of these people eventually. All that’s required at the moment is a little patience while they decide how to react to our latest move. I feel certain that everything will be restored to a perfect equilibrium before long.”

      “I’m sure it will, sir,” said James.

      “Good. I’ve explained to Miss Green that she must keep away from anyone with a connection to the murder victims. This will be extremely important now that we’re reaching the most critical stage of this investigation. You’d be impressed by how much she’s moved about today, Blakely. She has visited Miss Holland, Mr Billington-Grieg, Mr Sheridan and Mr Chakravarty.”

      “That sounds just like Penny,” said James, giving me a weary smile.

      “It does indeed,” said Chief Inspector Cullen, “but she’ll end up becoming the next victim if she’s not careful. I didn’t want another death on my hands, and I’m sure you wouldn’t have been too happy about it either, Blakely. Now that you’re both out of harm’s way I shall sleep a little easier tonight. Do please excuse me, I have to get back to the Yard for the next stage of the investigation. How I wish you could accompany me, Blakely, but sadly it’s too risky.”

      “What is the next stage?” I asked.

      “You’ll find out soon enough, Miss Green. I shall update you once this whole messy business is over.”

      

      He quitted the room, leaving me and James in the company of the two men who had kidnapped me from the street. James pulled up one of the chairs and sat beside me.

      “I’m still struggling to believe you’re really here,” I said. “I can’t tell you how worried I’ve been, not to mention Charlotte. We tried everything we could think of to find out what had happened to you.”

      “You and Charlotte?” A bemused smile spread across James’ face.

      “She’s been so worried, James. I wish we could tell her that you’re safe.”

      “I’m certain we will be able to reassure her soon. How is she?”

      “Extremely concerned about you. She’ll be so happy to see you again. How did you get here? What happened?”

      “The Yard received a series of threats. The severed finger was only a small part of it.”

      “What sort of threats?”

      “Cullen intercepted a number of them, some of which were aimed at my family.”

      “You received threats against your family?”

      “The Yard did. I was kept from seeing them, as I’m told they were too distressing. The finger was bad enough.”

      “Chief Inspector Cullen told you all this?”

      “Yes, and he persuaded me to hide away here for a few days in the interests of my family’s safety. I couldn’t breathe a word of it to anyone in case those who had issued the threats found out.”

      “So you have to stay here until the threat has disappeared?”

      “And presumably the same applies to you, Penny.”

      “I’m not aware of anyone having threatened me. Chief Inspector Cullen told me I was in danger, but I’m not sure whether I believe him or not. I can understand why he feels the need to protect you, but why me? He doesn’t even like me.”

      James gave the dark-suited men a quick glance, which reminded me that everything I said would likely be reported back to him.

      “Tell me what has been happening, Penny,” said James.

      The light in the room began to fade as I spent a good few minutes telling James all that had occurred in the time since he had been away.

      “Cullen told me about the Mawson murder,” he said. “It helped me accept that I was better off out of the way. These people are extremely ruthless.”

      “Chief Inspector Cullen seems to think you would have put yourself in even more danger had you borrowed Alfred Holland’s diaries,” I said. “No doubt it was dangerous for Emma Holland, too, and that’s why he had to take them. But you can’t stay here, James, not when your family and Charlotte have no idea what has happened to you. It’s not fair on them. Have you asked if you can leave?”

      “A number of times, but Cullen told me it’s not safe. If I let anyone know where I am it would put them in danger. I’m desperate to get out of here, but I cannot risk my family being harmed or losing my job. I suppose Cullen knows what he’s doing. He has been in similar situations before.”

      “Has he?”

      “Apparently so.”

      “Where are we, exactly? Do you know?”

      “On the Haringay Park Estate in North London.”

      “I know it now. We’re just north of Finsbury Park, aren’t we? Many new homes are being built here.”

      “And this is one of the most recently built properties. The Metropolitan Police has a few houses like this to keep people safe when necessary.”

      “Were you also kidnapped from the street?” I asked.

      “No!” James gave me a look of incredulity.

      “So you weren’t brought here under duress with a hood tied over your head?”

      “Fortunately, no.” His face grew increasingly alarmed. “Is that what they did to you?”

      “Yes.” I glared at the two men in the room with us. “What sort of police officer orders people to do such a thing?”

      “It was utterly despicable to treat you in that manner, Penny. I had no idea.”

      “Do you believe everything Chief Inspector Cullen tells you?” I asked James in a low whisper.

      “I have done until now. Most of it, anyway. I don’t see why he should have any cause to be untruthful to me, but I don’t understand why he would treat you in this manner either. No one deserves to be frightened like that.”

      “He told me that sometimes a sudden shock is needed.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “To invoke fear and compliance, would be my guess.”

      One of the men glanced over at us, as if he didn’t like the fact that I was whispering.

      “We’re much easier to control when we’re frightened, aren’t we?” I continued. “I think Chief Inspector Cullen exaggerated the danger so that he could get you out of the way.”

      “To purposefully stop me investigating?” whispered James. “But why should he want to do that?”

      The suspicious man got up from his chair and walked over to us. “No whispering,” he said, “I need to hear every word you’re saying. Either speak up or I will insist on silence.”

      James and I glared at him.

      “So you came here after you met with the gang at Marylebone Lane station?” I asked James.

      “Yes. Cullen arrived there just as I was finishing my meeting with them and Inspector Bowles. He explained that the Yard had received a threat directed at my family and that, for my safety and theirs, he had decided I should come and stay here for a few days. I didn’t want to come, of course, but he assured me that it would only be for a short while.”

      “It’s been three days now. Has he told you what he’s doing about the murders?”

      “He says the Yard has to tread carefully because of the danger we are all in.”

      “It sounds as though he’s not doing a great deal.”

      “Of course he’s investigating. He simply said that we need to tread carefully.”

      “Whatever that means. Now he’s supposedly managing the next stage of the investigation, yet we’ve no idea what that means either. We’re powerless, James. The pair of us can do nothing at all. Have you tried leaving this place?”

      “Not yet. I’ve been trying to remain on good terms with Cullen, but I’m beginning to lose my patience. I asked if I would be able to leave today and he replied that a complication had arisen. I suspect now that he was referring to you.”

      I laughed. “I’m the complication?”

      “It seems that way.” James smiled. “Aren’t you always?”

      I lowered my voice to a whisper, though I knew I wasn’t supposed to. “I feel sure that Chief Inspector Cullen has no intention of letting us go any time soon. We have to escape.”

      “Have you forgotten what I told you?” said the man, getting to his feet again. “We’ll have silence now.”

      James and I exchanged an exasperated glance.

      I waited patiently for the man to return to his seat before looking up at James again.

      “We need to escape,” I mouthed silently. “Tonight.”
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      A stout lady named Mrs Walker arrived at the house a short while later with a meal of bread and cold tongue. I tried to engage her in conversation while she made coffee.

      “Inspector Cullen’s paid me to come ’ere and ’elp as ’e needs it,” she said, refusing to give anything more away.

      After our meal James retired upstairs to his room and I was shown to a room at the back of the house. It contained a table and a settee, which was to serve as my bed for the night. Mrs Walker gave me a blanket and told me she would return to the house early the following morning and bring me a basin and a jug of water so I could wash.

      I lay down on the settee, covered myself with the blanket and listened to the sounds of the house.  James was in a room upstairs but I didn’t know where the two men were. I presumed they also had rooms upstairs. Was this place a safe haven offered for my protection? Or was I being held prisoner? I wasn’t entirely sure.

      It was apparent that James still trusted and respected Chief Inspector Cullen. He demonstrated a level of respect for the man that I had never shared.

      Perhaps the chief inspector was managing the situation as best he could, but I felt suspicious of his motives. Maybe I was wrong to doubt him, and perhaps I didn’t fully understand the loyalty and duty felt among police officers, but something about my current situation felt wrong. Chief Inspector Cullen was trying to control me, and I felt sure that he was also trying to control James. He had assumed we would be happy to stay in this house together, apparently safe from the dangers outside, but I knew that I had to leave, either with or without James.

      There was a large sash window in the room. A little while after darkness had fallen I got up and tried to open it. To begin with the frame wouldn’t budge, but it eventually gave way with a judder that shattered the silence. I quickly returned to the settee, my heart pounding in my throat, and pulled the blanket back over me.

      I heard footsteps on the floorboards upstairs and held my breath, wondering if I would hear one of the men coming down the stairs. After a short while the steps subsided and silence returned to the house.

      I would have liked nothing more than for James to escape with me, but it seemed too risky to go upstairs. What if I disturbed the men who were supposedly guarding us? My escape route was just yards away. I didn’t want to leave James behind, but at least I knew that he was unharmed and I could share this good news with Charlotte. I would also have a chance to find out exactly what Chief Inspector Cullen was up to.

      I estimated that half an hour had passed before I attempted to open the window again. I wondered if the men took turns to watch over us, working in shifts. I could not simply assume that everyone in the house was asleep.

      I approached the window once again, slowly pushing it open to avoid making such a dreadful noise. It juddered slightly a couple of times, so that I had to stop and hold my breath for what seemed like minutes at a time as I listened out for footsteps. The frame was eventually raised high enough to allow me enough space to climb through. I peered outside and saw what appeared to be a small garden. Beyond it I could see the outline of rooftops against the night sky.

      Now was my chance.

      I went back into the room to fetch my bag and listened for a few more minutes. I had hoped James would come to find me, but I could only suppose that he was already fast asleep. I felt consumed with guilt about leaving him behind, but once I had made my escape I could send help. I felt quite certain that Commissioner Dickson would not agree with Chief Inspector Cullen’s methods once he discovered what was happening.

      I groped around in the dark for my carpet bag, then walked back over to the window.

      Was I making a mistake escaping like this? Were there greater dangers beyond my temporary prison?

      I carefully climbed out of the window and stepped into the dark garden. I felt grass underfoot as I crept toward the boundary walls. I had no idea how tall they were, but I knew that I wouldn’t feel at ease until I was safely away from this place.

      It was then that I heard the frame of the window I had just climbed out of move, as if someone had pushed it open just a fraction wider. I remained as still as a statue, desperately holding my breath.

      There was no further sound. Whoever it was had determined to move as stealthily as I had.

      Could it be James?

      A sharp shove to my shoulder knocked me to the ground. I tried my best to stifle a cry as my assailant emitted a grunt of pain.

      “Penny?” came a whisper from nearby.

      “James! I’m here!” I whispered back. I tried to suppress the laughter rising into my throat, partly from relief and partly from fear.

      “I think they’re on to us; we have to move!” came the reply.

      “I don’t know how we can get out of here!” I whispered in return.

      I turned and saw a lantern shining in the room I had just escaped from.

      “Oh James, they’re coming!”

      “Follow me!” he hissed.

      “I can’t see you!”

      I groped around for his hand and eventually found it, gripping my fingers tightly around his. He pulled me up from the ground and I followed blindly in his footsteps, tripping over tussocks of grass along the way.

      “Oi!” came a voice from behind us.

      I felt my stomach jump up into my chest and willed my legs to move more quickly than ever before as I followed James into the darkness.

      “There must be a wall or a fence somewhere!” I whispered.

      “Here it is,” said James. In one swift movement he gripped my legs just above the knees and propelled me upwards. It was all I could do not to cry out in surprise.

      “Can you get over it?” asked James, staggering forward a step.

      I reached out and felt bricks beneath my fingers. Stretching upward I could feel the top of the wall. “Yes! Yes, I can!”

      I tossed my bag forward into the darkness and heard it land reassuringly on the hard ground over on the other side of the wall. I grabbed the top with both hands while James pushed my legs up.

      “What about you?” I whispered back to him.

      “I’ll manage it,” he replied. “I think it’s about six feet. Just get over and I’ll be right behind you.”

      I clambered awkwardly over the wall, my skirts getting in the way. I landed uncomfortably on the other side, falling heavily onto my elbows and back. Above me I could see the outline of the wall and a silhouette of James as he gripped the top of it with his arms.

      “Blakely!” came a shout.

      James’ silhouette came into sharp relief as a torch was shone onto him from behind.

      “James!” I reached up and seized one of his arms to help pull him over. It was imperative that the men on the other side of the wall were given no chance to pull him back down.

      James reached out a hand and I grabbed it. He had managed to get most of his body onto the top of the wall, but appeared to be flailing.

      “Pull on my arm, Penny!” he called down. “They’ve got my leg!”

      He began to thrash about wildly, and I could only guess that his foot had made contact with one of the men because there was a cry of pain and then James came tumbling down onto my side of the wall.

      “Are you all right?” I asked him, tripping over my bag.

      “I think so. Let’s move!” He jumped onto his feet and grabbed my hand again.

      “This seems to be a passageway,” he said. “I’ve no idea which direction we should take.”

      One of the men had reached the top of the wall and was shining the lantern down on us. I gripped my bag in one hand and James’ hand in the other.

      “Let’s go!” he said, taking the lead.

      The light from the lantern showed that the passageway ran between the gardens of a row of houses. With the two men still clambering over the wall behind, we ran as fast as we could until we reached the street.

      I could only see the dark outlines of houses on one side of the street, but the sky had opened up over the other half.

      “This is where they’re building the new homes,” said James.

      I heard footsteps behind us. “They’re catching us up!” I whispered.

      “This way!” he said, pulling me toward the undeveloped side of the street. “They’ve built the road and the pavement, but not the houses as yet.”

      The road began to climb steeply.

      “Couldn’t you have chosen the downhill way?” I commented between gasps.

      “I think our men have gone that way,” he said, pausing and looking back down the street. We could still see the lantern light, but the men did not appear to be heading in our direction.

      “It always pays to take the trickier route, Penny,” he said, laughing breathlessly. “They’ve assumed we were heading down to the houses.”

      I also began to laugh as relief took hold of me.

      “Where are we now?” I asked.

      A brisk wind whipped around us and I noticed we were still holding hands even though there was no longer any real need.

      “I think we’re close to Green Lanes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “If we follow the road south we should hopefully reach civilisation, otherwise known as Finsbury Park.”

      “And south is which way?”

      “Luckily, it’s a clear night tonight, though it would help if the moon was out.” I could just make out James’ face looking up at the stars in the gloom.

      “I think if we continue along this road it should join up with Green Lanes,” he said. “Turning to the right will take us south.”

      “You can tell which direction we need to take just by looking at the stars?”

      “Sometimes. It depends on the time of year. It’s something my father taught me during my boyhood.”

      “Well it’s certainly coming in useful now,” I said. I glanced behind us and saw that the lantern light was even smaller than before. “Hopefully we’ve lost them now.”

      “Hopefully.”

      “I’m glad you came with me, James. I felt it was too dangerous to try to find you before I left.”

      “It was! Those men were very close behind us. I stayed awake knowing you would try to make a dash for it.”

      “I’m worried, though. You’ll most likely lose your job for defying Chief Inspector Cullen.”

      “Probably, though I’m more concerned for my family than my job.”

      “Oh dear, yes. I hope we can keep them safe.”

      “The only way to do that is to find out who is behind all this. We need to put a stop to them before someone else gets hurt.”

      We continued to make our way up the hill, still hand in hand.
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      After a short walk down to Finsbury Park we managed to hail a lone cab on Seven Sisters Road. James checked his watch by the light of a gas lamp. It was almost two o’clock.

      “We should be able to find something to eat at one of the cafes that open early near the markets,” said James. “How about Billingsgate?”

      “That sounds good,” I replied, “and it’s near the offices of Chakravarty and Sheridan in the City.”

      The streets were deserted as we travelled toward Billingsgate with the horse progressing at a brisk trot.

      “I need to speak to both Chakravarty and Sheridan,” said James. “One of them believed Forster had not been caught up in any trouble and the other believed he had, is that right?”

      “Yes that’s right. I’m sure one of them must know something. Coincidentally, my brother-in-law is doing some legal work for Sheridan on a government contract, so it might also be worth speaking to him.”

      “We need to speak to as many people as possible, Penny, and we need to find out what Cullen is up to. When he first asked me to stop working on the case I believed what he had told me about the threats to my family. I felt certain at the time that he had my best interests at heart, but now I’m not so sure. It’s difficult because I have always held the man in such high regard, but the manner in which he has treated you is unforgivable. I fail to understand how he can justify it.”

      “So maybe he didn’t have your best interests at heart at all. Perhaps he was merely trying to keep you away from the investigation for his own convenience.”

      “I’m inclined to think that’s the case. It sounds like he’s caught up in something, doesn’t it?”

      “I believe so. I’ve never trusted him, as you well know.”

      Fish porters were already moving busily around the arched brick edifice of Billingsgate Market as they unloaded carriages piled precariously high with crates and baskets of fish.

      After we had paid the cabman he pointed us in the direction of a pub, which happened to be open despite the ungodly hour.

      James and I weren’t the usual clientele at this time of day and a few heads turned as we walked into the Blue Boar. We sat down and were soon served with kippers, toast and coffee.

      “Did you notice the telegraph office opposite the market?” I asked James. “You must send a telegram to Charlotte as soon as it opens.”

      “I will.”

      “She’ll be so relieved that you’re safe. She has had such a dreadful time.”

      “Four nights is a long time to be away.”

      “And no news; nothing at all! Chief Inspector Cullen could at least have reassured her or even explained what had happened. That’s what I don’t understand about him. He was so tight-lipped about the whole matter.”

      “Before I carry out my investigations today I need to understand what the motive behind each of the murders was,” said James. “Firstly, there’s poor Mrs Forster.”

      “Presumably targeted because of her husband.”

      “You haven’t come across any information that suggests she might have got herself in any trouble?”

      “None at all.”

      “So we think Mrs Forster was sadly murdered because she happened to be Mr Forster’s wife. The gang came for both of them but Mr Forster wasn’t there that evening. Forster himself was chased down outside the East India Club in St James’s Square. Mr Chakravarty suggested he may have been caught up in the trade of stolen opium, did he not?”

      “That’s right, although Mr Sheridan refuses to believe it.”

      “So Mr Forster worked for Mr Sheridan for a number of years without any bother.”

      “It seems that way.”

      “But he got into trouble with Mr Chakravarty for securing a mortgage advance on a property he didn’t own.”

      “That’s right.”

      “So Mr Chakravarty could have arranged Forster’s murder as an act of revenge?” said James.

      “Possibly.”

      “Then there’s Mr Holland, who was caught stealing opium.”

      “He stole it under duress. His intentions were honourable to begin with, given that he had reported his colleague Charles Mawson.”

      “Mawson was dismissed for stealing opium after Holland reported him.”

      “Yes, and for a while I thought Mr Mawson had arranged to have Mr Holland murdered out of revenge for what he had done.”

      “But then Mawson was murdered.”

      “Yes, in a similar manner to Mr Forster,” I said.

      “But Mawson still could have ordered Holland’s murder.”

      “Yes, he could have done.”

      “Perhaps Mawson was murdered in revenge for what he had done to Holland. This case can become confusing quite quickly, can’t it?” James sighed.

      “It certainly can. My theory is that Mr Holland and Mr Mawson were both murdered for stealing opium.”

      “It’s an odd motive, though. They didn’t cause anyone any personal harm, and both were punished by their employer.”

      “Perhaps they were murdered to ensure that they remained silent,” I suggested.

      “Yes, I like that theory. Someone didn’t want them to talk.”

      “And that same someone didn’t want anyone finding Mr Holland’s diaries. This is where I don’t understand Cullen’s involvement. He said he had arranged for the dairies to be stolen because they contained secret information. How did he know what the diaries contained? He also said that it would not have been good for them to officially be in the possession of the police. Who was he protecting?”

      “I’m still holding out hope that he has a suitable explanation for his actions.”

      A horrible realisation gripped me as I sipped my tea. “Chief Inspector Cullen said the contents of the diaries were secret, but Emma Holland has read some of them! She told me about the thefts carried out by her brother and Charles Mawson. If Cullen went to the trouble of having the diaries removed, what will he do about Emma when he realises she has read some of them?”

      “Perhaps he has assumed that she won’t cause any trouble.”

      “She’s desperate to find out who murdered her brother. She will most certainly cause trouble if no progress is made on the case.”

      “Then we must keep an eye on her,” said James.

      “Perhaps Chief Inspector Cullen will have a couple of men put a hood over her head and whisk her off to North London,” I scoffed. “That seems to be his manner of dealing with these situations.”

      “He’s probably found out that we’ve escaped by now,” said James. “He won’t be happy about it.”

      “Good,” I said. “It’s about time someone stood up to him.”

      “But we don’t have much time. We need to work quickly before he realises what we’re up to.” James checked his watch. “Fortunately, it’s not long until the telegraph office opens, so I shall soon be able to send a telegram to Charlotte. After that we’ll go and see a good friend of yours at the City of London police.”

      I groaned. “Not Chief Inspector Stroud?” I had come across him before while reporting on the death of Richard Geller at the medical museum inside St Bartholomew’s Hospital.

      “I’m afraid so, as I shall need him to lend me some men. I will have to bring in Chakravarty and Sheridan so they can be interviewed.”

      “What about Chief Inspector Cullen?”

      “I’ll have to bring both men in before he finds out what we’re up to.”
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      Once James had sent Charlotte a telegram we made the fifteen-minute walk to the red-brick headquarters of the City of London Police headquarters in Old Jewry. Large, grey-whiskered Inspector Stroud was initially reluctant to help, still clearly resenting the manner in which James had wrested the Geller case from him. However, he begrudgingly agreed to allow a sergeant and a constable to accompany us once James had explained what he planned to do. With the two police officers in tow we made our way to Mr Chakravarty’s deposit bank in Change Alley.

      The City was fully awake by this time, the pavements filled with smart-suited men hopping off omnibuses and striding in through the imposing stone facades of banks and offices.

      While we walked, James explained the case to the two police officers, both of whom wore the gold-buttoned uniform of the City of London Police. Sergeant Coutts was about thirty with neat brown whiskers, while Constable Ellis was a younger man with a long face and a black moustache.

      

      Mr Chakravarty was occupied with a client when we arrived at his office in Change Alley. After a short wait we discovered that he was in a bad temper.

      “Is this regarding that Forster chap again?” he fumed. “I wish I’d never set eyes on the man, I really do. I lost a lot of money to him, and now even after his death I’m being hounded.” He paused and pointed a finger at me. “I’ve told this news reporter everything I know about him, and that was rather magnanimous of me given the circumstances in which we first met. The woman lied to me, Inspector!”

      “I take full responsibility for that, Mr Chakravarty,” James replied. “It was all my idea.”

      “It was a ridiculous idea! Call yourself an inspector of the Yard, do you? This is not how I expect Scotland Yard to conduct itself. And what are you doing in the company of a news reporter in the first place? Her kind are not to be trusted.”

      “You may also notice that I’m in the company of two other police officers,” said James. “Please mind your manners, Mr Chakravarty.”

      “Don’t patronise me, Inspector, I know full well how to mind my manners. What do you want?”

      “I should like to request that you accompany Sergeant Coutts here to the police station in Old Jewry. I plan to interview you there later this morning.”

      “Are you arresting me?”

      “No, this isn’t an arrest.”

      “Then I respectfully decline.”

      “In which case I should be forced to arrest you. I’m giving you the opportunity to attend the police station voluntarily, Mr Chakravarty.”

      The moneylender laughed out loud. “But if I don’t go I’ll be arrested? That doesn’t sound very voluntary to me, Inspector.”

      “You’re right, it’s not. But your reputation is at stake, and a voluntary attendance will surely sound better to your clients than an arrest.”

      Mr Chakravarty gave this some thought. “I can’t disagree with you on that front, Inspector, but what am I supposed to have done? You don’t think I murdered that chap and his wife, do you?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Do you consider me a suspect?”

      “Until you’re able to clear up a few matters for us, yes.”

      “You think I bludgeoned the man’s wife, then stabbed him in the back? Do I look like someone who would do such a thing?”

      “No, but you could have paid a gang to do it.”

      “I wouldn’t waste my money, especially having already lost so much on the man! What would I have to gain by murdering him?”

      “I can’t be sure until we’ve talked about it in greater detail. Revenge, perhaps, or maybe you were hoping to reclaim your losses from his estate.”

      “Believe me, Inspector, I have better ways to spend my time. I may be angry that he defrauded me, but I know how to write off my losses. It’s part of the job.”

      “Good, then please accompany Sergeant Coutts to the station and I shall meet you there shortly,” said James. “I just have one other matter to attend to first.”

      

      “It will be interesting to hear how Mr Chakravarty conducts himself during his interview,” I said to James as we made our way to Sheridan and Company in Lombard Court with the young constable following closely behind.

      “It will indeed. I can’t work the man out at all.”

      “I can imagine him being cold-hearted enough to organise a murder,” I said.

      

      Lombard Court was only a short walk from Change Alley, and I could see that the young constable was impressed by the opulent decor of Sheridan and Company.

      “Mr Sheridan is currently unavailable, Inspector,” said Miss Wainman.

      “Can you tell me when he might be able to make himself available?”

      “He’s not in the building at the present time.”

      “You didn’t answer my question, Miss Wainman. When will he be available to answer a few of our questions?”

      “I’m unable to say, Inspector, as I don’t know when he’ll be back.”

      James placed his card on her well-polished desk. “When he returns, can you please ask him to attend Old Jewry police station as a matter of urgency?”

      “I will do.”

      “Have you seen him at all today?”

      “Briefly, but then he went out somewhere. He doesn’t always tell me what he’s doing.”

      “It really is urgent, Miss Wainman. I expect to see him at Old Jewry later today. If he doesn’t turn up we’ll have to arrest him, and I’m sure that would cause great embarrassment for the man and all his colleagues.”

      She nodded in reply.

      

      “Constable Ellis and I had better go back to Old Jewry now and speak to Chakravarty,” said James as we stood on Gracechurch Street. “I’m not sure what we’ll get from him; the chap seems quite impenetrable. If all goes to plan Mr Sheridan will join us there very soon.”

      “I’ll go to Euston,” I replied. “I’m growing increasingly worried about Emma Holland. I still don’t understand why Chief Inspector Cullen wanted those diaries.”

      “I plan to deal with Cullen once I’ve spoken to Chakravarty and Sheridan. You don’t need to have anything more to do with the man, Penny, especially after the way he treated you. I intend to make a formal complaint to Commissioner Dickson about it.”

      “Thank you, James.”

      “You can leave this with me now. Hopefully the case will be solved by the end of the day.”

      “Good luck.”

      We parted at the junction of Gracechurch Street and East Cheap. I made my way toward Monument Station, from which point I could travel by underground railway to Gower Street.

      “Penny!” I heard a shout from behind me and spun round to see James running straight at me. “I’ve changed my mind, I’m coming with you! I’ve left Constable Ellis waiting for Sheridan when he arrives. The train to Euston will be too slow; let’s hail a cab.”
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      “What made you change your mind?” I asked James as the cab travelled along King William Street in the direction of the mayor’s residence, Mansion House.

      “I feel nervous about letting you out of my sight at the moment,” he replied. “And like you I wish to make sure that Emma Holland is all right. I haven’t met her yet, but the fact that she knows something about those diaries undoubtedly puts her at risk.”

      “Thank you for coming with me,” I said with a smile, “especially when you have so many other things to be doing at the moment.”

      “Hopefully this won’t take long. My only regret is that I haven’t brought my revolver with me. Cullen asked me to hand it over to him at the house in Haringay. Let’s just hope that I shan’t need it.”

      

      Emma’s maid Doris answered the door and instantly recognised us from our visit the previous week.

      “Crikey, Miss ’Olland’s popular today,” she said. “She’s got visitors at the moment, but I can pass a message on for yer.”

      “We’d prefer to wait if that’s all right,” said James. “Will she be long?”

      “’Opefully not.”

      We stepped into the hallway and I saw that the door to the parlour was closed. I noticed two top hats and a bowler hat on the hallway table. There was a cane in the umbrella stand bearing a familiar mother-of-pearl top.

      “You can wait in the back room if yer like,” said the maid. “Miss ’Olland’s just in the parlour.”

      “Thank you,” said James.

      “The cane in that umbrella stand looks familiar,” I said quietly as we walked toward the back room. “My brother-in-law has one just like it.”

      “The same brother-in-law who has been doing legal work for Mr Sheridan?”

      “Yes.” My heart began to pound, and I stopped sharply in the hallway. “It couldn’t be him, could it?”

      “Excuse me,” James called out to the retreating form of the maid. “Is Miss Holland’s visitor Mr Sheridan, by any chance?”

      She turned in surprise.

      “Yeah, d’you know ’im?”

      James strode back toward the parlour.

      “Inspector?” called the maid.

      I followed in James’ footsteps. He pushed open the door without knocking and I stepped into the room close behind him.

      There was a stunned silence as Mr Sheridan stared at us from an easy chair beside the fireplace. On the other side of the fireplace sat George, and on the settee next to Emma Holland was Chief Inspector Cullen.

      He regarded us with a deep scowl.

      “Have you never been taught to knock at a door before opening it, Blakely?”
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      Emma Holland gave me a nervous smile, but I could see how intimidated she felt sitting alone in the room with three gentlemen.

      “May I ask what your business with Miss Holland is, sir?” James asked Chief Inspector Cullen.

      “None of your business, that’s for sure. Leave us in peace, Blakely, I’ll deal with you later.”

      “I would hazard a guess that you’re discussing Alfred Holland’s diaries,” continued James. “Are you trying to find out what Miss Holland knows?”

      Emma Holland gave a slight nod, clearly too nervous to speak.

      Mr Sheridan stood to his feet and held out his hand for James to shake.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you… Inspector Blakely, is it?” he said. “And I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Miss Green before. Miss Green, you’re well acquainted with your brother-in-law Mr Billington-Grieg, of course! We have ensured that Miss Holland has legal representation during this interview, so all is being conducted properly. I asked Mr Billington-Grieg to accompany us and advise her accordingly.”

      “Advise her on what, exactly?” asked James.

      “She’s being interviewed by a police officer, and I wanted to ensure that everything was carried out in the proper way.”

      I stared at George, who looked distinctly uneasy.

      “There’s no need to explain yourself any further to this junior detective, Mr Sheridan. He was just about to leave,” said Chief Inspector Cullen, “along with his scribbling friend.”

      “Aren’t you wondering how we got here, Chief Inspector?” I asked. “The last time I saw you was late yesterday afternoon at a house in North London. Your men snatched me from the street and took me there blindfolded.”

      Emma Holland gasped.

      “I suppose you hoped I would remain there as some sort of prisoner,” I continued. “You had already managed to persuade James that it was too dangerous for him to leave.”

      “And I can see that the foolish man paid my advice no heed.”

      “You tried to keep Miss Green a prisoner, Chief Inspector Cullen?” asked Mr Sheridan with a shocked expression.

      “Not a prisoner… she’s exaggerating. It was for her own protection, but like Blakely she has chosen to ignore the advice of a senior detective with more than thirty years’ experience in the Metropolitan Police. Now take yourself and this wretched woman out of here, Blakely. We need to resume our conversation with Miss Holland.”

      “They can stay,” said Emma, her voice wavering. “This is my home and I say they must stay and tell me why they were taken to a house in North London.”

      “You can listen to whatever they have to say for themselves, Miss Holland,” he said, “but I fear they will paint a ridiculous picture of misery designed to elicit your sympathy. They cannot understand the complicated lengths a police officer must occasionally go to during the course of his work.”

      I quickly explained what had happened to Emma, and I could see that both Mr Sheridan and George were clearly surprised.

      “That’s dreadful, Penny!” said Emma.

      “What did I tell you, Miss Holland? This story was designed to pull at your heartstrings,” said Chief Inspector Cullen.

      “And all of it true,” I added.

      “Well, it’s a step too far, I should say,” Mr Sheridan stated emphatically. “Not your finest hour, Cullen.”

      The chief inspector glared at him in response.

      “What is your concern with Alfred Holland’s diaries, sir?” James asked him.

      “As I’ve explained to Miss Green, they contain secret information that must be contained.”

      “Secret in what sense?” asked James.

      “In the sense that it could fall into the wrong hands.”

      “And which wrong hands did you have in mind?” James probed.

      “I feel no need to explain the details of my investigation to the likes of you.”

      “Do you have any ideas about these wrong hands, Mr Sheridan?” asked James.

      “None, I’m afraid.”

      “May I ask what your interest in Alfred Holland’s diaries might be?”

      “Don’t answer that, Sheridan. Let me deal with this man,” Cullen said, standing to his feet and striding over to James. “Consider yourself dismissed, Blakely. Your services are no longer required by the Yard.”

      “What is the reason for my dismissal, sir?”

      “For your continual disobedience. The Metropolitan Police has no need for men like you.”

      “I obey orders when they’re given in the true spirit of policing, sir.”

      “You cannot pick and choose which orders you obey,” spat Chief Inspector Cullen.

      “I believe I can when those orders come from a superior who fails to act in the best interests of his profession.”

      “How dare you suggest such a thing!”

      “It has taken me a long time to believe it, but sadly I see now that it is true. You’ve done all this to cover up for the perpetrator of these dreadful murders. You have no interest in anyone being brought to justice; instead, you have tried to remove the very people who have come closest to the truth. Now you’re threatening an innocent woman who just happened to read her brother’s diaries in order to understand why he should have met with such an horrific and untimely death.”

      Chief Inspector Cullen laughed. “You’ve spent far too much time with this reporter. That sounds like the sort of story she’d concoct for her newspaper!”

      “Do you deny it, sir?”

      “Of course I deny it! Now give me your warrant card. You no longer have the authority to execute the duties of a Metropolitan Police detective.”

      James stared back at him. “I refuse, sir.”

      “You cannot refuse this order, Blakely!” Chief Inspector Cullen’s reddened face was just inches away from James’ and I feared the senior officer would strike him. He was a strongly built man.

      “Inspector Cullen, old chap,” said Mr Sheridan, standing to his feet. He appeared quite diminutive in comparison. “I fear that matters are getting a little out of hand. I feel this sort of altercation should never take place in the presence of ladies. Shall we save it for later? I’m quite happy to leave Miss Holland’s home now. I think we’re finished here.”

      The chief inspector took a step back and jabbed a finger at James. He was quaking with rage. “You’ll regret this, Blakely. I shall ensure that you never work for any police force again!”

      James cleared his throat. “I’m still unclear,” he said calmly, “as to why Mr Sheridan should be interested in Alfred Holland’s diaries.”

      “Mr Sheridan told me he had never heard of Alfred Holland when I spoke to him outside the Burlington Hotel,” I said.

      Chief Inspector Cullen paced the floor, his fists clenched. “Don’t respond to a single word these two put to you, Sheridan! He is no longer a police officer, and she will no longer have a job by the time this day is through. I had her dismissed before and I’ll do it again!”

      “I think it is time for me to leave. Thank you for your time, Miss Holland,” said Mr Sheridan, giving Emma a polite bow.

      “Why are you interested in Alfred Holland’s diaries, Mr Sheridan?” James asked again.

      Chief Inspector Cullen bared his teeth.

      “Did you know Alfred Holland after all?” continued James. “He stole opium for Mr Forster, didn’t he? And Mr Forster worked for your company.”

      “Perhaps I can explain all this to you another time, Inspector Blakely, without your hot-headed superior present,” said Mr Sheridan curtly.

      “Hot-headed?” snarled the chief inspector. “You wish to resort to petty insults after all I’ve done for you?”

      Mr Sheridan smiled politely. “Thank you for your help, Chief Inspector Cullen,” he replied. “Our meeting here is concluded, and I’m quite sure this nice young lady no longer wants us cluttering up her home.”

      “You haven’t answered Inspector Blakely’s question,” said Emma, rising to her feet. “Why are you so interested in my brother’s diaries?”

      “Ask him,” said Mr Sheridan, pointing at Chief Inspector Cullen. “He took them!”

      Emma turned to face James’ superior, her mouth opened wide in shock. “You broke into my home and stole them?”

      “Not personally, Miss Holland,” said Chief Inspector Cullen irritably. “It was important that they didn’t fall into the wrong hands. I took them under orders from Mr Sheridan.”

      “Gentlemen, now is not the time to be trading accusations,” said George. “I think this matter should be discussed at a later date when everyone has calmed down.”

      “Your client is doing rather a good job of making me appear to be the guilty party, Mr Billington-Grieg,” said Chief Inspector Cullen. “I took the diaries on the orders of Mr Sheridan, and I also tried to get these two out of the way” – he gestured toward me and James – “on the orders of Mr Sheridan.”

      “How much was Sheridan paying you, sir?” asked James.

      The chief inspector spun round angrily. “Paying me? What are you talking about, Blakely?”

      “You must have received a decent sum to go to such great lengths to cover up Sheridan’s crimes.”

      Mr Sheridan laughed. “And what crimes might those be?”

      “The murders of Augustus and Olivia Forster, Alfred Holland and Charles Mawson.”

      Mr Sheridan shook his head. “Oh dear! I see that Cullen here was right about you all along, Blakely. You really don’t have a clue, do you? Forster got himself into terrible debt, Mawson was a thief and Holland was an opium addict. All three got themselves into tricky situations and only have themselves to blame for their inevitable demise.”

      “No one ever deserves to be murdered,” I hissed, “and you’ve forgotten about Mrs Forster, who was entirely innocent of any wrongdoing!”

      “She was indeed innocent, and her death was extremely tragic,” replied Mr Sheridan. “You’re speaking as though I had something to do with it.”

      “Oh, but you do,” said James. “With your company about to sign a lucrative contract with the India Office you needed to ensure that no one had a chance to make any trouble for you. It wouldn’t do, would it, to be found guilty of trading in illegal opium?”

      “The trading activities of my company are perfectly legal, Inspector Blakely. Or perhaps I’m mistaken in addressing you as inspector. I believe Chief Inspector Cullen has just dismissed you from the Metropolitan Police.”

      “Once the commissioner has been made aware of the arrangement between yourself and Cullen it will be he who leaves the force, not me,” retorted James.

      Mr Sheridan laughed. “At this present moment I’m not convinced either of you has any authority. Come on, Mr Billington-Grieg, it’s time we were on our way.”

      I could see George hesitating. “I’m not really sure what’s going on here,” he said. “I think I shall return to my office.”

      “Nonsense, man, you’re coming with me,” said Mr Sheridan. “There’s a good deal still to do.”

      James moved to block the doorway, standing directly in their path. “Mr Sheridan, I am placing you under arrest.”
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      “Leave him alone, Blakely!” threatened Chief Inspector Cullen.

      James simply ignored him.

      “Arrest me?” asked Sheridan with a smile. “On what possible grounds?”

      “You arranged the murder of your former colleague Mr Forster, who handled stolen opium from the factory at Ghazipur while working for your company. Not only were you aware of this work, but it was carried out at your request. It was your company that smuggled the stolen opium into China.”

      “What nonsense!” Sheridan said with a chuckle.

      “Unfortunately for you, Forster was clumsy,” continued James. “He was careless in his financial affairs, and no doubt with the stolen opium. I’m sure that once you realised how risky he was you arranged for him to be sent back to England and out of your way. It should have been easy to forget all about him, but when the possibility of a contract with the India Office came your way you realised the existence of this man could cause serious problems. If the India Office learned about your company’s illegal dealings the contract would never have gone ahead. That’s when you approached a notorious gang to dispose of him. Never quite sure how much Mrs Forster knew of her husband’s illicit dealings you decided to be rid of her for good measure. After the supposed burglary and tragic murder of his wife you were among the first to console him, but you were also keeping a close eye on the man as he had foiled your initial murder attempt.”

      Mr Sheridan folded his arms and smirked at James. “What an interesting storyteller you are, Blakely! Do go on.”

      “Don’t give him the time of day,” said Chief Inspector Cullen.

      “No, I must say that I’m interested to hear the rest of his tall tale. Imagine how ridiculous it’ll sound in court!”

      “It won’t even get to court,” said the chief inspector.

      I stole a look at George, whose face had paled.

      “A few days later your hired gang caught up with Mr Forster and he was stabbed in the back in St James’s Square,” continued James. “It was a dreadful murder, which shocked London. However, getting rid of Forster didn’t eliminate your problems. Two other men knew about the stolen opium, and you thought it possible that they would begin speaking of it. Mr Holland had discovered what you were up to, and when he reported Mr Mawson for stealing you had no choice but to recruit him. Using a combination of money and threats you had him falsifying forms, just as you had paid Mr Mawson to do. I haven’t yet had a chance to read Alfred Holland’s diaries, but I understand from what Miss Green tells me that he was trying to identify who he was stealing the opium for. Isn’t that right, Miss Holland?”

      Emma nodded. “Yes, and he became quite friendly with the native gentleman he always dealt with, hoping that he could find out some clue from him with regard to what was happening to all the opium he stole.”

      “And perhaps he was successful,” said James. “It explains why there was suddenly so much interest in his diary. It’s the secret information Cullen was trying to keep hidden. Perhaps you can tell me, sir, if Sheridan and Company was named in Mr Holland’s diary?”

      Chief Inspector Cullen stared at James but said nothing.

      “More nonsense,” Mr Sheridan chipped in. “Is your story almost at its conclusion, Blakely?”

      “Almost,” said James. “Murdering these men to keep them silent was always going to cause a stir, and that’s why you employed the services of Chief Inspector Cullen. I don’t know how long you’ve been acquainted, but you knew him well enough to judge that he might be persuaded to hush up the investigation in return for payment. In theory it was easy to hush up because the men doing the dirty work were merely men you employed. No doubt they were also persuaded, through a combination of fear and bribery, to remain silent when questioned by the police. I daren’t speculate on where they obtained a severed finger from, but we’ll get to the bottom of it.

      “Poor Mr Mawson’s time on earth was always going to be limited. Although his superiors had found out what he was up to and he was duly returned to England, it would only have been a matter of time before the trail led back to you.

      “As for Mr Holland, the man’s circumstances had taken an unfortunate turn and you assumed few people would miss him when he was shot dead at the opium den. However, you didn’t account for the bravery and determination of his sister, Miss Emma Holland, who did all she could to find out who had killed him. Fortunately, her brother had left some detailed diaries, which no one knew existed until Miss Holland mentioned them to Miss Green.

      “Miss Green was also determined to find out who had killed Mr Holland, and in good faith she mentioned the existence of the diaries to Chief Inspector Cullen, who did what he needed to do to take them into his possession. I’m sure they contained all manner of incriminating evidence, which Cullen has presumably destroyed by now. Fortunately, Miss Holland had read some of the diaries and found out enough to enable Miss Green to make the connection between the victims. This, Mr Sheridan, is the reason you’re here with this imposter and your trusted legal advisor today. You wished to find out what Miss Holland knew. I don’t like to think what might have happened if Miss Green and I hadn’t arrived when we did.”

      “I would have made sure the young lady remained unharmed,” said George shakily.

      “Would you indeed?” said James. “Are you sure about that? As Mr Sheridan’s lawyer you surely had some idea what your client was up to.”

      “I cannot be certain that your account is accurate, Inspector Blakely,” George replied. “Nothing has been proven at this stage.”

      “It will be in due course,” said James. “In the meantime, I think you’ve been rather short-sighted in your choice of client. Or perhaps the money you were set to make from his lucrative contract with the India Office was enough for you to turn a blind eye?”

      “Now that’s unreasonable, Inspector. I would never ignore actions that were clearly illegal.”

      “It’s all nonsense anyway, Billington-Grieg,” said Sheridan. “Now, out of my way, Blakely.”

      “I’m afraid I cannot do that. I must detain you, sir.”

      Chief Inspector Cullen marched over and shoved James aside. “Let the man out of here!” he shouted. He pulled a revolver from beneath his jacket and pointed it at James.
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      With a horrible lurch in my stomach I realised James was still unarmed.

      “Thank you, Cullen,” said Mr Sheridan, opening the parlour door. “Come on, Billington-Grieg.”

      I could see that George had no idea what to do. Following Mr Sheridan would mean that he was associating with a known criminal.

      Emma leapt to her feet. “Put your gun away, Chief Inspector!” she shouted. “You have no right to brandish a weapon in my home!”

      Chief Inspector Cullen turned to face her. “I would advise you to remain calm, Miss Holland.”

      “Then put your gun away immediately.”

      “I’m simply trying to prevent one of my officers from making a mistake.”

      “I don’t think he’s making a mistake at all. From what I read in Alfred’s diary Inspector Blakely’s theory sounds entirely plausible.”

      He pointed the gun at her. “You know too much, Miss Holland.” He exchanged a glance with Mr Sheridan that made my blood run cold.

      “No!” I said. “No, you mustn’t harm her!”

      Mr Sheridan gave Chief Inspector Cullen an almost imperceptible nod. Emma ducked down, as if trying to avoid the shot which was sure to come. I looked at the revolver in Cullen’s hand, knowing that if I made a swift move toward it he could shoot at any one of us before I reached him.

      Emma stood again and I saw that she also had a gun in her hand. It was pointed at Chief Inspector Cullen. I could only guess she had kept it in a stocking holster.

      “Miss Green will recall me telling her that I was determined to defend myself after my brother Alfred was murdered. I always feared that the man who killed him would also come after me. How right I was.”

      The senior officer was startled. “Put the gun down!”

      “No, this is my home! You drop your gun.” She took a step toward him.

      “Just do the right thing, Cullen,” said Mr Sheridan. “We agreed it, didn’t we?”

      A deafening shot rang out and I saw Chief Inspector Cullen crumple to the floor. James leapt over to him and I heard the injured inspector cry out.

      Emma had a wide smile plastered across her face, still pointing the gun at him. “I got him!” she said. “I aimed for his leg and I got him!”

      I was relieved to see James wrenching Chief Inspector Cullen’s gun from his hand. He lay on the floor groaning with pain, blood beginning to seep through his trouser leg. Emma turned her attention to Mr Sheridan, who had frozen beside the door with a look of horror on his face. George was quivering beside the bay window.

      Emma pointed the gun at Sheridan. “You killed my brother,” she snarled.

      Sheridan turned and ran out of the room, but Emma immediately gave chase.

      “Miss Holland!” shouted James, following her into the hallway. “Put the gun down!”

      Mr Sheridan was already at the front door.

      “Let me arrest him, Miss Holland, and he’ll be put on trial,” pleaded James. “Let a judge and jury try him!”

      “Give him a chance, you mean?” she cried. “He didn’t give my brother a chance!”

      She was gripped with anger and I could understand her yearning for revenge, but I knew this wasn’t the right way to exact it.

      “Put the gun down, Emma!” I cried, running toward her.

      Mr Sheridan had opened the front door and was descending the steps with Emma in hot pursuit.

      “No, Miss Holland!” said James, still giving chase. “You might harm an innocent person!”

      I heard another gunshot and winced. I prayed that Emma and James were both all right. Then I heard laughter.

      I stepped outside to see Mr Sheridan writhing in pain on the pavement.

      Emma was laughing gleefully. “I got him, too! Now I just need to finish him off!”

      “Please, Miss Holland,” said James. He handed me Chief Inspector Cullen’s gun and began to wrestle with her. “You’ve done enough. Give me the gun!”

      “No! I won’t rest until he’s dead!” she shrieked.

      “He’ll be punished, you wait and see,” said James.

      There was another loud bang and James staggered backward.

      “No!” I screamed. “Stop!”

      “Just let me do this!” snarled Emma, her eyes black with fury.

      I could see that James was unhurt but had placed himself between Mr Sheridan and Emma. “I forbid you to shoot this man,” he called to her. “He needs to face the law courts!”

      Sheridan lay on the ground, groaning and clutching at his stomach.

      “Get out of my way!” shouted Emma.

      “Emma, please,” I said as calmly as I could manage. “Please stop this now.”

      I glanced down at Cullen’s gun in my hand. Should I threaten her with it?

      Emma sensed my movement and pointed her gun at James.

      “Don’t!” I screamed.

      “I told him to get out of my way, but he refused,” she replied in a flat-sounding voice.

      She pressed her finger down on the trigger.
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      I squeezed my eyes shut and a heavy wave of despair washed over me.

      There was nothing more I could do.

      I prayed that James would leap out of the way, or that Emma would miss her shot. But just as I had finished preparing myself for the worst I realised nothing had happened.

      I opened my eyes again and saw Emma still trying to pull the trigger, which appeared to be jammed.

      As I stepped forward and snatched the gun from her she gave me a startled, bewildered look, as though she hadn’t noticed me there.

      “Well done, Penny,” James said, swiftly arriving at my side.

      I handed both guns over to him.

      “You almost got yourself killed!” I cried. “Why try to defend an evil man like him?” I pointed toward the prostrate form of Sheridan, who still lay moaning on the ground.

      “I understand why Miss Holland is upset, but she cannot act as judge, jury and executioner,” said James. “I told her this man needs to go to trial, as does Cullen.”

      I turned to face Emma. “You were about to kill James after everything he’s done to help!”

      “I didn’t mean to… I didn’t want to, but he wouldn’t get out of the way. I’m sorry, I…”

      Tears began to pour down her cheeks and I turned away in anger. Both James and Emma had acted foolishly, and for some odd reason I also began to cry.

      “Penny,” James said, resting a hand on my arm. “It’s over. Everyone’s still alive.”

      “Everyone apart from Emma’s brother,” I said. “And the Forsters. And Mr Mawson.”

      “Sheridan will pay for his crimes,” said James, “and so will the gang he hired. We did it! Now let’s find a doctor to tend to these injured men.”

      “I don’t think we should be in any great hurry to do so,” I replied.
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      “I hope you don’t mind us calling in on you unexpectedly, Penny, but I wanted to thank you personally for all your help,” said Charlotte Jenkins. Her blue eyes were bright and smiling, and she clung to James’ arm as the pair of them stood in Mrs Garnett’s hallway. “Without you I don’t know whether I would have seen James again.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating a little, Charlotte. I didn’t exactly rescue him.”

      “You encouraged me to see through Cullen, Penny,” said James. “I trusted him and you didn’t. You were right.”

      “I’m sure you would soon have realised.”

      “You must accept our gratitude,” said Charlotte, “there is no need for modesty. You were of great comfort to me while James was missing and did everything you could to find him again. And here he is!” She looked up at him and beamed.

      I forced a smile, knowing I had sought James for my own sake rather than Charlotte’s. However, it seemed that I could no longer do any wrong in her eyes.

      “I shan’t let you out of my sight between now and the wedding!” she said to James.

      He gave her an awkward smile. “I’ll still have to go to work, Charlotte.”

      “Then I shall come too!” she said with a giggle. “Either that, or we’ll have to stop you doing this dangerous police work altogether. Perhaps you could find yourself a nice quiet job.”

      “Such as working in a library?” suggested James, giving me a knowing glance.

      “Yes, a library. That would be perfect!” said Charlotte. “Penny, would you like to join us for dinner this evening? There are some pleasant supper rooms on Fore Street, if I recall, and my mother will accompany us. She’s waiting outside in the carriage.”

      The thought of spending an evening watching James being simpered over by his fiancée left me feeling cold.

      “Thank you for the invitation, Charlotte, but I’m rather tired. Perhaps another time.”

      “Of course, I understand. We will most likely be married by then!”

      The sympathy I had felt for Charlotte during James’ disappearance had evaporated. I found myself disliking her smiling, apple-cheeked face and her dark green satin dress with a renewed intensity.

      James and I held each other’s gaze for a brief moment and I wished I could tell him what a grave mistake he was making. I felt angry as he stood in front of me, his arm linked through Charlotte’s as though he were quite devoted to her.

      “Enjoy your evening,” I said curtly, “I need to get some rest.” I turned to ascend the stairs.

      “Goodbye, Penny,” said James.

      I turned around to look at him and saw that his brow was creased with concern. His eyes silently conveyed that there were countless words he wished to say.

      You’ve made your choice. Those were the only words I had for him now. I hoped my eyes expressed the sentiment.

      “Goodbye, James.”

      I turned on my heel and climbed the stairs up to my room.
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      “You haven’t told anyone that George is staying with his brother, have you?” whispered Eliza as we strolled beneath our parasols beside the Serpentine in Hyde Park.

      “No.”

      “His parents must not find out. We just need a short while to fully understand what has happened, as he really didn’t know what he was getting himself mixed up in. He’s terribly upset about the whole affair, but I still don’t know what to make of it. To think that he consorted with a man as evil as Mr Sheridan! It’s terrible, it really is. George has always been such a law-abiding individual, and I’m terribly shocked that he could be associated with a murder case. Do you remember those beautiful Cantonese vases Mrs Lennox admired at our meeting? It transpires they were a gift to George from Mr Sheridan. It’s disgraceful! I’ve asked the housekeeper to remove them, and I cannot bear to have George in the house at the moment. I feel so angry and ashamed.”

      “There’s no suggestion that George knew about the murders Mr Sheridan orchestrated,” I said.

      “No, but it doesn’t look good, does it? The police are still talking to him. In fact, Inspector Blakely has been talking to him. You will ask James to go easy on him, won’t you? George simply isn’t used to being questioned by the police and I’m worried he’ll say something he’ll regret.”

      “I’ll speak to James when I see him next, but I don’t know when that will be. Besides, George is quite capable of looking after himself. He’s a lawyer.”

      “You’re right, I suppose he is. But he isn’t at his best when he feels wrong-footed.”

      “Perhaps he should be more discerning about the clients he does business with, in that case.”

      “Oh Penelope, have some sympathy!”

      “I have sympathy for you, Ellie, but none for your husband, I’m afraid. He got himself into this and he’ll need to get himself out of it again. I have every confidence that he’ll manage it. He has friends in all the right places.”

      “Oh, he does, yes. Particularly at the Colthurst Club.”

      “There you go, then. In the meantime, look after yourself and the children.”

      “To think that Mr Sheridan bribed a senior officer at Scotland Yard!” continued Eliza. “I would never have thought that possible, would you?”

      “Nothing surprises me about Chief Inspector Cullen,” I said. “I’m looking forward to reporting on his trial even more than Mr Sheridan’s.”

      “By the expression on your face, Penny, I’d say that you were gleaning some sort of distorted pleasure from seeing these men punished.”

      “Not distorted, Ellie, it’s a natural pleasure. I enjoy seeing people pay for their crimes. I think I finally understand why James risked his life trying to keep Mr Sheridan alive.”

      

      We caught up with Francis at the boathouse.

      “All the boats are out at the moment,” he said. “The chap thinks it will be about a ten-minute wait.”

      He wore a pale grey suit and a straw boater hat. The summer sunshine had given him a light dusting of freckles across his nose and cheekbones.

      “That doesn’t matter,” said Eliza. “We can continue our walk for a little while and return here later. Does that sound all right, Penelope?”

      “I’m happy with that, Ellie.”

      Francis and I exchanged a smile. This was the first time I had seen him since Chief Inspector Cullen had abducted me from the street close to the British Library. Although it had only been a week since then it seemed far longer. I thought he looked quite handsome and felt pleased to have this opportunity to deepen our acquaintance a little.

      He gazed out over the lake and fidgeted with his collar.

      “Are you all right, Francis?” asked Eliza. “You seem rather preoccupied.”

      “I am a little, if truth be told. I wonder if I may… This slight pause in proceedings gives me an opportunity to…” He turned to face me. “Penny, may I speak with you alone for a moment?”

      “I suppose so, yes,” I replied.

      I glanced at Eliza, who gave me a hopeful smile.

      “Eliza, I do apologise,” said Francis. “I hope you don’t consider me rude wishing to speak to Penny alone, but there is something I should like to say and it will only take a moment.”

      “Take all the time you need, Francis,” she said with a grin. “I shall walk another lap of the Serpentine.”

      “Oh, we shan’t be that long,” said Francis.

      “There’s no hurry!” Eliza called over her shoulder as she strode off.

      Francis watched as she walked away, and I noticed him swallowing nervously.

      Now mark my words, Eliza’s voice sounded in my head. As soon as Inspector Blakely is married Mr Edwards will surely propose.

      I also swallowed nervously, realising the moment had arrived, albeit a few weeks earlier than she had predicted.

      “Shall we?” suggested Francis, gesturing toward a path which led away from the lake.

      “Of course.” I smiled, my heart thudding in my chest.

      “I can’t say that I enjoy such conversations,” said Francis, “but sometimes they’re quite necessary. I’ll try to get to the point as quickly as I can.”

      What would my reply be? Would I be making a big mistake if I said yes? Would it be polite to ask him to allow me time to consider his proposal?

      Either way, I knew that I couldn’t turn him down with a simple no. He had given me plenty of time to prepare for this moment, yet I felt less prepared than ever.

      “I hope you haven’t forgotten our conversation in the hansom cab that evening following our dinner with Mr Fox-Stirling,” continued Francis.

      “Of course not.”

      “As I look back on it now I feel rather embarrassed that my words were so direct, but I stood by them then and I stand by them now.”

      “Thank you, Francis, I’m grateful to you for expressing yourself so honestly that evening. You shouldn’t feel embarrassed, and I should like to say in return that I —”

      Francis held up his hand. “Please don’t consider me rude in interrupting you, Penny, only I’m finding this conversation rather difficult, and it’s taken me a little while to ready myself for it. Would you mind hearing what I have to say before you respond?”

      “Of course.” I smiled, feeling some sympathy for him. I wanted to make it as easy for him as possible.

      Did this mean I was ready to accept his proposal?

      He stopped beside a beautifully scented rose bush and took a deep breath.

      “I should like to remind you, Penny, how much I care about you. Please remember that.”

      “Of course, Francis.”

      “Good, because that is very important to me. The strength of my feelings for you has caused me to make a decision.” He scratched his chin. “I must take action, and I hope you will feel pleased about it.”

      “I hope so.” I looked into his green eyes and realised I was holding my breath.

      “I plan to travel to South America in search of your father, Penny.”

      I continued to hold my breath, unsure as to whether I had heard him correctly. “But you can’t!” My voice sounded strained.

      “Can’t?”

      “You want to look for my father?”

      He nodded.

      “But it’s dangerous!”

      “I don’t care, Penny. I am anxious to find him.”

      “You wish to leave London? Leave the country?”

      “I will have to if I’m to look for your father.”

      “But I never thought you would want to. I thought —”

      “Thought what? Did you think I had planned to say something different?”

      I nodded, and a rush of embarrassment washed over me.

      “For a time I thought I would, but I have come to realise that it wouldn’t be the right thing for me to do. I tried to convince myself that you were blameless when Inspector Blakely kissed you, but in truth I think you wanted it to happen.”

      A surge of heat rushed to my face. “So you’re leaving?”

      “I wish to do something interesting and rewarding. I have no desire to spend the rest of my days in a library hoping that one day you might agree to marry me.”

      “But I haven’t known you for long, Francis. Maybe a little more time —”

      “It’s not a question of time, Penny. You’re in love with Inspector Blakely, and I cannot compete with him for your affection. I don’t know what will happen once the chap is married; perhaps your feelings for him will change. But even if they did and you wished to marry me I would always know that I was your second choice.”

      “You deserve better,” I said, my voice choked with emotion.

      “You’ve told me that before, and I have come to believe that you are right. I wish to marry someone who loves me just as I love her.”

      “I hope you find her, Francis.”

      “So do I, Penny.”
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      The opium trade has a long and complicated history and I hope that my attempts to summarise it here aren’t too clumsy.

      Opium was a popular medicinal and recreational drug in China for centuries. Britain first became involved in the late 18th century when its East India Company saw an opportunity to make money. By this time, opium had been criminalised in China but this didn’t stop the British who cultivated the drug in their colony, India, and created a complex trade arrangement which saw opium being smuggled into China. The situation escalated into the two Opium Wars in the 1840s and 1850s which concluded with a treaty favourable to the British and other foreign traders.

      In the latter half of the 19th century British-controlled India processed opium from the vast poppy fields of Bengal and Malwa and sold the drug to China. This trade was not without its opponents, including the British Prime Minister William Gladstone; critics viewed the trade as an exploitation of opium addicts’ misery. The trade continued because the revenue was so lucrative. On August 6th 1884 the Globe newspaper reported that Britain’s annual revenue from the opium trade that year would be over £9 million – today this equates to just over £1 billion / $1.3 billion (according to the Bank of England’s inflation calculator).

      Merchant families grew wealthy from the opium trade including the Baring and Rothschild families in the UK and the Astor and Forbes families in the US. President Franklin D Roosevelt’s grandfather, Warren Delano, was another merchant who made his money in the opium trade. Increasing condemnation of the trade led to Britain officially ceasing it in 1917. However, as recently as 1939 it was reported that British-controlled India was still exporting some opium to China ‘to treat animals and to cure malaria.’ Mahatma Gandhi campaigned against the trade in India and the country won its independence from Britain in 1947. By the 1950s Chairman Mao had eradicated much of the opium trade in China, although legal and illegal opiate use remains a problem there as it does around the rest of the globe.

      The Ghazipur opium factory in Uttar Pradesh, India, was established in 1820 by the East India Company and is still functioning today processing opium for alkaloid products in the pharmaceutical industry. Rudyard Kipling visited the factory in 1888 and wrote about it in an essay which was a useful resource for me.

      In the 19th century, opium dens could be found in large cities where the Chinese community settled outside China and in locations where there was a population keen to use the drug. In London’s Limehouse many frequenters of the opium dens were sailors and travellers passing through the docks close by. Charles Dickens visited an opium den in Limehouse and used it as a location in his final, unfinished novel The Mystery of Edwin Drood.

      The East India Club in St James’s Square was founded in 1849 principally for men who were connected with the East India Company. It still occupies the same building in St James’s Square today, having merged with other clubs over the years. Membership is by nomination and election and women are still not permitted.

      The India Office was located in what are now the Foreign Office buildings in Whitehall. Noted for their architecture and spectacular interior, these government buildings were built in the 1860s and still house the Foreign Office today. The buildings are open to the public once a year.

      The police station on Commercial Street was once part of Whitechapel H Division. It was this division which investigated four of the five Jack the Ripper murders in 1888 (the other one being in the City of London). The investigating officers were based at Commercial Street police station. The building still stands today and had an extra storey added to it in the early 1900s. A police station no more, it’s now residential and is called Burhan Uddin House.

      Euston Arch was an enormous sandstone structure which stood in front of Euston station from 1837 until 1962. It was demolished as part of the station’s redevelopment, to the upset of many. The broken up pieces of the arch were used to line the bottom of a canal in East London and the gates are in the National Railway Museum in York. A number of pieces were raised from the canal in 2009 and plans are being discussed to have the arch rebuilt as part of an upgrade of Euston station in 2026.

      Change Alley, sometimes known as Exchange Alley, is a narrow street in the heart of the City of London. In the 17th century it was home to Jonathan’s Coffee House where the prices of stocks and commodities were first published – a forerunner of the stock exchange.

      My research for The Penny Green series has come from sources too numerous to list in detail, but the following books have been very useful: A Brief History of Life in Victorian Britain by Michael Patterson, London in the Nineteenth Century by Jerry White, London in 1880 by Herbert Fry, London a Travel Guide through Time by Dr Matthew Green, Women of the Press in Nineteenth-Century Britain by Barbara Onslow, A Very British Murder by Lucy Worsley, The Suspicions of Mr Whicher by Kate Summerscale, Journalism for Women: A Practical Guide by Arnold Bennett and Seventy Years a Showman by Lord George Sanger, Dottings of a Dosser by Howard Goldsmid, Travels and Adventures of an Orchid Hunter by Albert Millican, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London by Andrew Mearns, The Complete History of Jack the Ripper by Philip Sugden, The Necropolis Railway by Andrew Martin, The Diaries of Hannah Cullwick, Victorian Maidservant edited by Liz Stanley, Mrs Woolf & the Servants by Alison Light, Revelations of a Lady Detective by William Stephens Hayward, A is for Arsenic by Kathryn Harkup, In an Opium Factory by Rudyard Kipling, Drugging a Nation: The Story of China and the Opium Curse by Samuel Merwin and Confessions of an Opium Eater by Thomas de Quincy. The British Newspaper Archive is also an invaluable resource.
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      “This is all you need for your travels is it, Francis?” asked my sister Eliza as we stood in the Great Hall of Euston Station. She pointed at the leather trunk by his feet.

      “Yes, it contains everything I need, thank you.” He grinned. “I have never stopped to admire this hall before. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      I followed his gaze to the grand stone staircase, immense columns and coffered ceiling, which was flooded with light from a high row of windows. Beside us stood the statue of a man in a frock coat with a scroll in his hand.

      “But you’re to be away for several months,” continued Eliza. “Surely you’ll need more than a single trunk!”

      “It will be perfectly sufficient for my needs,” he replied. “Most important of all is taking the correct clothing.” He gestured at his light brown suit. “This looks rather pale and out of place in a London train station, but it will serve me well in the tropics.”

      “I’m sure it will, Francis,” I said.

      He held my gaze for a moment, his green eyes twinkling with anticipation behind his spectacles. I realised how much he was looking forward to searching for my father and felt slightly envious of him.

      “Time to say goodbye to Mr Stephenson,” he said, glancing up at the statue next to us.

      “Who’s he?” asked Eliza.

      “George Stephenson, the father of railways.”

      “Oh, him.”

      “His early engines were designed for the coal mines,” continued Francis, “but he turned his hand to passenger trains for the Stockton and Darlington Railway, and after that the Liverpool and Manchester line. Before long, railroad builders were travelling all the way over from America to learn from the great man.”

      “I’m sure Mr Stephenson wishes you well on your travels,” interrupted Eliza. “However, I’m worried that you’re about to miss your train to Liverpool. Which platform does it depart from?”

      Francis looked up at the clock. “Oh yes, I must go. Platform twelve.”

      He picked up his trunk and we hurried through an archway toward the platforms. Plumes of smoke rose up into the lattice girder roof.

      “Platform twelve is this way!” my sister shouted over the hiss of steam and the shrill of guards’ whistles. She strode on ahead of us, attracting a few bemused glances in her practical woollen suit with its skirt divided like breeches.

      Francis and I followed her as she darted around porters pushing trolleys filled with luggage and people embracing each other with hearty hellos and goodbyes.

      “Where are you meeting your translator, Francis?” bellowed Eliza.

      “Liverpool. My sister will also meet me there. She and her husband are going to see me onto the boat.”

      “How lovely that your sister will be there. Oh, this must be your train!”

      Francis handed his trunk to a porter and we began to stride purposefully alongside the brown and cream carriages.

      “Are you headed for first class at the front?” Eliza called out.

      “No, I’m travelling in second,” replied Francis.

      “Oh, Francis, you should have afforded yourself a little comfort!”

      “Second will suffice.”

      “Just as one trunk suffices, I suppose!”

      “Don’t forget that Francis has to travel by mule for a few hundred miles to Bogotá,” I said. “He can’t take too much luggage.”

      “Here we are!” said Francis as we reached a carriage marked second class. The letters LNWR – denoting London and North Western Railway – were etched onto the side in gold.

      I felt a lump in my throat as he opened the carriage door.

      Eliza suddenly embraced him, and he took a step back, his eyebrows raised in surprise.

      “Good luck, Francis!” she said. “You must write to us as often as you can. We’ll be thinking of you every day, won’t we, Penelope?”

      I nodded fervently. “We will.”

      Francis brushed his sandy fringe away from his spectacles and turned to face me. “Goodbye, Penny.”

      I could barely hear him above the noise of the station.

      “I’ll accompany you into the carriage,” I replied.

      I didn’t feel ready to say goodbye. I was struggling to believe that it would be many months before we saw him again.

      “Careful, Penelope, you don’t want the train running away with you,” warned Eliza.

      Francis moved aside as I lifted my skirts and stepped into the quiet compartment, sitting down on one of the blue carpet seats. He closed the door behind him so that we could hear each other more clearly. Then he removed his bowler hat and placed it on the luggage rack above my head.

      “I hope you have a comfortable journey,” I said, “and I hope all your travelling companions are agreeable. You will write to us as Eliza asked, won’t you? Please do send word to us once you have arrived in Colombia. Or perhaps you could send a letter from one of the stops along the way.”

      “Of course I will.” He gave a quiet laugh.

      “What’s funny?”

      “If only you had been this interested in hearing from me before I made the decision to leave.”

      I paused, surprised by the candidness of his comment.

      “I have always been interested in you, Francis.”

      “Not quite interested enough, though.” He smiled. “Never mind, there is nothing more to be said on the matter.”

      The train guard’s whistle sounded, and Eliza hammered on the window.

      “Please be careful, Francis,” I said, rising to my feet. “Colombia is a dangerous place, and crossing the Atlantic Ocean is also hazardous.”

      “I shall be fine.”

      “And good luck. I hope you manage to find Father.”

      “I shall do my best, Penny.”

      I embraced him, but my movement was so impulsive that I pinned both his arms down by his sides. There had once been an opportunity for me to marry Francis, but the chance had now passed. Had it been a mistake to turn away a man who loved me?

      The train hooted its whistle.

      We separated, and I adjusted my spectacles as I felt a tear roll down my cheek.

      “You need to disembark,” said Francis. “You don’t want to end up coming with me!”

      I didn’t rush toward the door; indeed, I quite liked the thought of accompanying him. An adventure in South America sounded rather appealing. Besides, what was left for me in London? The man I loved, Inspector James Blakely, was to marry his fiancée, Charlotte, in a little under four weeks. I wasn’t sure how I would cope with it when the day came.

      “Please write,” I said again.

      “I’ve told you I will, now get off the train!” He laughed.

      The carriage gave a jolt. I glanced out of the window and saw that the train was beginning to move. Eliza was marching along beside the window with an alarmed expression on her face and wildly gesticulating arms.

      I flung the door open and readied myself to step out onto the platform, which was beginning to flash past with increasing rapidity.

      “Careful, Penny!” said Francis.

      “Goodbye!” I said tearfully and hopped out, stumbling as my feet connected with the platform.

      I recovered myself and managed to slam the door shut just in time. Eliza and I held on to our hats as we jogged alongside the train. Francis lowered the window.

      “Goodbye!” we shouted. “Good luck!”

      The train picked up speed so that we were no longer able to keep up. We stopped, breathless, and watched Francis’ waving hand until it disappeared from view.

      The last of the carriages pulled out of the station. The train gave a whistle, reached a bend in the railway line and was gone.

      “Doesn’t he remind you of Father, Penelope?” asked Eliza, her voice cracking. “I used to feel like this whenever he went away.”

      The aching lump in my throat returned. “What if we never see him again, Ellie?”

      “Oh, we will, we will.” She draped an arm across my shoulders. “He’s going to find Father, I feel sure of it. Just imagine what it will be like to welcome both of them home!”

      “Do you really think that could happen, Ellie?” I turned to look at her.

      “I like to believe so, don’t you? I have every confidence in Francis, and I know that he’ll write regularly so we shall know exactly how he’s getting on. He’s a good man, Penelope, but perhaps it’s just as well that you didn’t agree to marry him. He would never have gone to search for Father then, would he? On reflection, this is the best outcome for all of us. We have someone we can trust searching for our father, and Francis gets to go on a great adventure!”

      “Perhaps I should have gone with him,” I said. “I rather wish that I had now.”

      “Nonsense, Penelope. You couldn’t possibly go travelling across South America. It would be completely unbefitting for a woman.”

      “You campaign for women to be given the vote, yet you believe women are incapable of becoming explorers?” I asked.

      “The two issues are quite distinct. Now, shall we find somewhere to have an early lunch? If I recall correctly there are some quite pleasant dining rooms at this station.”
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      A South American Adventure

      

      A second search for the plant-hunter, Mr. Frederick Brinsley Green, is to be carried out by Mr. Francis Temple Edwards. Mr. Edwards has no previous experience of international exploration and was, until recently, employed as a clerk at the British Library. Through his acquaintance with Mr. Green’s daughter, Miss Penelope Green, Mr. Edwards has forged an interest in discovering the whereabouts of Mr. Green, who has not been seen since the March of 1875. Mr. Edwards will sail from Liverpool tomorrow, Wednesday 20th August, to the United States of Colombia on the SS Pampero.

      A previous search was conducted by the explorer Mr. Isaac Fox-Stirling eight years ago in the March of 1876. Although Mr. Fox-Stirling was unsuccessful in establishing the whereabouts of Mr. Green, he discovered a hut which had recently been inhabited by Mr. Green close to the Falls of Tequendama, twenty-five miles southwest of Bogotá. Mr. Edwards plans to return to this location and make further enquiries with the assistance of a Spanish translator.

      Mr. Edwards has compensated for his lack of expeditionary experience by conducting exhaustive research into the South American continent and her peoples.

      Before he was declared missing, Mr. Green made a number of trips to South America and transported many exotic plants back to the shores of Britannia. At the time of his disappearance, the plant-hunter had been collecting orchid specimens on behalf of Kew Gardens.

      Mr. G. W. Brice of Kew Gardens spoke to our reporter: “For nine years mystery has surrounded the supposed disappearance of one of our brave plant-hunters, and with no confirmation that Mr. Green lost his life in Amazonia it is everyone’s hope that Mr. Edwards finds him in good health. It would be marvellous indeed if Mr. Green were to return home and be reunited with his wife and daughters.”

      

      “I think the article places an unfair emphasis on Francis’ lack of experience,” I said, folding up my copy of The Times.

      “Well, it’s rather an ambitious expedition, isn’t it, Miss Green?” replied my glib colleague, Edgar Fish.

      We were sitting in the newsroom at the Morning Express newspaper, which was a cluttered place with piles of paper on every surface and a grimy window looking out onto Fleet Street.

      “You can’t blame the reporter for pointing it out,” continued Edgar. He was a young man with heavy features and small, glinting eyes. “The chap’s probably never been further west than Kensington.”

      “I’m certain he must have,” I replied curtly.

      “Has he been on a ship before?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Because if a chap’s never been on a ship before he’s bound to find a two-week Atlantic crossing a bit rough.”

      “Especially if there’s a storm,” added my curly-haired and corpulent colleague, Frederick Potter.

      “That’s right, Potter, and the storms are not infrequent, are they?”

      “Sometimes they can last for days,” I said, “though Mr Edwards is fully aware of that. We were forced to listen to Mr Fox-Stirling’s never-ending tales of Atlantic crossings enough times.”

      “Getting there is one thing,” continued Edgar, “but managing the natives is quite another!”

      “They lead a somewhat primitive life in that part of the world,” added Frederick.

      “Do they practise cannibalism in Amazonia?” asked Edgar. “Mr Edwards had better watch his back, else he’ll end up in a native’s cooking pot!”

      “Don’t be so ridiculous!” I snapped.

      “What’s ridiculous?” asked our editor, Mr Sherman, as he strode into the newsroom, leaving the door to slam behind him.

      “Edgar suggested there is a possibility that Mr Edwards will be eaten by cannibals while he searches for my father,” I said.

      “May I suggest, Fish, that if you’ve nothing intelligent to say, don’t bother saying anything at all,” scolded the editor. He had a thick black moustache, and his hair was oiled and parted to one side.

      “That means he’ll be silent forevermore!” laughed Frederick.

      His comment was met with a scowl from Mr Sherman, who took a puff on his pipe before turning to address me. “Miss Green, have you heard about a chap called John Curran?”

      “No, sir.”

      “He seems to have been maliciously poisoned. The inquest into his death will take place tomorrow at The Five Bells in Bermondsey Square.”

      “Do the police have any suspects?” I asked.

      “I understand the wife is under suspicion, but she has vanished.”

      “Damning herself by her absence, eh?” said Edgar. “There is no surer way to convince people of your guilt than by running off and hiding somewhere.”

      “It may be a little more complicated than that, Fish,” said Mr Sherman. “The woman may have her reasons for disappearing, or perhaps I’m not in possession of the full facts of the case. I’m relying purely on a conversation I overheard down at the Turkish baths yesterday evening.”

      “Where would we be if we didn’t all have our ears to the ground in one way or another, eh, sir?” said Edgar. “You hear your news at the Turkish baths and I hear mine at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese. Where do you hear your news, Miss Green?”

      “From my landlady,” I replied. “She hears it all from a neighbour of ours, Mrs Wilkinson. I don’t know how Mrs Wilkinson manages it, but I swear she’s always the first in London to know anything.”

      “Well, I’d say that between the bathers, drinkers and neighbours of this good city we’re on the ball!” said Edgar. “And let’s not forget your connection at the Yard, Miss Green. It’s always useful to have a friend down in the CID. We may only have a few reporters, but between us we seem to have most of London covered.”

      “Well done, Fish,” said the editor. “Perhaps once you’ve finished congratulating yourself you might like to get on and write something.”

      “I was congratulating everyone, sir.”

      “That’s most kind of you. Now then, don’t forget that the Morning Express is only as good as its last issue, so let’s get on with it. We have circulation numbers to worry about! Miss Green, get yourself down to The Five Bells tomorrow and find out what you can about the poisoned man and his wife.”
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      I walked down to the river the following morning, passing the stone walls and turrets of the Tower of London. It was a warm, late-summer day but the sky was grey. I removed my jacket and unfastened the top button of my high-collared blouse in an attempt to cool myself down. Beyond the river, the chimneys of south London darkened the air with clouds of smoke.

      I had heard that a new bridge had been proposed that would cross the Thames from the Tower of London to Bermondsey, but for the time being the quickest route was via the Tower Subway.

      I paid my halfpenny toll and climbed down a long spiral staircase to the tunnel, which ran beneath the river.

      The Tower Subway was not designed to delight the senses; it was a tube lined with cast iron and lit by a row of dim lights. Water dripped down the walls and the wooden walkway was unsteady in places. The slightest noise echoed along the tube so that a conversation being held fifty yards away sounded as though it were level with one’s shoulder. I strode as quickly as I could and thought about Francis, who would be departing from Liverpool at that very moment. I had already encountered his replacement in the reading room at the British Library. His name was Mr Retchford, and he was a dough-faced man with small, pig-like eyes and a shrill voice. I couldn’t imagine him being anywhere near as helpful as Francis had been.

      The warm scent of exotic spices from the warehouses lingered in the air as I emerged from the dingy subway staircase on the south side of the river. I walked beneath the railway lines from London Bridge station and found that a new smell assaulted me as I reached Crucifix Lane. Beneath the railway arches were heaped piles of animal dung collected for soaking and softening leather in the tanneries. My stomach turned as a hard-faced woman, seemingly impervious to the stink, emptied a small crate of dog excrement onto the foul-smelling mound. Flies buzzed in my ears and my throat gagged. I covered my nose with my handkerchief and strode along as quickly as possible.

      Bermondsey was a lively, busy place, where rows of cramped little houses sat cheek by jowl with factories pumping out fumes of chocolate, glue and sulphur. Every spare corner was given over to industry of one sort or another. Machines rumbled and hammers pounded. As I neared Bermondsey Square the acrid odour from the large tanneries caught in the back of my throat.

      

      The inquest into John Curran’s death was held in an upstairs room at The Five Bells public house.

      The coroner, Mr Robert Osborne, was a wispy-haired man with a thick moustache, and he sat at a table with a small group of gentlemen. The jury of twelve men sat on chairs along one side of the room, while the press reporters and members of the public were crammed into what remained of the floor space. I did my best to write everything down in my notebook, squashed as I was between two other reporters.

      The coroner stated that John Curran had been a labourer at a local tannery and was thirty-one years old when he died at his home, 96 Grange Walk, on the seventeenth of August. Proceedings were halted for a short while at this point as the jury paid a visit to the mortuary in the nearby church to view the body.

      Once the jury had returned, Mr Osborne called on the first witness, Dr Jacob Hill, who stated that Mr Curran had been unwell for about a week before his death. Mr Curran’s wife, Catherine, had on two occasions summoned the doctor to the home they had shared while he was unwell.

      “Can you describe the symptoms Mr Curran presented with, Dr Hill?” asked the coroner.

      “He complained of pain in his bowels and diarrhoea.”

      “And what treatment did you recommend?”

      “I ordered for him to take soda water and milk.”

      Dr Hill reported that there had been no improvement in Mr Curran’s condition by the time of his second visit and stated that he had found Catherine to be an extremely concerned and attentive nurse. He had last seen her when she visited him at his surgery to request a certificate of death.

      A man representing Prudential Life Insurance Limited deposed that Mr Curran had been insured with the company for the sum of fifty pounds, and a representative from the General Assurance Society confirmed that Catherine Curran had effected a policy on her husband’s life for the sum of thirty pounds. Both policies had been taken out with Mr Curran’s full consent.

      Mr Osborne then called for William Curran, the brother of John. A young, clean-shaven man with a heavy brow and scruffy fair hair walked up to the table. He held a cap in his hand and wore a smart but ill-fitting suit, which I guessed he had borrowed for the occasion.

      William Curran stated that he lived in Paulin Street and worked at the same tannery where his brother had been employed.

      “Were you concerned about your brother before he died?” asked the coroner.

      “Yes, sir, I was, ’cause ’e’d taken to ’is sickbed.”

      “And what was his sickness?”

      “What the doctor ’ere said. Diarrhoea. An’ vomitin’ an’ pains such as ’e’d never ’ad afore.”

      “And prior to this spell of sickness, would you say that your brother had been in good health?”

      “Yes, sir. Never ’ad a day of sickness ’is entire life.”

      “He was ordinarily a fit and healthy man?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And did you have any idea as to the cause of his sickness?”

      “Not ter start wiv. I thought ’e’d get better, but it was when she stopped me seein’ ’im, that’s when I begun ter get suspicious.”

      “Can you explain who you mean by she?”

      “Yeah, ’is wife, Caffrine.”

      “Mrs Catherine Curran prevented you from visiting your sick brother?”

      “Yeah. I’ve seen ’im once, and when I’ve went back to see if ’e was gettin’ better she ain’t never let me back in.”

      “Mrs Curran would not readmit you to their home?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did she give you a reason for refusing to do so?”

      “She tells me as ’e’s tired and don’t want no visitors. Well, that don’t sound like our John! I ain’t never known ’im refuse ter see me.”

      “Did you attempt to visit your brother again after that?”

      “Yeah, twice more I tried ter see ’im.”

      “And you were unsuccessful?”

      “She weren’t lettin’ me in the door.”

      “In your statement to the police you say that you visited your brother on the twelfth of August, and that was the last time you saw him. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And why did you inform the police about your brother’s death?”

      “’Cause she wouldn’t let me see ’im, like I said! I told ’em she’s done summink to ’im. I dunno what, but she’s done summink. It weren’t right.”

      “What made you think Mrs Curran had done something, as you put it, to your brother?”

      “‘It just weren’t normal. I smelt a rat.”

      Detective Inspector Charles Martin of M Division was the next witness. He was a young, fair-haired man with a round, pleasant face and fair whiskers.

      “I was informed that Mr William Curran had concerns that his sister-in-law might have had a hand in his brother’s death,” he told Mr Osborne.

      “And what caused you to give credence to his accusation?” asked the coroner.

      “I wasn’t sure whether to believe it or not initially, sir. It’s not uncommon for the police to receive false accusations pertaining to all sorts of crimes, including murder. However, it is my duty to establish whether there is any basis for the accusation.”

      “And did you find any such basis?”

      “My suspicions were aroused, sir, when I went to the address, number 96 Grange Walk, and found no sign of Mrs Curran there. The enquiries I made with her neighbours suggested that she had taken off.”

      “Have you since established the woman’s whereabouts?”

      “No, sir. M Division is currently carrying out an extensive search for the woman.”

      “Can you speculate on the reason for Mrs Curran’s disappearance?”

      “One possible explanation is that she is guilty of her husband’s murder, as Mr William Curran has suggested. The sudden death of a usually healthy man, the disappearance of his wife, and the existence of not just one but two life insurance policies, led us to decide that a post-mortem examination of Mr Curran’s body was necessary. And the findings of the autopsy suggest that—”

      “Thank you, Inspector Martin. I shall stop you there as we will hear about the autopsy from the police surgeon next.”

      Dr Montague Grant had a long ginger beard and wore half-moon spectacles. He confirmed that he had carried out the post-mortem examination and explained that the stomach and bowels had shown signs of inflammation and ulceration, which suggested Mr Curran had consumed an irritant.

      “And you suspected this irritant to be a poison?” asked the coroner.

      “Yes indeed, sir, so I removed sections of the viscera and sealed them into three jars, which were then passed to Mr Irving at the Royal Institution.”

      The analytical chemist from the Royal Institution, Mr Joseph Irving, spoke next.

      “I examined the contents of each jar according to Reinsch’s test and obtained evidence of arsenic being present,” he said. “I also conducted an examination according to Marsh’s test, which provided the same result. An extraction of the poison from the viscera was then conducted by the Fresenius-von Babo method, which yielded a quantity of arsenic equivalent to one-and-a-third grains from the stomach and intestines. A further quantity of arsenic, equal to one grain, was obtained from the liver, kidneys and spleen. I should add that the intestines had a golden-yellow appearance, which suggests that arsenic was present throughout, and that this was not a case of a single incident of poisoning.”

      “You believe that more than one dose was administered to the deceased?”

      “I do, yes.”

      “And that the amount of arsenic present was enough to kill a man?”

      “Yes.”

      Once all the witnesses had spoken, Mr Osborne addressed the jury: “My judgement on the matter is that we must adjourn for two weeks in order to allow the police time to search the home of the deceased for further evidence of arsenic poisoning, and to locate the whereabouts of Mrs Catherine Curran. I propose that this inquest be resumed on Wednesday the third of September.”
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      “So in summary, Inspector, you believe that Mrs Curran poisoned her husband and then ran off with the life insurance money,” I said to Inspector Martin as we stood outside the pub in Bermondsey Square after the inquest.

      “It seems that way, although there could be another explanation.”

      “Such as?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m reluctant to jump to immediate conclusions. Morning Express did you say?”

      I nodded.

      “My father takes the Morning Express. I try to read it when I find the time; you never know what snippets of intelligence may be picked up from the reading of a newspaper.”

      “Some claim that newspapers contain no intelligence at all,” I commented.

      Inspector Martin laughed. “We all know those types, don’t we? The grumbling sort of chap who perpetually complains that his glass is half full.”

      “I hope you find Mrs Curran very soon,” I said. “She has a lot of questions to answer.”

      “She certainly does. Have you seen that photograph of her?”

      “No, which one would that be?”

      Inspector Martin opened the folder he had been holding under his arm and pulled out a piece of card, which was about five by eight inches in size.

      “I’ve shown it to a few of the press chaps,” he continued. “It’s a photograph of her with Mr Curran. A local photographer contacted me shortly after Mrs Curran went missing. He’d heard that she had run off, and it seems she was so quick to get away that she never visited his studio to pick this up.”

      He handed me the photograph, which showed a couple sitting side by side on a small settee. The woman looked about thirty and was fair-haired and dark-eyed with a pretty, heart-shaped face. She wore mourning dress with black gloves and a black bonnet. The man sitting beside her wore a buttoned-up jacket, a starched collar, a dark tie and a peaked cap. The expression on his face was oddly fixed, and whereas the woman was looking directly at the camera there was something about the man’s eyes which didn’t seem quite right.

      Inspector Martin must have noticed my quizzical expression. “The photographer has painted the eyes onto the photograph,” he explained. “Mr Curran was deceased by the time this was taken.”

      I stared down at the couple incredulously. “I can understand why someone might wish to have a photographic memory of their loved one,” I said. “But arranging for the photo to be taken when you have just murdered him? That seems highly unlikely.”

      “If it’s true, it would certainly be a macabre thing to do, Miss Green,” he replied. “This photograph was taken on the day Mr Curran died. After collecting the certificate of death from the doctor, Mrs Curran requested that the photographer visit her home and take this photograph in one of the rooms they occupied in the upper storey of the house. By the following day she was gone. We were admitted to the house by the lady who lives downstairs, and when we gained access to the upstairs room we found poor Mr Curran sitting in the same position he had been arranged in for the photograph.”

      “Good grief!” I shivered.

      “That’s when we realised something was amiss and had him removed to the mortuary. We have since discovered that Mrs Curran was successful in swiftly obtaining from the insurance companies the amount of money she effected on the life of her husband.”

      “It’s difficult to believe that someone could be so cold and calculating,” I said with a sigh. “Catherine Curran looks like an ordinary woman in this photograph. She even looks as though she might be friendly. I simply cannot see how she might be capable of something like this.”

      “We can’t be certain that she is, but it’s all rather suspicious, isn’t it? We haven’t found many people who know her well yet, but from what we hear she’s a friendly lady who was apparently very concerned about her husband’s illness and nursed him up to his final moments.”

      “Presumably to feed him as much arsenic as possible.”

      “Possibly. And if that’s what happened the poor fellow probably never realised she was the cause of his ailment.”

      “How dreadful,” I said, taking one last look at the photograph before handing it back to the inspector. “Could he really have had no suspicion that he was being poisoned?”

      “By all accounts arsenic has no flavour, so it’s impossible to taste the poison in a mouthful of food or drink.”

      “Have you any idea where she obtained the poison?”

      “Not yet. Its sale is carefully controlled, as you probably know. But we are still collecting items from the home and the analytical chemist will test them for the presence of arsenic. We’re also making enquiries at the local stores to find out whether any of them sold vermin powder to her.”

      “And you have no clues at all as to her whereabouts? Have you visited her family and friends?”

      “We have only been able to locate a few acquaintances so far. William Curran recalls her telling him that she had some family in Kent.”

      “Do you know much about her?”

      “Not much at all, but hopefully we shall learn a lot more presently.”

      “The money from the life insurance has presumably facilitated her escape.”

      “No doubt it has. It means she can afford both board and travel. My fear is that she’s taken a train somewhere and left London altogether.”

      I sighed. “I suppose she could be anywhere.”

      “We mustn’t lose hope, Miss Green. We’ll do whatever we can to find her. You could help us by publishing an appeal for her whereabouts in the Morning Express. The general public can be very helpful at times such as these. Someone must know where she is.”
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      I returned to The Five Bells after my conversation with Inspector Martin. As I had hoped, William Curran was already drinking inside. He had removed his tie, which was lying on the bar next to his mug of beer.

      “Yer don’t see many women writin’ for the papers,” he said after I had introduced myself. Dark eyes observed me from beneath his heavy brow.

      “Not yet,” I replied. “I hope there will be more in due course. Please accept my condolences for the sad passing of your brother, Mr Curran.”

      “That’s kind o’ yer, Miss Green. Still can’t believe he ain’t ’ere no more. People will tell yer that we didn’t always see eye to eye but ’e’s still me brother.”

      William Curran seemed reasonably polite, but his movements were heavy and there was something unpleasant about his gaze that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. He struck me as the type of man who possessed a violent nature.

      “I pray that your sister-in-law is found soon. If it’s proven that Catherine poisoned him she will need to face justice.”

      “It’s obvious it’s ’er, ain’t it?”

      “It does seem that way.”

      “They reckons it’s arsenic, don’t they? Who else would’ve given ’im arsenic? And with the life insurance an’ ev’rythin’. All she wanted was the money! She should swing fer it.”

      He wrapped a large hand around his mug of beer and lifted it to his lips.

      “What’s she like?” I asked.

      “I used ter fink as she was a good ’un! Thought she loved ’im, I did.”

      “How long were they married for?”

      “Near on a year.”

      “Do you know where they met?”

      “Down The Butcher’s Arms on Long Lane.”

      “And did they know each other for long before they were married?”

      “Can’t recall now. Few months, proberly.”

      “So they first met early last year?”

      William took another sip of his beer while he considered this. “S’pose it would be, yeah.”

      “Your brother was about twenty-nine or thirty by then. Had he been married before that?”

      “No, it were the first time fer John.”

      “And Catherine was presumably of a similar age?”

      “I dunno really. I s’pose she is. She ain’t much younger than ’im.”

      “Did you know anything of her life before they met? Perhaps she had been married before.”

      “I fink ’e said as she was, but I can’t be certain of it.”

      “Did she talk much about herself?”

      “Not much, no.”

      “Any family members? Parents? Siblings?”

      “Never met any of ’em.”

      “You didn’t meet anyone from her family at the wedding?”

      “Not as I can recall. Weren’t many of us there.”

      “Catherine Curran strikes me as rather a mysterious lady.”

      “I can’t say as I knows ’er too well. She’s kind and everyfink, always asks ’ow you are an’ that. She’s quiet-spoken and John got no answerin’ back from ’er. I remember finking as she was a good ’un, but I don’t fink it no more!”

      “You mention that you didn’t always see eye to eye with your brother. Had you fallen out at the time of his death?”

      “Not as such. I jus’ wanted ter see ’im and make fings right. When I ’eard ’e was took bad I wanted to tell ’im I was sorry.”

      “What for?”

      “There ain’t no need ter go into all that now.” His dark, stony stare prompted me to change the subject.

      “Are you married, Mr Curran?”

      “Yeah, my missus is called Ellen.”

      “Does Ellen know Catherine well?”

      “No, Caffrine works a lot. She’s a fellmonger down the leather market.”

      “Do you know which tannery she worked at?”

      “I can’t say as I’m sure. One o’ the ones ’round ’ere, though.”

      “You say that your sister-in-law was kind, and a good wife. You must have thought it out of character for her to refuse you entry to your brother’s home.”

      “Yeah, it weren’t like ’er. She tells me as ’e’s taken sick. I sees ’im the once and ’e’s in a bad way. An’ I asks her, ‘’Ave yer ’ad the doctor out?’ An’ she says, ‘Yeah, I’ve ’ad the doctor out and I’ll ’ave ’im out again ’cause John’s real bad.’ She tells me it’s ’is job ’as made ’im sick. She says it’s the filth what’s used in the tannin’ that’s done it. Well, I’ve worked at the tanneries since I were a lad and it ain’t never made me sick. And John’s worked there since ’e were a lad and the first time ’e gets sick is when ’e’s married to ’er!”

      “It’s fortunate that you informed the police of your suspicions. Some people would have simply believed what Catherine had told you.”

      “Yeah, well I didn’t, see. Summink weren’t right. We’re goin’ out lookin’ for ’er this evenin’, all of us. We’re gonna find out where she’s bin ’idin’.”

      “Hopefully she won’t have gone far,” I said optimistically, but I thought of the money she had at her disposal to aid her getaway. “Inspector Martin has asked me to publish an appeal in the newspaper, so we shall soon have as many people as possible on the lookout for her.”

      

      I left The Five Bells, crossed the road, and made my way along Grange Walk, where the Currans had lived. The street was lined on both sides with small terraced houses and a pall of smoke from the factory chimneys hung overhead.

      Children played in the road and an emaciated dog padded about, sniffing at patches of damp on the walls.

      A large-framed woman of about twenty-five leant up against a wall, watching me. She wore a dirty apron over a dark dress, but there was no sign of a bonnet or shawl. Her unkempt hair was the colour of straw and hung loosely about her shoulders. As I passed her she gave me a lopsided smile. She appeared to me like an overgrown child.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      She shook her head in reply and continued to smile.

      A constable stood outside the modest-sized house numbered ninety-six. I stopped and gazed at the upstairs window, thinking of the morbid photograph of the Currans. I recalled Catherine Curran’s pretty features and tried to comprehend her thoughts at the time the photograph had been taken. Presumably she believed she had got away with murder. That explained why she had felt confident enough to arrange a post-mortem photograph of her and her dead husband.

      And if it hadn’t been for William Curran she probably would have got away with it.
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      I passed by the newspaper reading room at the British Library to check the shipping news. After searching through the small print I felt a pang of sadness when I saw a mention of Francis’ ship:

      

      LIVERPOOL

      SAILED – 20th August – Tintore to Barcelona; Ericson to San Francisco; Prince Leopold to Quebec; Pampero to Savanilla.

      

      There it was confirmed, in black and white, in front of me. Two days previously Francis’ ship, the Pampero, had left port bound for Savanilla on the northern coast of Colombia.

      I lifted my spectacles and wiped a tear from my eye, silently scolding myself for my sentimentality.

      Once I had pulled myself together, I worked on my article about the farewell letter New Zealand’s Māori king, Tāwhiao, had written after visiting London over the summer. I kept expecting Francis to appear at my shoulder as I worked. Every now and then I was certain I had caught a glimpse of him walking between the desks, speaking to the head librarian at his rotunda in the centre of the room, or making his way along one of the galleries which circled beneath the great dome. His disappointing replacement, Mr Retchford, bustled about, scolding anyone who dared utter a sound.

      “Penny?” whispered a voice at my shoulder. I shook my head, absent-mindedly assuming I had imagined Francis’ voice. As I turned, my heart performed a flip in my chest.

      It was James.

      I returned his broad smile and was struck by how handsome he looked in his dark blue suit.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered. “You surprised me!”

      “No talking!” came a high-pitched rebuke from Mr Retchford.

      I gathered up my papers from the desk and shoved them into my carpet bag.

      “We were just leaving,” I said to the dough-faced clerk.

      

      James and I walked out onto the steps of the British Museum. I had last seen him with Charlotte, and the awkwardness of that meeting still lingered in my mind.

      “How are you, Penny?”

      “I’m all right, thank you.”

      His blue eyes fixed mine as if he didn’t quite believe me.

      “I’m guessing you’ve heard about the poisoning in Bermondsey,” I ventured, keen to keep the conversation moving.

      “Yes, and there is still no sign of the wife.”

      “I’m not sure how they intend to find her. I imagine she’ll have travelled as far away from London as possible by now. She has plenty of money from the life insurance policies to ease her passage.”

      “She took out more than one policy?” asked James. “That should have aroused suspicion even before she attempted to give her husband the poison.”

      “I don’t suppose many people would have known that she had taken out two policies, would they? The insurance salesman who sold her the second one probably had no idea that there was already one in place.”

      “I suspect you’re right, Penny. Let’s hope she hasn’t travelled too far from here. If she gets away with this she might attempt the same crime in another city many miles away. She could easily change her name and no one would be any the wiser.”

      “You don’t really think she would risk doing this sort of thing again, do you?”

      “I should hope not. Perhaps she desperately needed the money to pay off debts or something along those lines. And perhaps the woman will eventually listen to her conscience and hand herself in. I’d like to go down to Bermondsey and find out how they’re getting on there. I know Inspector Charles Martin well. We were constables together at T Division, and he’s a fine police officer.”

      “I didn’t realise that. He seems a pleasant chap and doesn’t mind me asking questions. The same can’t be said for certain other officers.”

      “Indeed. He’s a good man.”

      “What did you come to see me about?” I asked, pausing on the steps.

      “Oh yes, I came to ask about the journal you consulted when you were carrying out your research into the Forsters’ murder case. What was it called?”

      “The Homeward Mail.”

      “That’s right, I remember now. I should like to look through a few editions.”

      “That means you’ll have to go back inside the British Library and contend with Mr Retchford.”

      “Is he the chap who told us off for talking?”

      “Yes, the man whose voice somehow doesn’t match his appearance. Don’t you find it off-putting when someone speaks differently from the way you might expect?”

      James laughed. “Hopefully Mr Retchford will be more helpful when I ask him about accessing copies of The Homeward Mail.”

      “I wouldn’t be so hopeful. I realise now what an asset Francis was.”

      “He certainly did a lot of research on your behalf, Penny.”

      “And to think that he’s in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean at this moment! His ship is due to call at the coaling station of Terceira in the Azores soon, so I shall look out for that in the shipping news. I’ve already seen confirmation that he has left Liverpool.”

      “You’ve been keeping a close eye on him, I see.”

      “He’s searching for my father! I still can’t fully believe that he has taken on the task. And to think that he has never done this sort of thing before! I think it incredibly brave of him.”

      “It certainly is admirable.”

      “When I was sitting in the reading room just now I kept thinking I had caught a glimpse of him going about his work, just as he always used to.”

      “You’re missing him, then?”

      “I suppose I must be. I’ll get used to it, and I’m looking forward to receiving his next letter. Hopefully he’ll be able to send one from the Azores Islands.”

      “That would be a comfort.” James glanced at his pocket watch as if he were losing interest in the conversation.

      “Would you like me to introduce you to Mr Retchford so you can take a look at some editions of The Homeward Mail?”

      “That would be useful, but there is no great urgency. I just need to look something up for the trial.”

      “I see. Are you all right, James?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. Why do you ask?” His manner had suddenly become formal and distant.

      “I thought you had come down here to look at The Homeward Mail.”

      “Yes, and I will do. I just hadn’t expected to hear you singing the praises of Francis Edwards in this way.”

      “I wasn’t singing his praises; I merely mentioned that he is on a ship out in the Atlantic at this moment. This is a very important venture! It means an enormous amount to me.”

      “Yes, and I suppose he knew that all along. His gallant adventure is a thinly disguised attempt to win the heart of his fair lady.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about!” I snapped. “Francis undertook this journey because he knew there was no chance that I would ever marry him. He told me he had no wish to spend the rest of his days stuck in a library hoping that I might one day change my mind. Those were his very words! And I feel terribly guilty about it all.”

      “I shouldn’t feel guilty if I were you, Penny. He’s off on an adventure knowing that the Green daughters now consider him the greatest hero who ever lived.”

      “Now you’re acting like a child.”

      “He’s brave and I’m a child, am I? Well, thank you, Penny. The truth is finally confirmed, isn’t it?”

      “I have work to be getting on with.”

      I turned to walk back toward the library, but James caught my arm.

      “Don’t go, Penny. I’m sorry. I have no desire to argue with you.”

      “Likewise,” I replied, my throat feeling tight. I turned back to face him.

      “And yes, you’re right. I am being a child about this,” he continued. “And I didn’t come here to read the cursed Homeward Mail. That was nothing more than an excuse. I came here to see you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Three weeks from tomorrow I shall be married.”

      “I don’t wish to be reminded of that.”

      “I have known Charlotte’s family for a very long time.”

      “And what difference does that make?”

      “It means that our marriage was first considered long ago; so long ago, in fact, that I have been accustomed to the idea for many years.”

      “Well that should be of great help to you when you come to make your vows.”

      “But then you appeared, Penny.”

      I gave a dry laugh. “I appeared? As if I were a work of magic?”

      “Perhaps it was magic.”

      “If I remember rightly you accosted me at the foot of these very steps.”

      “I did. I remember it well.”

      We both smiled.

      “James, I cannot deny that I enjoy hearing these words from your lips,” I said, “but they are only words. They change nothing.”

      His manner grew more distant again. “My marriage needn’t affect our working relationship.”

      “Even though Charlotte no longer allows us to meet at the Museum Tavern?”

      “There are ways around that.”

      “Everything will be different when you marry, James. You know that as well as I do. And I think that’s why you’re here today. You have suddenly realised it.”

      “It won’t be any different; I shan’t allow it to be.”

      “Your wedding is still going ahead in three weeks’ time, is it not?”

      There was a pause as he looked at me, a guilty expression passing across his face.

      “On the thirteenth of September?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      I shrugged. “Then there is little else for us to discuss, is there? Please excuse me, but I must get back to my work.”
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      Dearest Penny and Eliza,

      

      Tuesday 19th August 1884

      I write to you from the Royal Corinthian Hotel in Liverpool! Tomorrow morning I shall embark the SS Pampero at the Prince’s Landing Stage. I had a good look at her through the telescope this afternoon, and I must say that I’m terribly excited about my impending adventure.

      I would like to thank you both for giving me this opportunity of a lifetime. I vow to do my utmost to find out what has happened to your father and will write whenever I find the opportunity. I’m told there aren’t many post boxes in the jungle, but I shall do all I can to get word to you whenever possible!

      

      Ever your friend,

      Francis Edwards

      

      I folded up Francis’ letter, which had been left on the hallway table for me, and glanced around for any sign of my landlady, Mrs Garnett. She appeared to be out, so I made my way up to my garret room, where my cat Tiger was meowing at the window to be let in.

      I ate some bread and butter, then made myself a cup of cocoa before loosening my stays and sitting at my writing desk to continue my work on the book about my father. Francis’ journey to Colombia had provided me with the encouragement I needed to spend more of my time transcribing Father’s letters and diaries. I hoped that the outcome of his search would inform the conclusion of my book.

      I tried not to think about James as I worked, but when Tiger clambered onto my lap the brief distraction gave me a moment to reflect on our conversation from earlier that afternoon. James knew he was making a mistake in marrying Charlotte, I felt sure of it. But was his conviction strong enough to make him call off his wedding? I knew that he couldn’t bear the thought of upsetting Charlotte or her family, not to mention his own family and friends, or the many guests who had been invited. The boulder had begun to roll down the hill some time ago, and as it gathered speed James had felt increasingly powerless to stop it.

      Sometimes I felt sympathy for him in his predicament and at other times I felt angry. How could he have allowed the situation to descend to this point? He had made it clear that he harboured an affection for me; he had even kissed me on one occasion. Charlotte would have been horrified had she known about it. Perhaps I should tell her, I mused.

      The thought was tempting, but I knew that by doing so I would be held responsible for ruining the betrothal. All the blame would fall upon me, and I risked losing the man I loved at the same time. I maintained a faint hope that James would come to his senses and realise he wasn’t as devoted to his future wife as he should be.

      I tried to distract myself by making another cup of cocoa. As the water was heating up on the little stove in my room my thoughts turned to the poisoning of John Curran. Something James had said about Catherine Curran lingered in my mind: ‘She might attempt the same crime in another city many miles away. She could easily change her name and no one would be any the wiser.’

      My conversation with her brother-in-law had revealed that he knew little about her past or her character. Had Catherine purposefully revealed as little about herself as possible? Had she done this sort of thing before?

      I heard a door slam downstairs, heralding the return of Mrs Garnett. As I finished making my cocoa I heard footsteps on the stairs, and then came a knock at my door.

      “Mrs Garnett!” I said as I opened it. “Have you enjoyed an evening out somewhere?”

      “You could say that.”

      She was breathless with exertion and still wore her bonnet and shawl. Her dark skin glistened with perspiration and her brown eyes left my face, focusing instead on the papers that covered my writing desk.

      “How can you ever get anything done with all that clutter everywhere, Miss Green?”

      “There’s an order to it.”

      She sucked her lip disapprovingly. “I can’t see any order going on over there.”

      “It all makes perfect sense to me.”

      “Good. I suppose that’s all that matters.”

      “What did you come to see me about, Mrs Garnett?”

      “Oh, that’s right. I found Tiger lurking in my parlour again this morning.”

      “Oh dear, I am sorry.”

      “She made me sneeze. I’ve told you before about the sneezing. Once she sets me off I sneeze all night and don’t get a wink of sleep.”

      “I apologise. I really don’t know how she gets in there. Your sneezing appears to have stopped for now, thankfully.”

      Mrs Garnett winkled her nose, as if testing it. “Only because I’ve been outside for a while.”

      “Where have you been?”

      “Mrs Wilkinson and I have been helping with the search around Bermondsey for that despicable woman who poisoned her husband!”

      “Was there any sign of her?”

      “No, none. But we’re all determined to keep looking. If everybody keeps looking we’re bound to find her, aren’t we?”

      “She may not be in Bermondsey any longer.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. If it’s an area she knows well, and I’m sure she does, she’ll know all the best places to hide around there. There’s no use in her travelling somewhere else to hide in a place she doesn’t know, is there?”

      I considered this, and it seemed a logical surmise. “Until now I had assumed she would have travelled as far away as possible, but what you are saying makes sense, Mrs Garnett.”

      “It was Mrs Wilkinson who suggested it. She has a good nose for these things.”

      “Did you come across anyone who knew more about her?” I asked. “Family or friends, for example?”

      “There was talk of a sister or cousin in Rotherhithe, but I’m not sure which it was. Some of the others told me they had been to the house, but no one had discovered anything there. Mrs Wilkinson and I looked around the wharves near the brewery. There are lots of hiding places in those warehouses.”

      “She can’t hide there forever, though, can she?” I said. “Spending one’s life in a warehouse wouldn’t be much of an existence.”

      “You’re right, Miss Green, which is why we looked around there. The chances are she’s had enough of the place by now and is looking to emerge and make good her escape. She may well choose to do it at night, but they’ve got men with lanterns down there now. Mrs Wilkinson and I came home because neither of us likes the dark much.”

      “I never knew you went in for detective work, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Oh, I don’t. I was just helping with the search.”

      “I’m sure the police in Bermondsey are grateful to you and everyone else who has been keeping a look out for her.”

      “I hope so. Now please keep your cat out of my parlour, Miss Green.”

      “I’ll do my best, Mrs Garnett.”
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      “We had a good turnout for the search yesterday evening,” said Inspector Martin as we stood in the parade room of Bermondsey Street police station. “Still no sign of Catherine Curran, though.”

      “My landlady thinks she’s hiding in one of the warehouses down by the river.”

      “She may well be. We’ve had a number of constables staking out the riverside. Meanwhile, we have received an interesting report from a lady who resides on the Old Kent Road. She thinks she may have let a room to Catherine Curran on the night of her husband’s death. We have a sergeant over there speaking to her now.”

      “That’s encouraging news.”

      “And there’s something else you might like to see, Miss Green.” The inspector stepped over to a nearby table and picked up a buff envelope. “At the house on Grande Walk, we found another photograph.”

      He pulled out the piece of card and handed it to me. It bore the image of a couple seated on a chaise longue in a photographer’s studio. The young woman was fair-haired and wore mourning dress. The man leaned rigidly against her and, once again, there was something about his eyes which seemed unnatural.

      I shuddered.

      “Is he?”

      “Deceased?” said Inspector Martin. “Yes, he is.”

      I stared at the photograph and recognised Catherine Curran from the previous photograph I had seen of her.

      “She’s done this before,” I said, feeling nauseous. “It’s exactly the same situation, isn’t it?”

      Inspector Martin gave a firm nod. “We can’t draw any firm conclusions just yet, but it certainly appears that way.”

      There was a border around the photograph, and the embossed gold writing at the bottom of it stated:

      

      ‘E. Lillywhite. Photographer. Upper Grange Road, Bermondsey.’

      

      “Have you visited this photographer?” I asked Inspector Martin.

      “Yes, Mr Lillywhite has been quite helpful. It took a little while to jog his memory about the couple, but once he’d consulted his books he was able to tell us that this photograph is of a Mr and Mrs Thomas Burrell, and that it was taken on the eighteenth of May 1882. Two years and three months ago.”

      “Burrell? She was Catherine Burrell?”

      “Yes. They were married at St Mary Magdalen church in Bermondsey on the twenty-second of July 1881. We found them in the parish register. Her maiden name was Peel.”

      “Catherine Peel, Catherine Burrell and then Catherine Curran. She has changed her name at least twice.”

      “She certainly has. We also found the record of her marriage to John Curran in the parish register, and she was listed there as a widow with the surname Burrell, so there is little doubt that it is one and the same woman.”

      “Are we to presume that Thomas Burrell’s death was not considered to be suspicious?”

      “There was no inquest as far as we’re aware. We’ve asked the coroner to check his records.”

      “So the cause of death was considered to have been natural.”

      “It seems that way; however, his body is to be exhumed from St Mary Magdalen’s churchyard at dawn on Monday next.”

      “Oh goodness, really?” I handed the photograph back to the inspector.

      “There’s a lot to write about here, isn’t there, Miss Green?” He gave me a friendly smile.

      “There certainly is. I hardly know where to start. This woman needs to be found! You’re going to tell me now that an insurance policy was taken out against Thomas Burrell’s life, aren’t you?”

      “Indeed it was. So far we’ve found evidence of at least one policy, but there may be more.”

      “Why does she have these photographs taken after her husband’s deaths? I cannot understand it.”

      “Some sort of macabre memento, I suppose. Under ordinary circumstances you could understand why a widow might wish to have a lasting memory of her husband, especially if no photographs had been taken of him during his lifetime. But to do such a thing after she has caused his death is completely unfathomable.”

      “Perhaps she felt it was the expected behaviour of a widow. Perhaps by accompanying her husbands in the photographs anyone who became suspicious would have considered her less likely to have been the poisoner.”

      “It’s possible. The photographs certainly create the impression that she was a loyal, caring wife until the end.”

      “And even afterwards.”

      The inspector gave a dry laugh. “Indeed.”

      “Have you spoken to Thomas Burrell’s family?” I asked.

      “My constables are trying to locate them as we speak.”

      “Let’s hope some of them live in this area. It’s interesting that she remained in Bermondsey after the death of her first husband, isn’t it? She didn’t feel the need to run away after the event.”

      “Presumably because his death was attributed to natural causes. No one suspected her of any wrongdoing.”

      I shook my head in bewilderment. “She must have felt so pleased that she’d got away with it. I wonder how many other crimes she has pulled off.”

      “I hope there are no further incidents, but the discovery of this photograph means the investigation has been expanded. We’ve had to enlist the help of Scotland Yard.”

      My heart skipped. “Inspector James Blakely?”

      “You know him?”

      “Yes, and I believe you do too.”

      “I do indeed,” he replied. “We’ve known each other for some time. Blakely will be a great asset to us.”

      “Which number Old Kent Road is Catherine Curran rumoured to have lodged at? I should like to interview the woman who lives there.”

      “Three hundred and fourteen, on the top floor. It’s between the fire station and The Thomas à Becket pub. Ask for Mrs Hardy.”

      

      I travelled by horse tram along the busy Old Kent Road until the red-and-white-brick fire station came into view. The house where Mrs Hardy dwelt had once been a smart family home, but it had been clumsily divided into apartments and looked rather shabby.

      “She only stayed ’ere fer two nights,” said Mrs Hardy, who came down from her rooms to speak to me on the doorstep. She was a short, elderly lady with an old grey bonnet tied firmly under her chin. “I gets a lot o’ folk stoppin’ wi’ me, but there was summink different about ’er.”

      “In what way?”

      “Summink weren’t right. Whenever there was a door slam or a loud voice she’d jump like a scared kitten.”

      “Did she tell you anything about herself?”

      “Said she were runnin’ from ’er ’usband as ’e were a drunk. She gave me a sovereign, an’ then she gave me five shillin’s for ’er food, an’ then she said she ’ad more coins on ’er, an’ that’s why she couldn’t afford ter be found by ’er ’usband, ’cause ’e were after the money, see.”

      “And did you believe her story?”

      “Can’t say as I did, she ’ad a bit of a look abaht ’er. ’Er eyes wasn’t matching what she said, like. I felt bad for ’er abaht the drunk ’usband, but when I asked ’er abaht ’im, like where ’e lived and what pub ’e drank in, she ’ad to stop an’ fink abaht it. That’s why I reckoned she were lyin’. I told ’er so an’ all, and next thing I know she’s gone.”

      “She left immediately?”

      “Middle o’ the night. I woke up and ’er room was empty. So I tells Minnie abaht it.”

      “Minnie?”

      “Me daughter, lives over in Astley Street. I tells ’er abaht it and she says she’s ’eard of some woman what’s gone on the run after a poisonin’. ’Er ’usband read abaht it in the paper. She gave me it. I can’t read it, but I still got it.”

      Mrs Hardy shuffled off up to her rooms for a short while before returning with a copy of The Southwark News. It was folded open on the page where the news story appeared. I quickly read through it.

      “Minnie says there’s a ’scription of ’er, an’ she read it out ter me.”

      “I see it now,” I said, reading it out loud so Mrs Hardy could hear it again. “‘Wanted in Bermondsey on suspicion of having caused the death of John Curran by administering arsenic is Catherine Curran, the deceased’s wife. She is about thirty years of age and five feet four inches in height, with a slim build. Mrs Curran has a fresh complexion, dark eyes, fair hair, wears rings on her fingers and was last seen on the seventeenth of August dressed in a black dress, black shawl and bonnet.’”

      “That’s ’er, I’ll swear to it,” said Mrs Hardy. “She told me ’er name was Jane, but she musta been lyin’ abaht that an’ all.”

      “And you went to the police about it?”

      “It was Minnie what done that; I don’t walk too far these days. She told ’em an’ then they come round an’ I told ’em everyfink I know.”

      “I wonder where she is now,” I said.

      Mrs Hardy shrugged. “She weren’t givin’ nuffink away, an’ now I knows why! Wish I coulda kept ’er ’ere fer longer and got ’er harrested. I shouldn’t of haccused ’er o’ lyin’, ’cause I frightened ’er away, didn’t I?”

      “You couldn’t have known she was a fugitive, Mrs Hardy,” I said. “You mustn’t blame yourself. You’ve helped the police as much as you can.”
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      A hansom cab brought me to St Mary Magdalen church in Bermondsey shortly before sunrise on a mild Monday morning. I paid my fare and tentatively stepped through the gate to the churchyard. To my left, the cream walls of the seventeenth-century church were spectral in the gloom, and around me there were dark, crooked tombstones to mark each silent sleeper.

      I followed the path toward the dim lamplight at the centre of the churchyard. An early morning blackbird sang from a nearby yew tree, the gaiety of its song painfully at odds with the sombre mood of the occasion. As I approached the lamplight I saw a group of shadowy figures standing around the grave of Thomas Burrell. The sound of shovels digging into the earth made me shiver.

      One of the figures detached itself from the group and walked toward me.

      “Penny?”

      It was James, and I could just make out his features in the grey light.

      “I believe this is the second exhumation we’ve attended together,” he said with a wry smile.

      “I hear you’re to help Inspector Martin with this case.” I felt mindful of our uncomfortable conversation on the steps of the British Museum and feared that more tension would inevitably grow between us as his wedding approached.

      “Yes, and we’re beginning to wonder how many lives Catherine Curran has claimed. We’re asking London’s coroners to examine their records for any suspicious poisonings over the past ten years.”

      “That’s even assuming that inquests were held into their deaths,” I replied. “In some instances poison may not have been suspected, as was the case with Thomas Burrell.”

      “Sadly, you’re right, and that’s why we’re digging the unfortunate chap up this morning.”

      “How long do you think it will take to determine the cause of death?”

      “The autopsy will be carried out immediately at the morgue here, but samples of his body tissue will need to be examined by the experts.”

      “Presumably the chemist at the Royal Institution who identified the arsenic in John Curran’s body.”

      “Yes, probably the same chap again. My guess is that it’ll take a few days, and then there’ll be the inquest, of course.”

      “And during that time Catherine Curran will be able to take further steps to avoid capture.”

      “It’s a frustrating business,” said James, “but we’re doing all we can. Today we’ll have men going through all the local parish registers looking for a reference to a Catherine Peel or any other names she may have used in the past. There may be more husbands, and there may even be children. We shall hopefully find out, and perhaps we may be able to trace some of her family members.”

      “I visited the landlady, Mrs Hardy, whom she stayed with on the Old Kent Road,” I said.

      “What did she tell you?”

      “She thought Catherine was lying and confronted her about it. She wishes she hadn’t done so now, as her actions frightened Catherine away.”

      “She shouldn’t have any regrets. Everyone has a right to know the truth about a person who is staying under their own roof. She might have notified the police, I suppose, but at that stage she had no idea who Catherine really was. The fact that Catherine took flight when confronted indicates that it was a viable sighting, so we can be reassured about that at least.”

      “And the fact that Catherine is paying for lodgings suggests to me that she doesn’t have any family or friends who might be willing to put her up,” I added.

      “Yes. We’re asking the owners of lodging houses and hotels to be on the lookout for her. It’s a bit of luck that she has already checked in to one of these places. If she had someone hiding her away it would be far easier for her to escape detection.”

      “The Old Kent Road location worries me, though,” I said. “It’s the main route from London to Kent, and ultimately the port of Dover. She could have travelled that way and then stowed herself away on a ship.”

      “She may have. But she could also have stowed away on a ship in the Port of London. If she flees the country there is very little we can do about it. We have to hope that she will stay close by, and the indications are that she hasn’t ventured too far yet.”

      We were distracted by a flurry of activity at the grave site.

      “It looks as though they’re about to lift him out,” said James.

      We moved closer to the grave, which had a freshly dug pile of soil beside it. A man stood inside the grave, examining the coffin.

      “Some o’ the wood’s gone rotten,” he announced. “Dunno ’ow much of ’im we got left in there.”

      I felt my stomach turn.

      “Let’s just lift him out, and get this over and done with,” said Inspector Martin. “Has Dr Grant arrived yet?”

      “He’s waitin’ up in the mort’ry.”

      “Get some ropes strapped around the coffin and lift him out. Every man and his wife will soon be turning up to watch these proceedings if we’re not quick about it.”

      I shuddered as the coffin was hauled up. There seemed something inherently wrong about disturbing the dead. A section of the coffin’s rotten wood splintered off and dropped back down into the grave.

      I looked away, my stomach turning again.

      “I should get back to the newsroom and write up this morning’s sombre events,” I whispered to James.

      “I’ll let you know what the police surgeon finds out,” replied James. “However, I think we can already make an intelligent guess as to what caused this chap’s death.”
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      “You’re spending quite a bit of time south of the river, Miss Green,” commented Edgar as I unpacked my papers onto my desk in the newsroom.

      “There’s a lot going on in Bermondsey at the moment,” I replied. “It’ll be interesting to find out how many people this Catherine Curran has poisoned.”

      “I hope I never come across her,” said Edgar.

      “She’s hardly likely to poison you, Fish,” laughed Frederick.

      “I suppose not. But it makes you think, doesn’t it? Perhaps I need to employ the services of a food taster in case Mrs Fish has it in for me. Isn’t that what the great rulers of old did? I believe they had a chap taste their food before they ate it, and if he didn’t die they would happily tuck in.”

      “Perhaps you could ask your housekeeper to undertake the task,” suggested Frederick.

      “I don’t think she’d be amenable. Perhaps I could dose myself with small amounts of poison on a regular basis so that I would become used to it. I’m sure I recall reading about a Persian king who did that.”

      “He poisoned himself before anyone else could?” asked Frederick.

      “Yes, but only with very small amounts so that he became accustomed to it. That way if anyone had tried to poison him they would have failed.”

      “Did it work?” I asked.

      “Do you know what, Miss Green? I have no idea whether his strategy was successful or not.”

      “Mithridatism,” announced Mr Sherman, the door of the newsroom slamming shut behind him as usual.

      “A what, sir?” asked Edgar.

      “Administering poison to oneself. That’s what you’re talking about, isn’t it?”

      “It is, sir,” said Edgar. “Although I wasn’t aware of that word you used to describe it.”

      “It comes from King Mithridates the sixth, who was terrified of being poisoned.”

      “That’s the chap I was talking about!” said Edgar. “I’m pleased to find that I still remember one thing from my school days.”

      “But did it work?” I asked again.

      “We know that he was successful in building up a tolerance to poison because his actions worked against him in the end,” replied Mr Sherman. “After being defeated by the Romans he attempted to take his own life. Guess how he tried to do it?”

      Edgar laughed and slapped his desk. “Poison?”

      “Exactly right, Fish.”

      “And it didn’t work?” I said.

      “Exactly, Miss Green. It had no effect at all, so he had his bodyguard run him through with a sword instead.”

      “Ugh,” said Frederick.

      “That’s how it was in those days,” said Sherman.

      “Thank goodness we live in modern times,” said Edgar. “I’m glad there’s none of that falling on your sword business any more.”

      “You might feel like doing so yourself, Fish, if I don’t have your article on the Abyssinian envoys shortly,” said our editor. “Don’t forget that it also needs to be typewritten.”

      Edgar gave me pleading look.

      “Not me this time, Edgar,” I said. “I have too much to do myself.”
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        * * *

      

      “I think I’m beginning to understand why a woman might wish to poison her husband,” said Eliza as we dined at The Holborn Restaurant that evening. The clatter of silver on china and a mumble of voices filled the air.

      “Ellie, that’s a horrible thing to say!”

      “Some men are exceptionally tiresome,” she added as she sliced at a piece of boiled turkey.

      “Being tiresome is no reason to be murdered. Perhaps if the husband is a violent drunk one might sympathise with an attempt to poison him, but there’s no evidence to suggest that either John Curran or Thomas Burrell were unpleasant men. In fact, we know that Catherine Curran’s motive was to claim the life insurance money.”

      “I suppose I’m thinking about something else entirely,” said Eliza with a sigh. “There are moments when I have thought about poisoning George.”

      “You don’t actually mean that!”

      “Actually, Penelope, I do. The man has been so cantankerous and difficult since he went to live with his friend Mr Beale-Wottinger. I’m beginning to wonder what I ever saw in him.”

      “Well, you know my thoughts on the matter,” I replied.

      Eliza’s husband, George Billington-Grieg, had moved out of the family home since becoming indirectly implicated in a murder case I had worked on.

      “I know that he hasn’t yet been found guilty of any wrongdoing,” said Eliza, “but he’s not a complete fool. I think he must have turned a blind eye when he shouldn’t have, if nothing else.”

      “We shall find out in due course,” I said. “If he’s found to be blameless will you take him back again?”

      There was a long silence.

      “I’m not sure. I suppose there is my financial position to consider.”

      “You could find yourself a job, Ellie. You’ve always wanted to do that.”

      “I suppose I could. I must say that writing has always appealed to me.”

      “There’s little money in writing, unfortunately,” I said. “You’ll need something which pays rather better.”

      “George’s salary will continue to pay some of our expenses. We’ll have to sell the house, I suppose, which is a terrible shame as I adore living in Bayswater.”

      “George’s salary cannot be completely relied upon,” I said. “If he goes to prison for his role in the murder he’ll have no income at all.”

      “It won’t come to that!”

      “And if you decide to divorce, the amount of money he gives you will be decided by a court.”

      “Oh dear, no. This is why I think this could all be a big mistake. I don’t want to have the courts involved. I couldn’t bear the idea.”

      “George is a lawyer, Ellie. If the animosity between you grows stronger, who knows what strings he’ll pull?”

      “He wouldn’t do that, we’re his family!”

      “I’d like to believe that, but you don’t know what his intentions are. I expect he’s as upset about the matter as you are, and his behaviour might be unpredictable. I think you should seek legal assistance, Ellie, especially when your estranged husband is a lawyer.”

      “We’re not estranged!”

      “Then what are you?”

      “Briefly separated.”

      “Do you expect a reconciliation?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what to do.”

      “Do you want a reconciliation?”

      “Only if he’s found to be innocent of all wrongdoing. And if he changes his ways.”

      “George isn’t going to change, Ellie.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “We’ve known him for many years. He’s stubborn and set in his ways.”

      “So are you, Penelope.”

      “But we’re talking about George.”

      “Oh dear, it’s such a terrible mess. I despise having to pretend that everything is well between us to all our acquaintances.”

      “Then stop pretending.”

      “His parents would be horrified! I’m worried they’ll find out if I drop my guard. I couldn’t bear the thought of all that disapproval.”

      “If people are going to disapprove that’s their problem, not yours.”

      “It is my problem, though. The stigma of being a divorced woman is quite dreadful!”

      “It’s not as terrible as it used to be.”

      “There’s a danger that I shall be ostracised.”

      “Your good friends won’t ostracise you, Ellie.”

      “Well that’s just it. I sometimes wonder whether I have any good friends.”

      “I’m always here for you. I don’t care whether you’re divorced or not.”

      “Thank you, Penelope. Sometimes I don’t think I’m brave enough to go through with all this. It feels as though it would be so much easier just to allow him to come back home and continue as we were before. It would be easier for the children. They keep asking me where he is, and I have to tell them he’s busy at the office. I’m going to have to explain the situation to them at some stage, and I really don’t want to.”

      “That will likely be the most difficult part, Ellie. Perhaps you and George could explain it to them together.”

      “Can you imagine George ever doing such a thing? He would refuse to have anything to do with it.”

      “He needs to share the responsibility.”

      Eliza gave a laugh. “This may sound rather foolish, but of late I had started comparing George unfavourably with other men.” She took a sip of wine.

      “Such as who?”

      “Well, embarrassing as it sounds, I had begun comparing him with Francis Edwards.”

      I laughed. “You couldn’t find two men who were more different in nature!”

      “Exactly! That’s what I realised. As time went by I came to admire Francis very much, and when he announced that he was going to search for our father… well, my heart could have burst with pride and admiration. The man has so much courage; not to mention that clever mind of his. Such an interesting fellow. He was wasted at the library, of course, and although I’m desperately sad that he’s gone away I’m also extremely pleased for him. I cannot think of anyone I would rather have out there looking for Father.”

      “He’s never done anything like this before, Ellie.”

      “No, but I trust him. You trust him too, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      I showed Eliza the letter he had sent from Liverpool, and noticed that her eyes grew damp as she read it.

      “Isn’t he marvellous, Penny? Such a good man. He wrote this before he left, I see. I wonder where he is now.”

      “Hopefully he’s reached the Azores Islands by this time.”

      “Azores. The name alone sounds beautiful, doesn’t it? I should think it’s rather wonderful there. A tropical paradise.”

      “The islands are in the middle of the ocean,” I said. “They’re probably quite exposed to the elements.”

      “Don’t ruin the image, Penelope. I don’t want to wish wind and rain upon the Azores islanders. Anyway, I was thinking about Inspector Blakely the other day. Have you seen him recently? It can’t be long now until his wedding.”

      “It’s on Saturday the thirteenth of September.”

      “Which is how long away?”

      “Nineteen days.”

      “I notice you’re keeping a close count. How are you feeling about it?”

      “My feelings are irrelevant. It will go ahead regardless of how I feel.”

      “It’s probably for the best.”

      Eliza drained her glass of wine and I felt my teeth clench in response to her flippant comment. I wanted to tell her that his marriage wasn’t for the best at all, but I resisted the urge to snap at my sister. I knew she was upset about her marital troubles, and sharp words from me would do nothing to ease her pain.

      “Oh well,” she continued. “Perhaps when Francis returns from South America you might feel like marrying him. The man will surely have proved his worth by then.”

      “Perhaps you could marry him, Ellie.”

      My sister’s mouth hung open in surprise.

      “You obviously hold him in high regard,” I continued, “and if you were to divorce George it might be something to consider.”

      She gasped. “Penelope! I would never… I couldn’t possibly consider Francis in that manner. What a ridiculous suggestion!”

      I noticed that her face had turned crimson.
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      I found James at Bermondsey police station with Inspector Martin the following morning. They were accompanied by a young, long-limbed police officer with close-set eyes who was introduced to me as Detective Sergeant Richards.

      “Penny!” James smiled as he greeted me, and I felt a warm twinge in my chest. His blue silk tie matched the colour of his eyes. “I take it you’re here for an update,” he continued. “Events are moving swiftly, so there will be plenty for you to write about.”

      “Good.” I returned his smile. “Are you any closer to finding Catherine?”

      “Not so far, but we’ve found another husband.”

      “Dead or alive?”

      “Deceased, sadly.”

      “Oh goodness. Another one?”

      “Before I tell you the details, Penny, you’ll probably appreciate the added insight that Dr Grant, who carried out the autopsy on Thomas Burrell, has given. He believes the poor man was poisoned with arsenic. Samples of viscera have been passed to the analytical chemist at the Royal Institution; however, the police surgeon was somehow able to deduce—”

      “The presence of inflamed and ulcerated intestines?” I asked.

      “Why yes, Penny, I do believe he mentioned something like that. How did you know?”

      “From John Curran’s inquest.”

      “I’ll tell you something else he mentioned,” continued James. “He said that Thomas Burrell’s body was remarkably well-preserved for one that had been buried in damp ground. The reason being that arsenic acts as a sort of preservative. Were you aware of that?”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “We must await the results from the chemist, of course, but it appears, as we feared, that Burrell was also poisoned by his wife.”

      “And the third husband you found?”

      “We found him in the parish registers,” said Inspector Martin. “A man named Francis Peel.”

      “Of course!” I said. “Catherine’s surname was Peel before she married Burrell. I assumed that Peel was her maiden name, but it must have been the surname of her previous husband.”

      “Indeed,” said Inspector Martin. “They married in November 1878 and Peel died on the ninth of February 1880.”

      “Where is he buried?”

      “Believe it or not, in the churchyard of St Mary Magdalen,” replied Martin with a smile. “If we’d found out a day or two sooner we could have dug both former husbands up at the same time.”

      I shivered. “Are you also planning to exhume Francis Peel’s body?”

      “We are indeed, at dawn tomorrow. And I expect we shall discover the same sorry scenario.”

      “Have you any idea where Catherine obtained the poison?” I asked.

      “No, and it’s something which is truly puzzling us,” said Sergeant Richards, stepping forward to join the conversation. “The house at Grange Walk has been extensively searched and we can find no container that the poison might have been stored in or administered from. Enquiries are still being made among local shop owners to ascertain whether anyone recalls selling rat poison, or something of that sort, to Mrs Curran. The woman is quite the enigma. We’re looking into William Curran as well, as several neighbours have reported witnessing arguments between the two brothers in the weeks leading up to John’s death.”

      “He mentioned to me that they didn’t always see eye to eye,” I said.

      “They didn’t get on at all from what we’re hearing,” said Inspector Martin. “There could be motive on William Curran’s part.”

      “But that cannot explain Thomas Burrell’s death, can it?” I said. “Have you tracked down Thomas Burrell’s family?”

      “Yes, there’s news on that front,” said Inspector Martin. “The chap was from Somerset, where his relatives continue to live. This morning we received a telegram from his sister, who had read about her brother’s exhumation in the newspaper.”

      “Oh dear, she must be quite upset about that.”

      “No doubt she is,” said Inspector Martin. “She is to travel to London at her earliest convenience.”

      “She should be able to tell us a bit more about Catherine Curran,” I suggested.

      “Or Catherine Burrell, as she was known back then. We do hope so.”

      “It’s difficult to keep track of all the names, isn’t it?” I said.

      “It certainly is,” said James. “We haven’t found a photograph of Catherine and Francis Peel, but I think it might be worth asking around at the local photography studios to find out whether any of them photographed the couple. We already have constables out and about looking for members of the Peel family.”

      “Do you mind if I help with that?” I asked. “I would be interested in speaking to anyone who happens to have met her.”

      “Of course,” said James with a smile. “First we’ll need to write out a list of photography studios from the Post Office Directory, and then we can split them between us. Let’s begin with the two we know she has already visited.”
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      I went to the studio of Mr Lillywhite, the photographer on Upper Grange Road. He was a slight, neatly dressed man with an overly manicured moustache. I wiped the Bermondsey grime from my spectacles with a gloved finger and surveyed the room. A screen bearing a depiction of an Italianate balcony stood at one end, and beside it was an array of chairs of different heights and sizes. A couple of rugs were rolled up on the floor.

      “Mrs Burrell had her photograph taken with her husband shortly after his death,” said the photographer. “That’s what I confirmed with the police officer the other day. I don’t recall her ever coming here before then. There was a husband previous to him, you say?”

      “Yes, Mr Francis Peel. I’m told that he died on the ninth of February 1880. Would you mind checking your records for their names?”

      “Of course. I won’t be a moment.”

      Mr Lillywhite retreated into a room at the back of his studio to take a look.

      I surveyed the rest of the room as I waited. A theatrical red velvet curtain hung from the ceiling, and a bench and plinth stood side by side. They gave the impression of stone, but I suspected they were constructed from papier mâché. Vases of artificial flowers and plants were scattered about the room, and at the centre stood the camera on a three-legged stand, draped with a black cloth.

      “I’m afraid I haven’t been able to find anyone with the surname Peel who visited me in the month of February 1880,” said Mr Lillywhite on his return. “I’m sorry I can’t be of any help on this occasion. The woman you mention is suspected of murdering her husband, is she not?”

      “Yes. What was your impression of her when she visited you with Mr Burrell?”

      He stroked his manicured moustache as he gave this some thought. “I can’t say that I recall her very well. She was upset, of course, and found the photographic session rather distressing. People in her position usually do.”

      I glanced at the chaise longue pushed up against a wall. It looked like the same one Catherine Curran and her dead husband Thomas Burrell had been seated upon for the photograph.

      “How was the body of the deceased brought here?” I asked.

      “The undertaker takes care of that. It can be a difficult time for the family, especially where children are concerned.”

      “I can imagine. So you don’t remember anything specific about Mrs Burrell’s visit? There was nothing which struck you as particularly unusual about her?”

      “Not at all. From what I remember, she was a normal grieving widow. This was a few years ago, of course, so I only have a vague recollection of them. But I think if anything that had struck me as different about her I would have remembered it. If she did poison her husband, why would she bring him here? I can’t imagine a murderer behaving in such a way.”
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      The next photographer I called at on Alscot Road had no record of a Mr and Mrs Peel visiting him. Neither did a photographer I visited on Fendall Street. Feeling despondent, I began to walk back toward Bermondsey Street. The air was warm and the sunlight had bathed the smoky sky a deep orange.

      The stench from the tanneries grew stronger as I reached Page’s Walk and I was pleased to bump into James beside a stable block on the corner. The expression on his face suggested his experience had been similar to mine.

      “I suppose we’ll have to venture further afield,” he said, consulting the list he had compiled earlier. “I wrote a few other names down here. The question is, which direction do we go in? There’s Rotherhithe to the east, Peckham to the south and Walworth to the west.”

      I sighed. “It could be in any direction, couldn’t it? And we don’t even know for sure that she had a photograph taken of herself and Francis Peel.”

      “Let’s choose a few in Rotherhithe,” said James. “And if that yields nothing we’ll have to get a few more constables knocking on photographers’ doors.”

      We hailed a hansom cab, which took us beneath the South Eastern Railway lines to Jamaica Road. The small seat didn’t allow much room between me and James, and when the carriage jolted over the bumps in the road my shoulder knocked into his. I was close enough to smell the pleasant scent of his eau-de-cologne. There were only eighteen days to go until his wedding. Did he really intend to go through with it?

      “Are you all right, Penny?”

      “Quite fine, thank you. Why do you ask?”

      “You sighed just then.”

      “Did I? I didn’t realise I had. How are the wedding plans progressing?”

      “You’re thinking about the wedding and that made you sigh?”

      I turned to look at him. “Does that surprise you?”

      “No,” he replied, holding my gaze. “It makes me sigh too. Every moment of my spare time is taken up with discussions about the day. So much so that it’s a relief to be investigating these murders instead.”

      I laughed. “You prefer murder to marriage?”

      James laughed in response. “Of course not! That sounds… Well, I’m not sure at all really. What a question!” He rubbed at his brow, and I thought of confronting him about his feelings for Charlotte and for me. It was a conversation that I felt I needed to have with him before the wedding, but I was struggling to summon up the courage.

      

      A photographer in Jamaica Road said that he had not come across the Peels himself but suggested another shop in nearby Paradise Street. The photographer at Paradise Street told us he could find no record of the Peels but had received word that a young woman matching Mrs Curran’s description had been staying at The Angel pub down by the river.

      “It may be nothing,” said James as we left the photographer’s studio, “but as The Angel is only a short walk away there seems to be no harm in investigating it. Here’s the Paradise Street police station. Let’s call in and find out if there’s been any mention of a sighting.”

      A constable inside the station told James that the parish constable, Lopes, would know more, and that he was currently in position at The Angel. We walked down narrow Cathay Street between the tall wall of a granary and a line of grimy, terraced houses.

      The Angel sat on the riverfront at the end of a row of wharves. To one side of it were steep steps that led down to the Thames.

      “Smells like the tide’s out,” I said, wrinkling my nose at the stink wafting up from the mudflats.

      A small, scruffy boy lingered at the top of the steps and a man with his hands in his pockets observed us as we paused to cross the road opposite the pub. Heavily loaded carts passed by, the horses sweating in the heat.

      Inside The Angel we found Parish Constable Lopes sitting at a table beside a paned window which overlooked the river. He was laughing and joking with a group of men as we approached.

      The parish constable hurriedly stood to his feet when James introduced himself, he swiftly dusted off his helmet and placed it back on his head. He was a brown-haired man with bushy whiskers and some considerable girth.

      “A lady news reporter, eh?” said Lopes. “Times are a-changing, aren’t they, Inspector?”

      “They certainly are,” replied James. “Can you tell me if you’ve heard anything about the woman who is believed to be staying here?”

      “Believed to have stayed here. She’s gone now, sir.”

      James cursed beneath his breath. “Do you have any idea where she was headed?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Did you see or speak to her at all?”

      “No, I only heard about her. Landlord Figgins knows more.”

      “And where’s he?”

      Lopes looked over at the bar and raised his hand in the direction of a man with sharp features who was keeping a keen eye on us. On seeing Lopes’ gesture he walked over to join us.

      James introduced himself to the landlord. “Perhaps you can tell us about this young woman, Mr Figgins.”

      “I dunno if she’s the one yer lookin’ for. She stayed ’ere these past two nights.”

      “Did she tell you her name?”

      “Jane.”

      “The same name Mrs Hardy told me!” I said. “That’s the woman she stayed with on the Old Kent Road.”

      “Did she give a surname?” James asked the landlord.

      “Taylor, I think she said,” replied Figgins.

      “So Jane Taylor stayed here on the nights of the twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth of August?” asked James.

      Figgins nodded.

      “Did she tell you anything about herself?”

      “Said she’s escapin’ a bad ’usband.”

      “Did she give you any indication of where she had come from or where she was going to?”

      Figgins shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Did you believe her story about the husband?”

      Figgins shrugged. “I ’ad no reason not ter. Pretty little thing, she was. She don’t deserve to be treated bad.”

      “Did she pay you for her board?”

      “Yeah, three shillin’s.”

      “And there was nothing about her conduct which made you suspicious?”

      “None. Shame she ain’t stayed longer, then you could’ve asked ’er yerself. I don’t think she’s the poisoner, but some folk think she looked like ’er, and one of ’em told Lopes ’ere so.”

      “What time did she leave this morning?”

      “’Bout six.”

      “And you don’t know where she was headed?”

      “No idea. She tells me she can’t stay nowhere too long in case the ’usband finds ’er, an’ I believes ’er! Girl like that wouldn’t do no ’arm to no one.”

      “That’s the skill of these people,” replied James. “If they were to walk around looking like murderers they wouldn’t get far, would they?” He turned to face the parish constable. “When were you planning to tell your superior about the girl, Lopes?”

      The constable looked uneasy. “After me drink, sir. I was about to send word to Bermondsey Street.”

      “When did you first hear that the girl was staying here?”

      “I heard talk of it yesterday, sir, but I thought it unlikely that it was the same woman. I suppose I was guided by Figgins, sir. He didn’t seem to think it was her.”

      James scowled. “You didn’t feel the need to investigate, even though it’s your job to keep an eye out for such things? You know that a murderess is on the run from the police and you don’t feel the need to investigate reports of a mysterious young woman staying in a pub just two hundred yards from your police station?”

      “I didn’t think a murderess would choose to lodge two hundred yards from a police station, sir.”

      “It seems she must have assumed you would think that way. She’s made a fool of you, Lopes. Here she was right under your nose and you did nothing about it!”

      “We ain’t got no proof it was ’er!” protested Figgins.

      “From this moment on, all solitary young women who match her description must be considered!” fumed James. “The very worst that can happen is that we offend a young lady who is busy minding her own business. We could have spoken to this Jane Taylor and quickly ascertained whether she was our Catherine Curran or not. Now she’s slipped through our fingers and who knows where she’ll turn up? She could have hopped onto a boat out there for all we know,” he added, pointing at the river through the window. “Perhaps that’s why she chose this pub, because of its proximity to the Thames.”

      “Yer don’t often see a girl like ’er on a boat. Folk would suspect summink,” said Figgins.

      “She’s capable of bribery,” said James. “We know she’s collected a fair bit of money from the life insurance policies. Now put your beer down, Lopes, and rally as many men as you can to get out there looking for her. Maybe she has remained local. She seems to have been keen to stay in this area until now, so let’s do everything we can to find her!”

      I followed James as he marched out of the pub.

      “Hopeless!” he said once we were out on the street. “Completely hopeless!”

      “It has to be her,” I said. “The story she told the landlord about running away from her husband is the exact same story she told the lady on the Old Kent Road.”

      “It can only be her,” agreed James. “And to think that we could have caught her if we’d known!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      I travelled back to the Morning Express offices that afternoon, first by horse tram, then via the Tower Subway and finally on an omnibus to Fleet Street. While sitting on the omnibus I drafted another appeal for information on the whereabouts of Catherine Curran. I hoped that I would be able to persuade Mr Sherman to publish it in a prominent position so that as many people would see it as possible.

      I felt sure that Catherine couldn’t have gone far. Although it was conceivable that she had secured herself passage on a boat, she had so far remained in Bermondsey. I hoped this meant that she preferred to stay within an area she knew well.

      

      There was a suggestion that something out of the ordinary had occurred when I discovered Mr Conway’s large frame blocking the corridor to the newsroom at the Morning Express offices. Despite being the newspaper’s proprietor, it was unusual for him to pay us a visit.

      His trousers, jacket and waistcoat were of a baggy brown tweed, and his wavy grey hair sprawled into a pair of long, bushy side-whiskers. He was accompanied by a young, narrow-faced, pale-haired man holding a bundle of papers.

      “Miss Green, isn’t it?” Mr Conway wheezed.

      “Yes. Good afternoon, sir.”

      “I suppose you’re wanting to get past.” He looked around, as if trying to locate a wider section of corridor. He grunted, then made his way toward the doorway of Mr Sherman’s office. I walked past him and his assistant, thanking them as I did so.

      It was unusually quiet in the newsroom, and to my surprise I found Miss Welton, Mr Sherman’s secretary, sitting with Edgar and Frederick. She was fidgeting with the high collar of her woollen dress, staring glumly through the pince-nez clipped to her nose.

      “Something’s happened,” I said cautiously. “What’s happened? Why’s Mr Conway here?”

      “Mr Sherman’s been arrested,” said Edgar quietly. His face looked pale.

      For a brief moment I felt the need to laugh, as if he had told me a joke. But the seriousness of his expression assured me this was no laughing matter.

      “Arrested?” I asked. “What could he possibly have done?”

      “They won’t tell us.”

      “But when?” I asked. “And who arrested him?”

      “It was last night,” replied Edgar. “I don’t know where he was or what he was doing; that’s all we’ve been told. It was T Division in Kensington, I believe.”

      “We should go down there and find out what’s happening.”

      “That was my idea too, Miss Green, but Conway has forbidden it. He knows more than he’s letting on.”

      “I cannot understand the secrecy.”

      I realised as soon as the words had left my mouth that there might be a valid reason as to why the details of his arrest had been kept secret. The memory of the confidential matter he had imparted to me during our walk in Lincoln’s Inn Fields earlier in the summer came back to my mind and my stomach gave a sickening flip.

      “Sit down, Miss Green,” he said. “You look shocked.”

      “I am,” I replied, slowly lowering myself onto a chair. “Poor Mr Sherman. He must feel so humiliated; so frightened.”

      “What makes you say that?” asked Edgar. “None of us has any idea what has happened.”

      I glanced across at Edgar, Frederick and Miss Welton, realising they had no idea about Mr Sherman’s secret life.

      “We’ve been considering the possibility that he got himself into a fight,” suggested Frederick.

      “It’s difficult to imagine, but a possibility all the same,” I said.

      “He would never get into a fight,” said Miss Welton. “Mr Sherman wouldn’t harm a soul. He wouldn’t do anything wrong at all. I simply don’t understand it.”

      “I’d like to know where he was when he was arrested,” said Frederick. “Was he at home or somewhere he shouldn’t have been? A bank, for example.”

      “Perhaps he was robbing it!” laughed Edgar.

      “This is no laughing matter!” said Miss Welton, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief.

      “I suppose we shall find out in due course,” I said sadly. “In the meantime, how is the morning’s edition going to be printed?”

      “We shall all have to work together on it,” said Edgar. “Mr Conway has already told us it can be a slimmer edition on this occasion.”

      “But how will the compositors know what they’re doing?” I asked.

      “The chief one, Smith, is pretty good. He’s already laid out a lot of it,” said Edgar. “In fact, I should get back down there and find out how it’s coming along. We just need to decide where the main stories will go.”

      “Do you have any idea what Mr Sherman was planning to lead with tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Well it seems France and China are now at war after the sea battle near Fuzhou,” said Edgar. “I think that should be the lead story, but Frederick reckons the prime minister’s visit to Scotland should go before it.”

      “So we’re already in disagreement on that,” I said.

      “Let’s ask Mr Conway which he’d prefer,” said Edgar.

      “I was going to ask Mr Sherman if we could publish an appeal regarding Catherine Curran’s whereabouts,” I said.

      “We can do that,” said Edgar. “Have you written it?”

      “Yes, it’s two hundred words. I’ve included the details of when and where she was last seen.”

      “Right then, let’s get on with it,” said Edgar, rolling up his shirt sleeves. “Let’s make Sherman and Conway proud.”

      The newsroom door opened and Mr Conway entered with the young, narrow-faced man.

      “This is Crispin Childers of the West London Mercury,” he announced. “He’s a competent chap and just happens to be my nephew. He’ll be taking over the reins here for the time being.”

      We stared in silence at the new arrival. His hair was so pale it was almost white, and his insignificant chin made him appear much younger than his years.

      “Your nephew, sir?” said Edgar. “I can’t see any obvious family resemblance.”

      I suppressed a chuckle as I surveyed the difference between our oversized, tweed-wearing proprietor and the thin, insipid-looking man standing next to him.

      “I think we can manage, Mr Conway, sir,” said Frederick. “We’ve all worked on the Morning Express for a number of years.”

      “Nonsense,” puffed the proprietor. “Childers here can see to the editing while you get on with your news reporting. I need to go and instruct my lawyers to ensure that Mr Sherman gets the best defence a chap can get in the whole of London. Now introduce yourselves to one another and get on with it.”

      Edgar and I exchanged a doleful glance.

      

      My despondent mood was worsened by the group of reporters I found loitering outside the office that evening. Unfortunately, the Morning Express had become a news story in itself. I looked down at my feet and marched along Fleet Street to find an omnibus, but I wasn’t quick enough to escape my constant nemesis Tom Clifford from rival newspaper The Holborn Gazette. He grinned as his slack jaw turned over a piece of tobacco.

      “Is this the end for the Morning Express, Miss Green?”

      “Not at all.”

      I continued walking but he followed behind me.

      “No chance of Sherman gettin’ his job back after this, is there?”

      I shrugged, as if to pretend that I knew for sure what he had been arrested for.

      “A total embarrassment, ain’t it?” continued Clifford.

      “Why?”

      “Oh, come on, Miss Green! Arrested at the Hammam Turkish Baths on Jermyn Street with all them other men. Solicitin’ to commit an unnatural offence!” He laughed. “That won’t do for a newspaper editor, will it? They’ve arrested a lawyer an’ all!” He laughed again. “Disgustin’, it is. They should all hang for it.”

      I spun around in anger. “Don’t be ridiculous!” I hissed. “Mr Sherman hasn’t harmed anyone!”

      “It’s indecency, Miss Green. And it’s morally wrong!”

      “You’re a fine one to comment on other people’s morals,” I snarled, turning away and looking for a cab to whisk me away from there as quickly as possible.

      “But I ain’t goin’ around committin’ unnatural acts, Miss Green,” he called after me. “An’ he’s supposed to be a professional man!”
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      Police Raid on the Hammam Turkish Baths, Jermyn Street

      

      A raid was carried out at the Hammam Turkish Baths on Jermyn Street just before 11p.m. on Monday 25th August. Police had received viable information that behaviour of an improper nature was taking place on the premises. Upon investigation, it was found that the suspicion was justified, and police officers duly arrested more than a dozen men.

      Private information had been sent to Chief Constable Herbert Granger of Vine Street police station in February of this year, and he immediately commenced inquiries relating to the baths. Constables in plain clothes attended on frequent occasions and witnessed what appeared to be immoral activity.

      At eight o’clock on Monday evening two constables attended the baths incognito once again. However, on this occasion Chief Constable Granger waited outside, accompanied by a dozen constables. After witnessing further morally questionable behaviour, the two plain-clothes constables left the baths and informed Chief Constable Granger, who entered the premises with his constables. He explained the intentions of the raid to the owner, Mr. Patrick Caulfield, and proceeded to arrest 13 men, who are accused of soliciting to commit an unnatural offence. Several of the men are said to be respectably connected.

      

      The article went on to describe the subsequent appearance of the men at Marlborough Street Police Court and the bail terms given. Beneath this it listed their names, ages and occupations. I had hoped Mr Sherman’s name wouldn’t be among them, but my heart sank when I saw it:

      

      Mr. William Sherman, single, 53, newspaper editor, Bedford Row, Holborn.

      

      He had been released on bail and had most likely returned to his home. I thought back to our conversation in Lincoln’s Inn Fields and recalled how fearful he had been of anyone discovering his private affairs. He had been so frightened of losing his profession, and I struggled to believe that Mr Conway would ever allow him back into the office to edit the Morning Express.

      I sighed as I sat in the newspaper reading room at the British Library, reluctantly leafing through The Holborn Gazette. I was afraid to read what Tom Clifford had written about the case, but I couldn’t help myself.

      

      The hitherto respected editor of the Morning Express newspaper, Mr William Sherman, was one of 13 men arrested for soliciting to commit an unnatural offence at the Hammam Turkish Baths of Jermyn Street on Monday 25th August.

      

      I folded the newspaper, not wishing to read any more. Before I left the room I decided to find out whether there was any news regarding Francis’ steamship. I found it listed in the shipping intelligence.

      

      TERCEIRA - arrived - Pampero [August 25th] destination Savanilla

      

      This piece of news brought a smile to my face. I was happy to read the confirmation that he had arrived in the Azores. I wondered what life had been like for him on board the ship.
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      I returned to Grange Walk in Bermondsey later that morning, hoping to find out more about Catherine Curran and her former husbands.

      The windows at number ninety-six looked empty and there was no longer a police constable stationed at the house. The air was warm and smoky. I called at some of the little terraced houses along the street.

      “I only knowed ’er married ter John. I dunno about no one else,” said a thin-faced woman with streaky grey hair at number ninety-two. A small girl clung to her shabby skirts.

      “Did you know her well?” I asked.

      “Never seen much of ’er. She was workin’ down the leather market.”

      “Does she have any family or friends who live locally?”

      The woman frowned as she considered this. “There’s Dotty over the road,” she said. “I saw ’em talkin’ sometimes.”

      “Which number does Dotty live at?”

      “Eighty-seven. Dunno if you’ll find ’er at this time, though. She’s a shop girl.”

      I thanked the woman and crossed the road to Dotty’s house. The little girl let go of her mother’s skirts and followed me.

      “I think you should go back inside,” I said.

      The girl looked up at me with her wide blue eyes and said nothing.

      “Don’t you want to go back to your mother?” I asked again.

      I looked back at number ninety-two and saw that although the door still stood open there was no sign of the girl’s mother. I heard another door open and three children came running over to us. The blue-eyed girl clearly knew them, as her face broke out into a grin.

      “What’s ’app’nin’?” asked one of the children, a boy of about eight.

      “Nothing’s happening,” I replied. “Shouldn’t you be at school?”

      “You the school inspector or summink?” a harsh voice called out from the doorway the children had just run out of. I looked over to see a hard-faced woman leaning against the doorpost, regarding me with her arms folded.

      “No,” I replied. “I’m a news reporter.” The woman scowled and the children began running in circles around me. “I’m here to talk to Dotty,” I explained, trying my best to walk over to number eighty-seven without bumping into any of them.

      An old lady tottered out into the road and observed me carefully, leaning on an even older-looking walking stick.

      “Good morning,” I said to her cheerily, trying to continue on my way. I became aware of curtains being moved to one side and other people watching me from their doorways. Why was I such a point of interest?

      I hoped Dotty would be home and invite me inside, away from the neighbours’ prying eyes. But there was no answer at number eighty-seven, and as I stepped away from the door more children joined me, two of whom began playing peek-a-boo with my skirts.

      “What’s in yer bag?” asked a dirty-nosed boy.

      “Nothing exciting, I’m sorry to say.”

      “Ain’t you got no sweets?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      Someone stepped in front of me and I saw that it was the woman with the dirty apron and unkempt hair who looked like an over-sized child. She had small, wide-set eyes and a short, upturned nose.

      “Hello again,” I said, forcing a smile. “How are you?”

      She gave me a lopsided smile but said nothing.

      I stepped to the side of her and continued on my way as best as I could with three children still tugging at my skirts.

      “I dunnit,” the woman called out.

      “I’m sorry?” I turned to look at her and saw that she still had the same odd smile on her face.

      “I dunnit,” she repeated.

      “Done it? Done what?”

      “The murder. I dunnit.”

      “The murder of John Curran?”

      The woman nodded and grinned.

      “You’re confessing to the murder of John Curran?” I asked, incredulous that the childlike woman who stood before me might have had something to do with it.

      “And them others.”

      Until this moment I had thought she was joking with me, but this statement made me reconsider.

      “What do you know about the others?” I asked.

      “Tom. And the other one too. Don’t remember ’is name.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked her.

      “Sally.”

      “Sally, are you sure about this? You’re quite certain that you had something to do with the deaths of John Curran and Thomas Burrell?”

      Sally nodded again.

      “But how did you do it?”

      “Put it in their beer, I did.”

      “Put what in their beer?”

      “Poison.”

      “How?”

      “Got the beers from Noakes and stuck it inside ’em.”

      I had heard of the brewery, which was close to Bermondsey Street.

      “You gave them poisoned beer?”

      Sally nodded and gave another smile. Her awkward conversation and childlike manner led me to believe that she was not of sound mind. I would have dismissed her confession as pure fantasy had she not demonstrated some unexplained knowledge of the case. Putting arsenic in a bottle of beer seemed to be a feasible method of poisoning someone.

      I felt a shiver run up my spine as the children began dancing in a ring around me and Sally. Although I struggled to believe what she was telling me, I felt I couldn’t completely dismiss her claim. This woman might not have been responsible for the murders, but it was possible she knew something that might prove useful.

      “Sally, I think you need to speak to the police,” I said. “Do you know where the police station is on Bermondsey Street?”

      She nodded in reply.

      “I can walk there with you if you like.”

      Sally nodded and smiled, and I felt it best to leave Inspector Martin to decide what to do about her. He seemed an understanding man, and I felt sure that he would be kind.

      “Do you need to tell anyone where you’re going?” I asked. “Your mother or father, perhaps? Or your friends?”

      Sally shook her head.

      “And do you have everything with you that you need to bring? Did you want to fetch your bonnet and shawl?”

      “No need,” she replied.

      Sally spoke little during our slow walk to Bermondsey Street. She seemed to have no interest in me, and instead stopped regularly to peer in at windows or examine pieces of rubbish which lay on the ground.

      It seemed impossible that this woman could have murdered three men. So why was she claiming that she had?
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      James was chatting with Inspector Martin and Sergeant Richards when Sally and I arrived at Bermondsey Street police station.

      “Penny!” he said with a grin. He was wearing the dark blue suit he always looked most handsome in. “You’ve arrived at an opportune time. We’re just about to meet with Dr Grant to discuss what he has found out from the autopsy on Francis Peel.”

      “And I think I recognise this young lady,” said Inspector Martin. “It’s not Sally Chadwick, is it?”

      Sally nodded in reply and gave an odd laugh.

      “Sally has told me something which I think you all need to hear,” I said. “You may be rather surprised.”

      “Is that so?” said Inspector Martin. He gave me a knowing glance, which suggested that he was well aware of her state of mind.

      The four of us took a seat around a table in a spartan interview room, which smelt as though it had recently been scrubbed with soap. We listened as Sally told us in slow, stilted sentences how she had bought beer from the Noakes brewery on three occasions and put poison in it before giving it to John Curran, Thomas Burrell and another man whose name she couldn’t remember. I wondered if she meant Francis Peel.

      Her story sounded quite convincing, and James listened intently, looking perplexed. Inspector Martin had a faint smile on his face, as if he didn’t believe a word she was saying.

      “Well, thank you, Sally,” he said once she had finished. “May I ask which type of poison you added to the beer?”

      “Arsenic.”

      “Interesting. And how did you come by it?”

      “Soakin’ fly papers.”

      Inspector Martin raised an eyebrow. “Really? And how did you go about doing that?”

      “Bought ’em from Gibsons.”

      “Gibsons on Tanner Street?”

      Sally nodded, prompting Inspector Martin to pull his notebook out of his pocket. He seemed to be taking her story a little more seriously now.

      “I suppose that will be easy to verify with Gibsons themselves,” he said as he made a note. “How many packs did you buy?”

      “A fair lot of ’em. Mebbe twelve.”

      “I see. And how did you go about soaking them?”

      “Put ’em in a bowl o’ water overnight, then poured it into a jug, then poured it into a bottle.”

      Inspector Martin scratched his temple with the end of his pencil. “There’s no doubt that doing such a thing would enable you to extract the arsenic from the papers. How did you know to do it?”

      “I’ve read about it.”

      “You can read, Sally?”

      “Yeah, I can read. Maggie taught me.”

      “Maggie?”

      “Maggie at the church.”

      “Ah yes, I know who you mean. What did you do next with the bottle of water and arsenic?”

      “I poured it into the beer.”

      “I cannot understand how you managed that. How did they not notice?”

      “I done it afore I give it to ’em.”

      “You poured the poison into the bottles of beer you had bought from the Noakes brewery, as you have already explained to us?”

      She nodded.

      “I shouldn’t think there would be much room in a bottle of beer for arsenic-laced water to be added,” said Inspector Martin.

      “I pulled out the stoppers, poured a bit out then put the poison in ’n’ put the stoppers back.”

      “And you gave these poisoned bottles of beer to John Curran and Thomas Burrell?”

      “Yeah. I took ’em round as a gift.”

      “Why?”

      Sally shrugged and a long pause followed.

      “S’pose I wanted to see what would ’appen,” she eventually said.

      “Those men died horrible deaths, that’s what happened!” snapped the inspector.

      Sally shrank back in her chair and raised her hands defensively in front of her. If what she had told us was true it was truly a despicable act; however, I couldn’t help but feel a little sympathy for this grown-up child.

      “Perhaps Sally is mistaken,” I ventured.

      She turned toward me, her mouth twisted. “I ain’t mistaken! I done it!”

      Inspector Martin sighed as though he didn’t know what to make of it.

      “Sergeant Richards, could you fetch some tea, please? I have a feeling this is going to be a long day.”

      The sergeant nodded and left the room.

      “Very well,” continued Inspector Martin. “We’ll carry out some investigations into this. If what you tell us is correct, Sally, I assume we’ll find evidence of the soaked fly papers and empty bottles in your home?”

      “Yes.”

      I was surprised by her conviction. Surely there couldn’t be any truth in what she was saying?

      James seemed equally puzzled. “Evidence, or the lack of it, will quickly clarify the matter,” he said. “You should send some men to Miss Chadwick’s home straight away, Martin.”

      “Better still, I’ll go myself,” replied the inspector. “And I’ll take Sally with me so she can show us around her alleged arsenic manufactory. Before we do that, Miss Chadwick, I need to ask you to write down your confession. You’ve told us you’re able to read, so does that mean you’re able to write as well?”

      Sally nodded.

      Inspector Martin passed her a piece of paper and a pen, and she began to write in a slow, laborious hand.

      Sergeant Richards returned a short while later.

      “The sister of Thomas Burrell has just arrived,” he said. “She says she sent a telegram to inform us that she would be paying us a visit.”

      “Yes, I recall it. It’s all happening at once, isn’t it?” said Inspector Martin. “Ask her to sit in the waiting room for a moment, please.”

      Sergeant Richards nodded and left the room.

      “Would you like me to speak to Miss Burrell while you finish your conversation with Miss Chadwick?” asked James.

      Inspector Martin wiped his brow. “Yes, that would be useful. Thank you, Blakely.”
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      James and I left Inspector Martin’s office together and made our way toward the waiting room. In the corridor we met the police surgeon with the long ginger beard and half-moon spectacles, whom I recognised from John Curran’s inquest.

      “Ah, Dr Grant,” said James. “What did the results of the autopsy on Francis Peel reveal?”

      “Looks like it’s the same old story, I’m afraid,” he replied. “Undeniable signs of poisoning in a body which is unusually well-preserved considering that it was buried four years ago.”

      “And it is definitely arsenic that has caused the effects you’ve seen?” I asked. “It couldn’t be any other poison?”

      “Not that I know of,” said Dr Grant. “I’ve removed some tissue from the intestine, liver, kidney and spleen for the analytical chemist to examine. He’ll attempt to extract some arsenic from the viscera, just as he did with Mr Curran, and that will confirm it for sure. If for any reason he is unable to do so I’m sure he will test for other possible poisons. But I would place my bet on the outcome being arsenic.”

      “We’re still waiting for the results of the tests on Thomas Burrell’s remains, aren’t we?” I said.

      “Yes. We should hear any day now,” said Dr Grant. “I think we can safely work on the assumption that these three men were deliberately poisoned.”

      “And we now have a lady who has confessed,” said James. “Inspector Martin is with her at the moment.”

      “That’s news indeed,” said Dr Grant. “It wasn’t the wife after all, then?”

      “We cannot exonerate her yet,” said James. “For all we know the two women have worked together on this. It seems one of them has run off and the conscience of the other has got the better of her. I’m beginning to think that’s the most likely explanation, but I suppose we may be surprised again.”

      

      We continued on our way toward the waiting room and saw Sergeant Richards leaving the parade room with a lady carrying a travel bag.

      “I’m sorry.” There was a tone of distress in her voice. “I’m afraid I got lost. I don’t often come to places like this.”

      “It’s quite all right, Miss Burrell,” said Sergeant Richards. “The waiting room is this way. Inspector Blakely will have a conversation with you now. He’s from Scotland Yard.”

      Sergeant Richards introduced us to Florence Burrell, the sister of Catherine Curran’s deceased second husband, Thomas. She wore a dark shawl over a plain blouse and skirt, thick-lensed spectacles and a headscarf with a faded floral design over her dark hair. Most striking of all was the puckered skin which stretched from just beneath her left eye down to her chin. It was an angry red.

      “Scotland Yard?” She spoke with a slight West Country burr. “I’ve never met anyone from there before.”

      “Please come and join us in the waiting room, Miss Burrell,” said James. “You must be in need of some refreshment after your long journey.”

      “Thank you, but I’m all right. I got something from a stall on my way.”

      We sat down in the waiting room.

      “We heard you’ve dug him up,” she said.

      “Your brother Thomas?” replied James. “Yes, sadly we had to exhume his body because there is a growing suspicion that his wife may have poisoned him.”

      “She can’t have! We were told he died from natural causes. They said it was his heart.”

      “That was the initial conclusion, yes. But some further analysis has revealed that the cause of death was poison.”

      “You looked at him yourself?” Her eyes were wide and sad behind her spectacle lenses.

      “Not personally, no. The police surgeon carries out that sort of work.”

      “You should’ve asked us,” she said. “You should’ve asked permission.”

      “I apologise, Miss Burrell, this must all be rather upsetting for you,” said James. “The police did attempt to contact the family, but upon discovering that there was no one local, and with time being rather pressing, the decision was made to exhume your brother. The only official permission required is that of the coroner, but of course efforts are always made to speak to the family where possible. I apologise that we were unable to do that. Please rest assured that your brother was quickly returned to his resting place.”

      “That’s something, I suppose. So you’re saying he was poisoned?”

      “We suspect it, yes. However, it is likely to be proven by the analytical chemist once he has succeeded in extracting the poison from the body.”

      “How’s he going to do that?”

      “Samples had to be taken from your brother’s body for examination purposes.”

      “What sort of samples?”

      “Pieces of the viscera, such as the intestine, liver—”

      Miss Burrell clasped a gloved hand over her mouth. “You’ve cut him up?”

      “No, it’s not like that.”

      I felt sympathy for James having to explain such a difficult procedure to a relative of the deceased.

      “During an autopsy an incision is made from the top of the chest down to the base of the abdomen,” said James. “In this case the incision allows the police surgeon to inspect the organs of the body in order to ascertain whether there was any foul play. We are satisfied that there was in your brother’s case. Small portions of tissue have been removed and sent to a chemist, who is an expert in detecting poisons. I know this is alarming to you, but please remember that we have done all this in the pursuit of justice. When your brother died no one had any idea that someone might have caused his death. It was assumed that he had died of natural causes.”

      “His heart.”

      “That’s right. But the doctor who signed the certificate of death was mistaken.”

      Miss Burrell rubbed her forehead. “And she did it? Catherine?”

      “We don’t know. She’s gone missing, and we would very much like to speak to her.”

      Miss Burrell sighed and shook her head. “There has to be some mistake. It can’t have been poison. I was living in London when he was taken sick. He’d have known if he’d been poisoned, wouldn’t he?”

      “Not necessarily,” said James. “We believe arsenic was used and the poison is almost tasteless. Hidden in well-flavoured food or drink it often escapes detection. Death isn’t immediate unless the victim has consumed an extremely large dose, and the symptoms of sickness and diarrhoea can be attributed to many other causes. We suspect that in your brother’s case a number of sizeable doses were consumed over the duration of a week or two. Eventually, his body would have been so weakened that he could endure no more.”

      Miss Burrell emitted a sob and James looked alarmed.

      “Oh dear, I apologise,” he said, giving me an awkward sidelong glance. “I was concentrating so hard on explaining it to you, Miss Burrell, that I didn’t realise how distressing my words must have sounded.”

      “It is what it is, Inspector,” she said, retrieving a handkerchief from a pocket in her skirt and dabbing at her eyes with it. “You know what you’re talking about. I’ll have to somehow explain it all to Ma and Pa when I get home. They’ll find it hard to hear.” She sniffed and wiped her nose.

      “I realise that,” said James sadly. “But there has been an interesting development just this morning. We have spoken to a lady who claims she had something to do with it, so we are now wondering whether she and your former sister-in-law might have colluded.”

      “Who is she?” asked Miss Burrell sharply.

      “A lady by the name of Sally Chadwick.”

      Miss Burrell gasped. “Sally?”

      “You know her?”

      “Yes, I remember she lived near them.”

      “I haven’t had the opportunity to speak with her myself,” said James. “But I understand that she has confessed to poisoning your brother as well as Catherine Curran’s latest husband, John Curran, who passed away only last week.”

      Miss Burrell shook her head. “I can’t hardly believe it.”

      “We suspect that another of Catherine’s husbands, Francis Peel, was also poisoned. Whether Miss Chadwick will also claim responsibility for his death remains to be seen.”

      “Another husband of Catherine’s? How many has she had?”

      “We have found three so far, and we suspect they were all poisoned. As you can imagine, this makes Catherine Curran appear rather guilty.”

      “Especially now that she has taken flight,” I added. “That is not the usual course of action for an innocent woman.”

      “But hasn’t Sally confessed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then it must be her! She always was a strange one. People called her the idiot girl.” Miss Burrell shook her head in disbelief. “To think that Tom’s been dead for two years and I never would’ve thought something like this could happen. I think Sally must’ve done it.” She lowered her voice. “Tom told me she’d approached him.”

      “About what?”

      “I meant what I said.” Her eyes grew wider behind her thick lenses. “She approached him for his attentions,” she added in a whisper. “He said no, of course.”

      “Oh, I see,” said James. “She propositioned him, you mean?”

      “Call it that if you like.”

      I struggled to imagine Sally doing such a thing. However, given that I barely knew the girl I concluded that it was feasible.

      “Are you quite sure about that?” asked James. “It wasn’t simply a misunderstanding on your brother’s part?”

      “I’m just repeating what he told me. He wasn’t the sort to misunderstand people.”

      “Did he tell you what Sally’s response was when he refused her?” I asked.

      “I think he said she was a bit annoyed. Ashamed, too, I reckon. She probably didn’t think he’d refuse her.”

      “Was Catherine aware of this incident?”

      She shrugged. “Can’t say. I don’t know if he ever told her or not. I don’t think he would’ve.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “It would’ve upset her, and he wouldn’t have wanted that. Tom loved Catherine, but there were lots of things he couldn’t tell her.”

      “Such as what?”

      “About his stealing.”

      “What sort of stealing?”

      “Getting into houses and taking money and jewellery. Sometimes they’d go north of the river and do the big houses in the City.”

      “They? Who were his accomplices?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say. I don’t mind telling you about Tom now that he’s gone and no one can go arresting him for it, but I don’t want to go getting anyone else in trouble. Besides, I can’t remember any of their names, and for all I know they’ve probably been caught by now anyway.”

      “Was your brother ever arrested?”

      “I think he was in the cells a few times for being drunk, but that’s all I know about it.”

      “Did you get to know Catherine well in the time she was married to your brother?” I asked.

      “Yes, of sorts. She wouldn’t have poisoned anyone, though. Catherine wasn’t like that. She loved Thomas. You should have seen her after he died. Broke her heart, it did.”

      “Do you know anything about her family?” asked James.

      “They live down Kent way. Orpington.”

      “Both her parents?”

      “I think so. Only time I saw them was when they came to Tom and Catherine’s wedding. There were some sisters and all.”

      “All living in Orpington?”

      “I think so.”

      “Do you have an address for any of them?”

      “I don’t, sorry.”

      “There have been some sightings of Catherine,” said James. “And it seems she has remained local for the time being. We believe she took lodgings on the Old Kent Road for a few nights and also stayed at The Angel public house on the riverfront. To your knowledge, Miss Burrell, does she have any family members or friends in those areas?”

      “I don’t know. She may have, but it’s a good few years since I saw her and people move about, don’t they? I can’t say for sure about friends, but I know she wouldn’t poison anyone. That’s not like her at all.”

      “Did she have a close friendship with Sally Chadwick?” asked James.

      Miss Burrell shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Do you have any idea how Miss Chadwick might have known each of Catherine’s husbands well enough to give them all poisoned beer?”

      She shook her head again. “I’ve got no idea. Sally approached Tom, so maybe she did the same thing with the others. But when and how she did it… I just don’t know. Has she been arrested?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Inspector Martin is currently speaking with her.”

      “Can I see her?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “I want to see her!” Her eyes flashed with anger. “I want to ask her why she murdered our Tom!”

      “That’s what we are all trying to find out, Miss Burrell,” James said calmly. “Please leave the matter with us so we can uncover the truth. If it transpires that Miss Chadwick is responsible for the murders of these three men I’m sure a fair number of people would wish to see her in person. There’s no doubt they would wish her some harm, and it wouldn’t be a safe situation for her to be in. Please rest assured that she will face judgment in the proper legal manner.”

      I struggled to imagine Sally appearing in court. I felt sure that she would have no real understanding of what was happening to her. I hoped her confession would be dismissed as mere fantasy.

      “There’s no evidence yet to support what Miss Chadwick has told us,” I added. “Perhaps she wasn’t responsible for poisoning your brother after all.”

      I didn’t care for the sharp look Miss Burrell gave me in response. She clearly wished to believe that her brother’s murderer had been apprehended.
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      “Where have you been, Miss Green?” asked a white-faced Mr Childers when I arrived back at the newsroom.

      “Bermondsey,” I replied. “A woman has confessed to being the poisoner in the Curran case.”

      “You’ve been in Bermondsey all day, have you?” he asked, checking his watch.

      “I completed some work in the reading room to begin with.”

      “You are in the habit of working there, are you?”

      “Yes,” I replied, baffled by the question. “I need to consult the books and periodicals stored there for my articles.”

      “And you leave it until three o’clock to visit the office, just an hour before deadline, I see.”

      “I’ve been out reporting, Mr Childers.”

      I cast an exasperated glance at Edgar and Frederick, whose glum expressions suggested they had been subjected to a similar inquisition by the stand-in editor.

      “And what of your article on the Sudanese campaign?”

      “I was planning to speak to you about that on my return,” I replied. “As the confession from the alleged poisoner in Bermondsey is important news I thought it should take precedence over Sudan for tomorrow’s edition.”

      “The editor decides which stories take precedence, Miss Green, not the reporters.” Spots of red appeared high on Mr Childers’ white cheekbones. “Do you mean to tell me that you haven’t written your article on the campaign?”

      “I’ve carried out the research, Mr Childers. It wouldn’t take me long to write it up.”

      “Good, because you only have an hour.”

      “I also have the article about the Bermondsey poisoner to write, Mr Childers.”

      “If you have time to write it before the deadline and there’s enough space we will do our best to publish it.”

      “But it’s rather more important than the Sudanese campaign, which is a long, ongoing story if I may say so. The poisonings in Bermondsey are of great interest to our readers because they happened here in London.”

      “Our readers are interested in a wide range of topics, Miss Green. The gory details of a poisoning might not appeal to many.”

      I felt irritated by the manner in which Mr Childers referred to ‘our readers’ as if he had been working at the Morning Express for years.

      “Two, possibly three, poisonings,” I corrected. “This is a big story, Mr Childers.”

      “A big story if you live in Bermondsey, perhaps. It is of less interest to our readers in Kensington.”

      “Scotland Yard is now involved, and another possible culprit is still on the run.”

      “So I understand, and we must leave it all in the capable hands of the police. I expect to see you at your desk first thing each morning, Miss Green, so we can discuss the stories you are to write about.”

      “I am here sometimes,” I replied, “but often I go to the reading room or another location first, depending on the story I’m working on.”

      “You come to this office first!” Mr Childers wagged a long, thin finger at me and I felt my jaw clench in anger. “I don’t expect you to make your first appearance at three o’clock in the afternoon, full of plans to write about something I have never even asked you to!”

      “It’s an ongoing investigation I have been reporting on!”

      “And being argumentative about it, to boot. This is what happens when you allow women into the workplace. Did Mr Sherman allow you to speak to him in this manner?”

      “There was no need to. Mr Sherman had full confidence in my capabilities as a news reporter.”

      “It seems as though he let his reporters rule the roost.”

      “Not at all!” Edgar piped up. “You should have seen the roastings he gave me. And I deserved them most of the time, I’ll admit that.”

      “Mr Sherman trusted us to do our jobs properly,” I added.

      Edgar stood to his feet. “Mr Childers, there is no one here who works as hard as Miss Green, I can vouch for that. She’s a spinster and has little family to speak of, and that means she is able to devote every hour of every day to her work.”

      “Thank you for the veiled compliment, Edgar,” I said.

      “Veiled? I thought I had spoken very highly of you, Miss Green.”

      “I can see that it was well meant. Thank you.”

      Mr Childers’ face was red and damp with perspiration. I could see that the confrontation was making him quite distressed.

      “Less of the talking, Miss Green. Just get on with it,” he said bitterly. “We are now five minutes closer to the deadline than we were when you arrived.”

      He left the room and I sat down at my desk, my fists balled in fury.

      “Who does that upstart think he is?” I snarled.

      “Mr Conway’s nephew, that’s who he is,” replied Edgar. “And he certainly hasn’t been given this job based on his skill and expertise. But don’t worry, Miss Green. Frederick and I have it all under control.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’ll regret talking to any of us in that manner, won’t he, Potter?”

      Frederick nodded with a smirk.

      “What are you planning to do?”

      “Just a little jiggery-pokery, Miss Green,” replied Edgar.

      “What does that mean, exactly?”

      Edgar lowered his voice to a whisper. “I’ve already put a tack on his chair, haven’t I, Potter?”

      Frederick giggled like a naughty schoolboy.

      “But we don’t know if he’s sat down on it yet. There have been no yelps forthcoming from the editor’s office.”

      I sighed.

      “But he deserves it, Miss Green!”

      “Of course he deserves it, but antagonising him isn’t going to help us, is it? It’s just going to make him worse.”

      “What do you propose we do?”

      “I don’t suppose there’s a lot we can do, is there? Perhaps we should just allow him to believe he’s in charge.”

      “I see what you mean, Miss Green. His behaviour suggests he is a nervous sort of man who may be worried that he’s not going to do a decent job of running his uncle’s paper. I bet he has a nickname for Conway, such as Blimpy or something of that ilk.”

      Frederick chuckled. “Why Blimpy?”

      “Because you can just imagine him saying it, can’t you? Uncle Blimpy, in a whiny sort of voice.”

      Frederick and I laughed.

      “Oh dear,” I said. “I can’t bear the thought of Mr Sherman being permanently ousted. Surely we’re not going to be stuck with Childers forever.”

      “I can’t imagine Uncle Blimpy getting rid of him and putting Sherman back in,” said Edgar. “And how could Sherman possibly come back here after what’s happened? He may face trial, and if he’s found guilty he might end up doing a few months of hard labour.”

      I shuddered. “Mr Sherman would never cope with that.”

      “He wouldn’t have a choice,” said Edgar. “I have a lot of respect for the chap, but if you break the law you have to be ready to face the punishment.”

      “The whole thing was rather a surprise,” said Frederick. “He often told us about his visits to the Turkish baths, but I had no idea that any untoward activities took place there.”

      “I had heard stories of untoward activities in some of those places,” said Edgar, “but I have visited them in the past and never encountered anything out of the ordinary. I never imagined that Mr Sherman would have got himself caught up in any of it. Perhaps it’s a mistake. In fact, it must be a mistake. I know the chap’s not married, but that doesn’t mean he would get involved in any funny business. He just hasn’t met the right lady yet.”

      “I don’t think he wants to meet the right lady,” I said.

      “You know better than us on this matter, do you, Miss Green?”

      “No, it’s just a guess.”

      Despite Mr Sherman’s arrest, I still wished to keep the secret he had imparted to me down in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. “I’m worried about him,” I continued. “From what I’ve read, all the men who were arrested have been granted bail, but I can’t see him coping well with this situation.”

      “It’s the shame more than anything,” said Edgar. “And the ruin of one’s reputation. I should think his friends will be quick to desert him.”
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      Defying Mr Childers’ orders to report to the office at the beginning of each day, I went straight to the reading room the next morning. I climbed the steps to the upper gallery, where I hoped to find some books which would help me with my ongoing articles about the Sudan campaign. From here I could look down on the circular room and watch the readers working quietly at the long desks which radiated out from the head librarian’s dais. The sight of Mr Retchford bustling about proudly made me feel the absence of Francis even more keenly.

      As I watched, a familiar figure in a dark blue suit and bowler hat entered the room. I smiled as I quietly observed James looking for me. It wasn’t long before he looked up and gave me a wave. I climbed down the staircase to meet him.

      “Hello, Penny,” he whispered. “I have something here you might be interested in.” He gestured toward a leather folder tucked beneath his arm.

      “Tell me more outside,” I whispered, spotting a reproachful glance from Mr Retchford. I quickly packed up my papers.

      “How’s Mr Sherman?” asked James once we had left the quiet confines of the reading room. “With all that business going on in Bermondsey yesterday I didn’t have a chance to discuss it with you.”

      “I should think he’s in rather a bad way,” I replied. “No thanks to your colleagues at Vine Street station.”

      James sighed. “They had to follow up on those reports, I suppose.”

      “But who bothers to make these reports to them in the first place?” I asked. “Haven’t they got better things to do? The police would be better off spending their time catching dangerous criminals.”

      “A police officer’s work is full of variety, Penny.”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” I said scornfully. “I’m struggling to believe that such a thing has happened. Mr Sherman doesn’t deserve to be treated like a criminal. He’s a good man, and he would never hurt anyone.”

      “I agree, Penny, and so would many others. However, the police don’t make the laws of this land; we only enforce them.”

      “No, but they could consider doing what is really important. They have been watching those baths since February! And has any real crime been committed? The allegations all seem to be based on gossip and vague suspicion. Meanwhile, Mr Sherman has lost his livelihood and the Morning Express has lost its best editor.”

      We stepped outside, where a brisk, warm wind was whisking around the columns of the museum’s portico.

      “What’s in your folder, anyway?” I snapped.

      “There’s no need to be curt with me, Penny. I’m not Chief Constable Granger.”

      “I’m sorry, James. I’m just upset about the whole thing, and Blimpy Childers isn’t helping matters either.”

      “Who? Who on earth is…? What name did you say?”

      “You don’t want to know.” I sighed, instantly regretting using Edgar’s new nickname for the man.

      We paused on the steps of the museum as James opened his folder and pulled out a photograph. Once again, it showed a couple at a photographer’s studio. The woman looked familiar.

      “Catherine Curran?” I guessed.

      James nodded. “And the chap next to her is, or was, Francis Peel.”

      Catherine looked younger in this picture and appeared quite upset. The eyes of the young man next to her had the usual glassy look about them.

      The photographer’s name was embossed onto the bottom of the photograph and I saw that he was situated at an address in Walworth.

      “We have the constables of M Division to thank for this,” said James. “They eventually found the photographer you and I had been looking for. He’d kept a negative copy of the photograph and had it developed for us.”

      “Catherine looks like a woman who is genuinely mourning for her husband,” I said. “Perhaps she had nothing to do with his death.”

      “Maybe she didn’t,” replied James. “Perhaps Catherine is entirely innocent. There’s a good deal of evidence to substantiate Miss Chadwick’s claim.”

      “Really?”

      “After interviewing her yesterday, Inspector Martin visited the room where she lodges. It’s at a house in Grange Walk, not far from where the Currans lived. Martin and his constables found packs of fly papers there, some opened and some not. They also found bottles filled with a substance which Miss Chadwick claims is the arsenic-laced water she obtained from soaking the fly papers. They have been passed to the analytical chemist for testing. It has also been verified with Mr Gibson, who owns a general store on Tanner Street, that Miss Chadwick purchased these fly papers from him. There is no doubt that the woman is of a rather unusual character, but she does appear to be telling the truth about her involvement.”

      “But it couldn’t have been her!” I protested. “What would her motive be?”

      “The only motive I have come across so far is the one suggested by Miss Burrell.”

      “You think Sally was angry that Thomas Burrell had rejected her advances? I struggle to believe that.”

      “Me too,” said James. “However, though the motive may be intangible, the intent is clear. We cannot pretend that Miss Chadwick’s mind is sound. I suspect she may have a touch of insanity about her. If a murderer is insane there is a fairly good chance there is no motive to speak of. At the very best there may be a twisted motive which makes sense to an insane mind but not to a rational one.”

      “But even if Sally committed the murders for some reason related to her insanity, how do you explain Catherine Curran’s sudden disappearance? And the insurance policies she took out on her husbands’ lives?”

      “Good point, and we know that she was quick to claim on those policies,” said James.

      “Exactly. So Catherine must have had some involvement in the murders.”

      “It’s possible that the two women worked together.”

      “They could have done,” I replied. “And now Catherine has taken flight, leaving poor, simple Sally Chadwick to take the blame.”

      “But no one would ever have suspected her if she hadn’t confessed,” said James. “Why would she confess?”

      “I have no idea,” I said with a shrug. “A guilty conscience, perhaps?”

      “We need to persuade Sally to implicate Catherine in all this. Hopefully she can explain exactly what happened and why they did what they did.”

      James sat down on the museum steps and withdrew his notebook from his pocket. I took a seat next to him as he leafed through his notes. The warm breeze threatened to lift my cotton skirts, so I hugged them close to my legs.

      “Why is Miss Burrell’s face so terribly scarred?” I asked. “Did she tell you?”

      “Apparently, she mentioned to Sergeant Richards that she had suffered serious burns during an accident at a lead works here in Bermondsey.”

      “Poor woman,” I said. “Is that why she returned to her family in Somerset?”

      “I don’t know. It could be, I suppose. I should think she left the lead works after it happened.” He stopped turning the pages in his notebook. “Here we are. This is what we know so far. The lady we call Catherine Curran was named Catherine Vincent when she married Francis Peel in 1878. They were married for two years before he died in 1880, and the autopsy after his exhumation suggests that his death may have been caused by arsenic poisoning. Catherine married Thomas Burrell in 1881, a year after Francis’ death. The autopsy on Mr Burrell suggests that he also died of arsenic poisoning, although we are awaiting the results of the toxicology tests to confirm it. He died in 1882.”

      “And then Catherine married John Curran.”

      “Yes, in November of last year. Their marriage lasted ten months before he died a death which we know to have been caused by arsenic poisoning.”

      “Three husbands in six years.”

      “Quite an achievement, isn’t it?”

      “Sally mentioned that she poisoned ‘the other one’, but she couldn’t remember the man’s name.”

      “Presumably she means Francis Peel.”

      “She must do. You mentioned the surname Vincent. Does that mean Vincent is Catherine’s maiden name?”

      “In the record of her marriage to Francis Peel she is described as a spinster, so I think we can be confident that Francis was her first husband.”

      “So we’re not going to find any more deceased husbands from her past?”

      “I sincerely hope not. And with a matrimonial record like that I’m surprised the life insurance companies allowed her to take out any policies with them at all!”

      “If Sally Chadwick poisoned all three men she must have known Catherine for at least four years.”

      “Yes, she must have. But she won’t talk about Catherine at all.”

      “And where is Sally Chadwick now?”

      “Inspector Martin arrested her after they visited her home. She is currently being held in the cells at Bermondsey police station.”

      “Oh dear.”

      “She claims to have murdered three men, Penny!”

      “Without truly realising what she was doing, I should think. She is clearly not of sound mind. Will a physician pay her a visit?”

      “I should think Inspector Martin will arrange that as soon as possible.”

      “What of her family and friends?”

      “No one has visited her yet to my knowledge, but I’m sure someone will soon. I don’t really know what friends and family she has.”

      “What will happen to her next?”

      “She’ll be up in front of the magistrates at Southwark Police Court next week.”

      “Poor Sally.” I couldn’t imagine the childlike woman coping with the formality of a court.

      “Remember that she is a murderer, Penny. She has admitted to the crimes and we have found evidence to corroborate her confession.”

      “And Catherine?”

      “We have received reports of more sightings in Rotherhithe, and I believe Parish Constable Lopes is finally putting some of the necessary legwork in now. She can’t stay hidden for much longer. We almost got her a few days ago, didn’t we? Our chance will come very soon, I feel sure of it.”

      I glanced down at the steps in front of us, enjoying this rare moment in the sunshine with James.

      “It’s rather different today compared with that cold, foggy day we first met here last October,” I said. “Do you remember it?”

      “I remember it well,” he said with a smile. “The body of poor Lizzie Dixie had been found in Highgate Cemetery and I was told that I urgently needed to speak to a news reporter called Miss Green who had been a friend of hers.”

      “And you waited for me here.”

      “I did! Having called at your office I was told that you spent a lot of your time in the reading room. I waited for about five minutes, wondering whether I should go in and disturb you. I was quite nervous, because I’d only heard about you from Chief Inspector Cullen and he’d just had you dismissed from your job. I understood why you had no wish to be bothered by anyone from Scotland Yard. But when I set eyes on you, I saw that you weren’t what I had expected at all.”

      “What had you expected?”

      “Someone rather austere and serious. Trout-faced, perhaps.”

      I laughed. “Trout-faced?!”

      “Yes!” He grinned. “I wasn’t expecting someone so…” His words trailed away, but his eyes remained on mine.

      “What?” I asked quietly.

      He looked away and scratched at his chin. “Well-favoured, I suppose. I can’t say any more than that; it wouldn’t be appropriate.”

      “I see.”

      I looked in the direction of the Museum Tavern across the road. I recalled our first drink in there together as clearly as if it had occurred the previous day. I thought of Charlotte and anger balled in my stomach.

      “You were quite serious, though,” said James, turning to face me again. “And rather abrupt, if I may say so. But you had lost your job because of the actions of my superior, so I suppose it was justified.”

      “It was all justified,” I said, looking back at him with a smile. “I apologise for my grumpiness. I didn’t immediately realise you were a decent person, but I recognised it soon after you bought me a sherry at the Museum Tavern.” I looked back at the pub again and added. “I recognised it quite quickly.”

      “So did I, Penny,” he replied. “But as I have already said, this marriage was first considered long ago.”

      “Yes, you’ve already said that,” I snapped, standing to my feet. “I must return to my work.”
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      Dearest Penny and Eliza,

      

      Monday 25th August 1884

      I hope this letter finds you both well. I have successfully reached the Azores Islands! Not due to any effort of my own, of course, but by the sterling work of the captain and crew of the Pampero. We are currently moored at Terceira, a coaling station for transatlantic steamships. Terceira is one of the islands in this delightful archipelago, which belongs to Portugal. Much of the land here is divided by low walls into little squares, within which the inhabitants grow oranges, passion fruit, tea, tobacco and a number of other crops. The early settlers brought sheep and cattle here. Mark Twain visited these islands seventeen years ago, so I have been enjoyed reading about his experiences here in his fine work, The Innocents Abroad.

      To date, the crossing has been calm, with only one night bumpy enough to require me to cling to the sides of my bunk bed. The company on board is most pleasant, and conversation with my fellow travellers is helping to pass the time. I am also now well acquainted with my Spanish translator, Anselmo. He is a good-humoured fellow with a grasp of the English language more impressive than some who speak it as their native tongue!

      Despite the new sights and sounds around me, my thoughts often turn to you both and the great city I call home.

      I shall write again once I reach the shores of Colombia.

      

      Ever your friend,

      Francis Edwards

      

      “What a lovely letter,” said Eliza, dabbing at her eyes. “I haven’t read anything so wonderful in months.”

      “Really?” I replied.

      “You must excuse me, Penelope. My emotions are running rather high at the present time.’

      We sat together in Eliza’s drawing room, where several piles of papers were laid out on the hearthrug. Eliza had been sorting through them when I arrived.

      “This letter is dated the twenty-fifth of August,” she said. “Do you think Francis might have reached Colombia by now?”

      “He’ll probably arrive there in a day or two. I think he said that the crossing would take almost two weeks.”

      “Oh, I do hope his efforts won’t be in vain. How wonderful it would be if he found Father!”

      “I can’t imagine how I will feel if that happens. But I don’t want to raise my hopes too much. There’s as much chance of him discovering bad news about Father as there is of him receiving good news.”

      “Oh no, Penelope. Do you really think so?”

      Eliza began to cry again, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.

      “I’m sorry, Ellie, I didn’t mean to upset you. I must resolve to be more optimistic.”

      “Yes, you should,” said Eliza, dabbing at her face. “And I’m sorry for getting upset again, but this business with George is affecting me so. I’ve spent much of the day trying to separate my papers from his, and one of his friends is visiting me later to collect his pile.”

      “Which friend?”

      “Mr Bertrand Butler. Odd man. I can’t bring myself to look at his horrible teeth.”

      “What’s wrong with them?”

      “It’s the manner in which they protrude. I know the chap can’t help it, but I worry that one or more of them may fall out while he’s talking to me.”

      “What does he talk about when he visits you?”

      “He uses words such as peace parley and negotiation with regard to discussions between George and myself. He comes here to collect something and then embarks on a great speech about something or other. He’s an incredibly irritating man.”

      “Why bother with him, in that case? Why not speak to George yourself?”

      “Because the mere sight of him makes me livid, Penelope!”

      “That’s understandable. Does he wish to be reconciled?”

      “Yes, I believe so, but the trouble is that I don’t feel as though I know him at all now.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “I don’t! I had no idea that he would get himself caught up in an illegal scheme with a dubious customer.”

      “The world he inhabits can be morally questionable at times.”

      “But it’s the law, Penelope!”

      “Exactly.”

      “I don’t share your scepticism about the justice system, and I wish you’d be a little more sympathetic. We’re talking about my husband here! He is the father of my children! If we remain estranged people will talk, and I’m quite sure I will never be able to tell mother about it.”

      “Then perhaps you could find a way to reconcile.”

      “I’m not sure there is any way back. I feel… an intense disapproval for the manner in which he has conducted himself.”

      “Do you still love him, Ellie?”

      We paused while a maid brought in a tea tray and placed it on the low table in front of us. Eliza waited for the maid to leave before replying.

      “That is an interesting question,” she said. “What is love, exactly?”

      “I thought you knew.”

      “And so did I. But I’m beginning to wonder whether I might have been mistaken.”

      I thought about all the times Eliza had lectured me on love and marriage, and I bit down firmly on my lip to stop myself commenting on the irony of the situation. I didn’t wish to cause further upset while her nerves were so fragile.

      “I’m sorry to hear it, Ellie,” I said softly. “It must be extremely difficult to have to consider whether you still love your husband or not.”

      “It’s awful!” my sister replied as fresh tears flowed down her face. “I never expected to be presented with such agonising emotions. Ever! I made my marriage vows in the presence of God. How on earth can I start questioning them now?”

      “Questioning them isn’t necessarily a bad thing. These are merely thoughts you are entertaining at the present time because you’re angry with your husband. Thinking in such a way doesn’t mean that your marriage is doomed; in fact, it may help you view matters in a different, and perhaps even a better, way. This period of reflection may eventually help your marriage, and once the anger has subsided you might be able to discern the best means of reconciling with George. You may have many more years of happiness together.”

      Eliza’s face brightened a little. “For a woman who has never married, Penelope, you can be very wise about these things.”

      “There is no need to be married to understand love, Ellie.”

      “Perhaps not. Your rather complicated affection for Inspector Blakely has taught you that, no doubt.”

      “There is nothing complicated about my affection for him,” I replied.

      “But he is to marry someone else!”

      “Yes,” I sighed, “and I wish that had changed how I feel about him, but unfortunately it has made no difference at all.”

      “It can’t be long now,” ventured Eliza.

      “Two weeks today,” I replied curtly. “Though I prefer not to dwell on it.”

      “You cannot pretend that it isn’t happening.”

      “I’m not! But there is nothing I can do about it.”

      “You could try to change his mind.”

      “And how would I go about that? He knows how I feel about him, yet he persists in this marriage with Charlotte. I can only imagine that he cares for her more than he cares for me. Why else would he allow the wedding to go ahead?”

      “Perhaps he does,” said Eliza, “but perhaps he doesn’t. I think you should remind him of your affection for him one last time.”

      “He won’t change his mind, regardless of what I say.”

      “He just might.”

      “Weren’t we just talking about the sanctity of marriage?”

      “Yes, we were. And I think it is incredibly important to marry the right person. There is nothing worse than realising you’ve made a mistake once it is already too late.”
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      “The chemist at the Royal Institution has graciously worked through the weekend and completed his tests on the remains of Thomas Burrell and Francis Peel,” said Sergeant Richards. “He has concluded that they were both poisoned with large quantities of arsenic.”

      “As we suspected,” said James.

      He and I stood with the sergeant in the parade room at Bermondsey police station. Today was Monday the first of September, and only twelve days remained until James’ wedding. I tried not to dwell on this dispiriting fact and instead concentrated on what Sergeant Richards was telling us.

      “The chemist has also examined the bottles and fly papers we removed from Miss Chadwick’s home,” continued the sergeant, “and he found a quantity of arsenic in the solution inside the bottles. Each fly paper has been confirmed to contain a grain of arsenic in soluble form.”

      “Then the chemist’s findings support everything Miss Chadwick has told us!” said James.

      “I still cannot believe that she did it,” I said.

      “It’s rather difficult to argue with the evidence,” said James. “And she has also confessed to it all. It makes our work much easier when we have a confession.”

      “But something isn’t quite right about it,” I said. “I don’t think the case is as simple as it seems.”

      “You’re right, Penny,” said James. “Catherine Curran is still evading us, and we have a good few questions to ask her.”

      “Where is Inspector Martin?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, he has been taken ill,” replied Sergeant Richards. “Hopefully he’ll be fully recovered and back with us soon.”

      “Let’s hope so,” said James. “We’ve a lot to do.” He removed his notebook from his pocket and looked something up in it.

      I watched him and thought about my conversation with Eliza at the weekend. Might it really be worth my while trying to remind him of my affection for him? Was there any chance that he would cancel his wedding if he knew how I truly felt? I thought I had already made my feelings clear, but perhaps I hadn’t spoken directly enough.

      “I’ll have another conversation with Miss Chadwick shortly,” said Sergeant Richards. “She’ll be brought up in front of the magistrates on Wednesday.”

      “Does she have a solicitor?” I asked.

      “She told Inspector Martin she didn’t want one.”

      “Oh dear. She needs one!” I said. “She can’t represent herself. I don’t think she will be able to understand anything that is happening inside the courtroom.”

      “I don’t think she really understands what a solicitor is,” said the sergeant.

      “James,” I pleaded, “can we do something about this?”

      “She has been asked if she would like a solicitor and she refused,” he said. “We cannot simply force one upon her.”

      I sighed. “There must be someone who knows her who could give her some advice,” I said. “She can’t cope with this ordeal all by herself. Did anyone visit her over the weekend?”

      Sergeant Richards shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Can I see her?” I asked.

      “Why?”

      “Because I feel sorry for her. She’s shut up in a cell and has had no visitors to speak of.”

      “She has confessed to multiple murders, Miss Green.”

      “I realise that. But does she really know what she’s caught up in, or what the consequences might be? I don’t believe she does.”

      “Penny, I understand why you feel some sympathy toward Miss Chadwick,” said James, “but you’re a news reporter. The well-being of a prisoner is not something you need worry yourself about.”

      “But I do worry,” I retorted. “She approached me in the street and confessed to me. It was my idea to bring her here, and now I feel partly responsible for her unfortunate predicament.”

      “You’re not responsible for it at all, Penny! She has murdered three men, and with all the bottles of arsenic-laced water we found in her home I’m amazed she hasn’t poisoned herself in the meantime! Your work has been of huge value to us, but her predicament is entirely of her own making. Please don’t feel any responsibility for her.”

      “Someone needs to.”

      “But not you.”

      “Can I see her for just a few moments?” I asked. “It may help her a little to see a friendly face. A female face.”

      James gave an exasperated laugh. “I know that you won’t give up on this idea until we agree, so yes, I don’t see what harm it could do. I’m assuming that Sergeant Richards will accompany you.”

      The sergeant nodded and indicated for me to follow him down the stone steps to the gaoler’s office. The gaoler was a hatchet-faced man of few words. He led us along a damp, brick corridor to the three cells reserved for female prisoners. Croaky strains of ‘Champagne Charlie’ were blaring out of one of them.

      “Shaddap!” yelled the gaoler, thumping the door of the cell.

      A torrent of curse words was hurled at him in response.

      The gaoler opened the door of the next cell, where Sally sat on a thin mattress atop a small wooden bedstead. She wore the same scruffy dress and apron she had been wearing the last time I saw her. Her dirty, straw-coloured hair was even more unkempt.

      “Good morning, Miss Chadwick,” said Sergeant Richards. "I’ve brought Miss Penny Green with me this time. Do you remember her?”

      She gave me a broad, lopsided smile.

      “How are you, Sally?” I asked, stepping into the cell. The air was stale and smelled of unwashed bodies.

      She nodded and smiled again.

      “You’re to appear in court in two days’ time,” I said. “You should agree to have a solicitor go with you.”

      “Don’t want one,” she replied cheerfully.

      “But the solicitor will explain to you what’s happening and will help you answer any questions the magistrates might want to ask you.”

      Sally shrugged nonchalantly and began to hum a quiet tune.

      I glanced at Sergeant Richards, who gave me a look that suggested I should give up all attempts to reason with her.

      The woman in the neighbouring cell began to sing again.

      “Are you happy here, Sally?” I asked.

      She stopped humming and looked up at me. “Yes!” She grinned.

      “Did Catherine Curran tell you to poison those three men?” I asked.

      Sally’s face fell at the mention of Catherine’s name.

      “Miss Green, I must ask you to leave,” said Sergeant Richards sternly. “That’s the sort of question that must be left to the police.”

      I took a step back. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that,” I said. “It was foolish of me.”

      “Please step out of the cell now, Miss Green,” said the sergeant firmly.

      “I will visit you again soon, Sally,” I said with a smile in a desperate attempt to cheer her up again.

      She gave me a faint smile in return.

      “Not if you’re going to ask her questions like that one, you won’t,” said Sergeant Richards.

      “I won’t, I promise,” I replied as I left the cell. “It’s just that I’m sure she must know—”

      “We’ll get it out of her before long,” he said, nodding to the gaoler, who closed and locked the door. “You do your job, Miss Green, and leave us to do ours.”
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      As I climbed the steps up to the police station I felt angry with myself for asking Sally Chadwick about Catherine Curran. I had spoken without giving my actions proper thought, and I knew it was borne out of the frustration of being certain that Catherine must have had something to do with her husbands’ deaths. Sally was the only person who could confirm this for us. However, I knew this was no excuse for taking matters into my own hands.

      We found James in the waiting room talking to a tall, thin man with red hair and whiskers. He wore a rough woollen suit and held his cap in one hand.

      “You believe that someone poisoned you, do you?” James asked the man.

      “Aye, but I lived ter tell the tale. That’s why I’m ’ere!” He grinned.

      “This is Mr Benjamin Taylor,” James told me and Sergeant Richards. He introduced us to the man, who gave us a genial nod.

      “And who do you believe it was that tried to poison you?” James asked him.

      “I reckon it were the missis what done it.” His brown eyes were wide and earnest-looking.

      “Your wife?”

      “Aye.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Whenever I was at ’ome I was tooken ill, and whenever I went away I got better again. I remember jokin’ wiv ’er that it were being at ’ome what made me ill.”

      “Did you stay away from home regularly, Mr Taylor?” asked James.

      “Yeah, I was doin’ buildin’ work, and when it were far away I stayed elsewhere. Sometimes fer a few weeks or more. I don’t do it no more. I work at Doulton’s now.”

      “The pottery?” asked James.

      “That’s the one. Like I say, I was workin’ away and whenever I went ’ome I got ill again. I joked that it were summink in the water. Then a friend o’ mine said as I was bein’ poisoned, and ’e was jokin’ an’ all, but I got ter thinkin’ ’bout it ’cause I knowed she took out the insurance. We ’ad no money for insurance, but she was quick ter do it anyways, and when I asked ’er did she want me dead she jus’ laughed. Then when I asked ’er was she poisonin’ me, she didn’t take kindly to it. I only said it as a joke, like, but she took it bad and was shoutin’ at me ’bout what sort of wife did I think she was.”

      “How long ago was this?” asked James.

      “We was married in ’75 and I ain’t seen ’er since ’78. We’re still married, but I ain’t seen ’er this last six years.”

      “And what was your wife’s name?”

      “Jane Vincent.”

      James and I exchanged a glance.

      “And you have no idea what became of her?” asked Sergeant Richards.

      “Not an inklin’.”

      “Did you know her family?”

      “They lived in Kent’s what she told me. I met ’em once or twice, but I couldn’t tell yer where they lives now. Wouldn’t recognise ’em if I fell over ’em these days.”

      “And how do you think your wife was attempting to poison you?” asked James.

      “Puttin’ it in me food, I reckon. And I got sick; so sick I couldn’t work no more, and then no money was comin’ in. So she got a job down the leather market.”

      “Which one?”

      “Lambeth.”

      “Can you describe your wife for me?”

      “Yellow ’air, small. Brown eyes. Pretty, she were. That’s what drew me to ’er in the first place.”

      “And how old was she when you were married?”

      “’Bout twenny.”

      “You married nine years ago, which means she would be round twenty-nine years old now. Is that right?”

      “Dunno. Summat like that.”

      “And you say that you joked about her poisoning you and that she didn’t find it funny?” asked James.

      “She didn’t. She took it bad.”

      “Do you think she continued to poison you after that?”

      “Aye, and that was the worst one! Nearly died, I did! Doctor told me I was lucky ter survive it. Couldn’t stop with it, all the vomitin’ an’ that. She was nursin’ me, but I told ’er I wanted ’er away from me. I told ’er she were a witch. She didn’t like that, and I told ’er ter get outta the ’ouse else I’d kick ’er out. So she went back down ter Kent and I ain’t never seen ’er again.”

      “Did you report your suspicions to the police?”

      “I never did, ’cause I weren’t sure of it meself. I thought it must of been ’er makin’ me sick, but I couldn’t prove nothin’. The police wouldn’t of believed me.”

      “And this was when, exactly?”

      “It were in ’78.”

      “You lived in Lambeth together, you say?”

      “That we did.”

      “Do you spend much time in Bermondsey as a general rule?”

      “Not likely. I just come ’ere ’cause I ’eard about these ’ere poisonin’s.”

      “Does the name Sally Chadwick mean anything to you?”

      “No, it don’t.”

      “She lives in Grange Walk. Are you sure you have never come across her?”

      “Name don’t ring a bell. Might know ’er by sight, I s’pose.”

      “She has confessed to committing the three poisonings we are already investigating.”

      “That’s the myst’ry solved then!”

      “Only partly,” said James. “We are still looking for Catherine Curran, who was married to the three men who appear to have died in suspicious circumstances. We believe she is travelling to be reunited with her family in Kent.”

      James asked Sergeant Richards to fetch the photographs and we waited a moment while he did so.

      “News reporter, yer say?” Mr Taylor said to me.

      “That’s right, for the Morning Express,” I replied.

      He gave me an appreciative nod and I smiled. I hoped we would be able to confirm that his wife was indeed Catherine Curran.

      The sergeant returned with the photographs and James showed them to Mr Taylor.

      “Does the lady in these pictures look familiar to you?”

      Mr Taylor studied them carefully, squinting slightly to ensure that his eyes were properly focused.

      I saw his mouth slowly open. “That’s ’er all right!”

      “Are you sure?” asked James.

      “Yep! In ev’ry one of ’em! It’s ’er each time over.”

      “We believe it to be Catherine Curran in each of these pictures. However, you gave us a different name: Jane Vincent.”

      “Aye. I always knew ’er by that name.”

      “Do you believe it to be her true name?”

      “Aye.”

      “In that case she may have changed her first name to Catherine.”

      “S’pose she mighta done. Who’s the men she’s with?”

      “The men she has married since she married you,” replied James.

      “That’s bigamy, that is!”

      “It is if she’s still legally married to you,” said James.” Do you have a copy of the marriage certificate?”

      “Not no more.”

      “Which church did you marry in? We can check the records there.”

      “St Mary’s in Lambeth. By Lambeth Palace, it is.”

      “Excellent. Thank you very much for your help, Mr Taylor. We now have further cause to arrest Catherine Curran. Or Jane Vincent. Presumably she called herself Jane Taylor after she married you.”

      “Aye. By rights that’s what ’er name should still be now.”

      I gave James a nod. We both knew that Jane Taylor was the name Catherine had been using during her time on the run.

      Mr Taylor rubbed his brow, his jaw still hanging open in amazement. “I never would ’ave thought it of ’er. Three more ’usbands!”

      “And all dead,” added James. “It seems you had a lucky escape, Mr Taylor.”

      

      “Four husbands now,” I said once Benjamin Taylor had departed. “How many more could there possibly be?”

      “She was twenty when she married Mr Taylor,” said James. “Let’s just hope she didn’t find the time for any marriages before that. I shall ask L Division in Lambeth to obtain the records for her marriage to Mr Taylor. Then we will be able to prosecute her for bigamy.”

      “If we can find her, that is,” I said.

      “There is that challenge, of course. Sergeant, have any men been dispatched to Kent yet in a bid to locate Catherine Curran’s family?”

      “Yes, to the Orpington area. That’s what you were told, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, Miss Burrell, the sister of Thomas, told us Catherine had family in Orpington,” replied James. “And fortunately the town is not too far from here.”

      “So after Mr Taylor left his wife she changed her first name to Catherine and retained the name we suspect is her maiden name, Vincent,” I said.

      “It certainly seems that way,” replied James. “When she married Francis Peel she recorded herself as a spinster, which we now know to be untrue.”

      “Benjamin Taylor asked her to leave and she moved to Bermondsey, where presumably no one would know her. Once there she changed her name from Jane Taylor to Catherine Vincent and no one was any the wiser,” I said. “She must have been disappointed that her plan to murder Benjamin Taylor had failed.”

      “If that was her plan,” said James. “We still can’t be certain that Catherine, or Jane Taylor as she was then, is the person responsible.”

      “It had to have been her!” I said. “Or do you think Sally Chadwick was somehow involved from the start? Mr Taylor claimed that Sally’s name was unfamiliar.”

      “He and Catherine, I mean Jane, were married more than six years ago,” said James. “Perhaps he has forgotten Sally Chadwick’s name. It may turn out that he knows her after all.”

      “I am convinced that Catherine poisoned him,” I said. “And the fact that he escaped with his life suggests she wasn’t using such a large dose back then. I suppose there is bound to be at least one person she practised her technique upon, and it explains how she went on to poison three other men so effectively. At the moment it’s hard to believe that Sally had a hand in Mr Taylor’s poisoning.”

      “Perhaps Catherine enlisted Sally’s help after failing to poison her first husband,” suggested James.

      “It’s possible,” I said. “But how I desperately wish that Sally would tell us the truth.”
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      I left James and Sergeant Richards at the police station and made my way down Bermondsey Street toward St Mary Magdalen’s church. I had remembered something from Sally Chadwick’s confession which I hoped might lead me to someone who could help her.

      The church’s tranquil interior offered respite from the heat and noise of the street outside. My eye was drawn to the stained-glass window at the far end of the aisle, and once I had become accustomed to the gloom I saw rows of pews either side of me and an elegant arched ceiling supported by two rows of columns.

      My footsteps echoed along the aisle and I noticed a few people sitting quietly in the pews. Not wishing to disturb them, I looked around for anyone else who might be able to help me.

      An old man rose from a pew at the front of the church and began to walk toward me.

      “I’m looking for a lady named Maggie,” I whispered. “Do you know who she is?”

      He seemed not to hear me properly, giving me a fierce scowl as he continued on his way.

      I went out into the churchyard, hopeful that I might find someone more obliging there. I blinked in the bright sunshine, looking for anyone I could ask about the woman Sally had mentioned.

      As I walked through the churchyard I passed a recently dug mound of earth. I paused to look at the tombstone and shuddered when I saw the inscription.

      

      Francis Peel

      1849 - 1880

      

      Further along the path I came across a man sawing a low-hanging branch from a yew tree.

      “She’ll be around somewhere,” he replied when I asked him about Maggie.

      “Do you know exactly where?” I asked.

      He stared at me as if I had asked a foolish question.

      “Just keep lookin’,” he responded.

      I took this to mean that she couldn’t be too far away. I began to walk slowly back toward the church, and as I did so I noticed a small door beneath an arched window. Unsure whether I was permitted to use this door I decided to give it a try.

      It creaked open, and once again my eyes had to adjust to the gloom.

      “Hullo!”

      I jumped as a wizened face loomed into view. I saw that it belonged to a lady who was exceptionally small in stature.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you,” I said. “I’m looking for Maggie.”

      “You just found ’er,” she replied. “What d’yer want?”

      I stepped inside and found myself inside a narrow, high-ceilinged room with a red velvet curtain draped along one wall.

      “I should like to speak to you about Miss Sally Chadwick,” I said.

      “Oh, ’er.” Maggie pursed her lips. She wore a long, dark dress which was buttoned up to her throat. A dark shawl hung around her shoulders and her grey hair was pinned up in curls on top of her head as if she were trying to gain a little extra height.

      “Do you know her?”

      “Who are you?”

      I apologised for not having introduced myself and explained who I was.

      “Sally confessed to me that she had poisoned three men,” I said.

      “I ’eard about that.”

      “She’s being held in a cell down at the police station and she doesn’t seem to understand the severity of her situation. She appears to have no family or friends, either; no one has visited her there. During a conversation I had with her she mentioned that Maggie from the church had taught her to read and write. Might that have been you?”

      “Yes, I done that.”

      “Have you known one another for a long time?”

      “She was one o’ the horphans down the horphanage. I used ter go there and teach ’em their letters an’ numbers.”

      “Does that mean she has no family?”

      “She was a horphan.”

      “Have you spoken to her recently?”

      “Not too recent, no.”

      “She seems like a nice girl.”

      “Yes, girl. That’s the word. She’ll always stay a girl, she will. Simple-minded, like. I thought she were nice till all this murderin’ business come up.”

      “I cannot believe that she did it.”

      “Me neither, but if she said she done it she must of done it.”

      “Did you ever see her with Catherine Curran?”

      “She knows ’er, I can say that fer sure. Ev’ryone knows Sally.”

      “But no one has visited her since she was arrested.”

      “That’s ’cause she murdered John Curran! An’ Tom Burrell an’ Francis Peel. No one wants ter be ’sociated with ’er.”

      “But if she’s simple-minded, as you described her, could it be possible that she didn’t fully understand what she was doing?”

      Maggie gave this some thought. “I s’pose so. If she’s got a child’s mind she wouldn’t ’ave thought it through proper.”

      “Especially if someone had told her to do it.”

      “Like who?”

      “Catherine Curran, perhaps.”

      Maggie shook her head. “I can’t see that ’appenin’.”

      “Why not?”

      “Catherine wouldn’t do nothin’ like that.”

      “She has three dead husbands whose lives she had taken life insurance policies out on, and she is now evading the police.”

      “So’d you be if they was after you.”

      “Not if I were innocent.”

      “Police don’t always care if yer hinnocent or not. They goes harrestin’ yer just so they got someone ter blame for it all.”

      I realised that Sally Chadwick’s arrest must have been the subject of much local gossip. Maggie’s mind was probably as convinced as everyone else’s that Sally was guilty of all three murders.

      “I’m worried about Sally,” I said. “If she is not of sound mind and carried out these poisonings without really realising what she was doing, is it fair for her to be punished in the same way as if she were an evil, calculating killer?”

      “Murder’s murder in the eyes o’ God.”

      “I can understand that sentiment, but wouldn’t God show some small mercy toward an unfortunate young lady with the mind of a child?”

      Maggie pondered this. “What yer sayin’?”

      “I think Sally needs some help. She’s to appear in front of the magistrates this Wednesday and she’ll have little idea of what is happening to her. She says she doesn’t want a solicitor, but I think it’s because she doesn’t know what a solicitor is. I realise that she appears to have done something terrible, but she has the right to defend herself and I don’t think she can manage it alone.”

      “Yer want me ter ’elp ’er, do yer?”

      “It doesn’t have to be you. I came to speak to you because you’re the only person I have been able to find so far who knows her reasonably well. Perhaps you know of someone who could persuade her that she needs a solicitor. I suppose I’m just looking for someone who can show her a little compassion. I’m worried about her.”

      “About a murd’ress?”

      “So she claims. But I think we are agreed that her mind is unsound. Perhaps she just says things she thinks people wish to hear. Perhaps she has been told to say them.”

      “I’ll think on it,” said Maggie, “but I’ve got a lot ter do ’ere. I ’elps the churchwarden, and between you and me ’e needs a lot of ’elp.”

      “Thank you for giving me your time,” I said. I rummaged about in my bag and found one of my cards to give her. “This is where you can find me if you wish to discuss the matter further. I’m spending quite a bit of time in Bermondsey at the moment as I am reporting on the case.”

      “Yer a news reporter and yer frettin’ about some girl down the police station?”

      “I can’t help it, I’m afraid. I know it’s not really my job to get involved, but I have to worry about her because no one else seems to be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you look a little down in the mouth, Miss Green,” said Edgar when I arrived at the newsroom the following morning. “And I can’t say that I’m surprised with all this poisoning business taking place. I think you need a jollier story to be getting on with. Can you think of a jolly story for Miss Green, Frederick?”

      “Not offhand, but I’m sure there must be one.” Frederick scratched his curly-haired head with the end of a pencil. “There must be some amusing anecdotes from a society beanfeast that would be worth a mention.”

      “Lord Routledge often holds such parties, doesn’t he?” said Edgar. “I’m sure Lord Routledge has some amusing antics for us to report on.”

      “I couldn’t give a fig for Lord Routledge’s antics,” I commented.

      Edgar gasped. “Miss Green! I fear you will never be invited to one of his parties after saying such a thing.”

      The door of the newsroom opened and pale-faced Mr Childers entered.

      “Oh, there you are, Miss Green. How nice it is to finally see you here first thing in the morning. It’s usually quite difficult to keep track of your movements.”

      “I’ve been spending quite a bit of time in Bermondsey, Mr Childers. It has been confirmed that three of Catherine Curran’s husbands have died from arsenic poisoning, and now a fourth husband has come forward to say that she also attempted to poison him.”

      “Goodness! Have the police caught her yet?”

      “No, and as you know the case has been complicated further by a woman coming forward who claims to have poisoned the men herself. I shall write an update on the story now.”

      “Only a brief update is required, thank you. The case appears to have been solved.”

      “It’s far from being solved, Mr Childers! Sally Chadwick has confessed to the three murders, but her motive remains unclear. Catherine Curran must have been involved in some way, and she is still on the run.”

      “Surely it is solved in the eyes of the law. Three men have died and a woman has confessed. Is there sufficient evidence to back up her confession?”

      “Bottles of poison were found at her home.”

      “There you are, then. The case is complete and there is no longer any danger to anyone. We can publish a story about the trial when it takes place, but I shouldn’t think there will be much to report given that this woman has confessed. Your time would be better spent on other stories from now on, Miss Green.”

      “I’ve already told her she needs to get writing about a jolly beanfeast, sir,” Edgar chipped in.

      Mr Childers gave him a blank stare. “Beanfeasts are not news, Mr Fish.”

      “Their inclusion in a newspaper lightens the mood a little, sir. Reading about nothing other than parliament, stocks and shares, and coroner’s inquests can become a rather dreary affair.”

      “Perhaps you would be better suited to working for a publication which features irreverent stories,” Mr Childers said. “My uncle gave me the impression that his staff at the Morning Express took their jobs seriously. I think there must have been a misunderstanding.”

      “Allow me to reassure you that we are all thoroughly professional, sir,” retorted Edgar. “However, the Morning Express newspaper has always included news stories of a lighter nature.”

      “I shall consult my uncle on the matter. In the meantime, Mr Fish, I am awaiting your article on the smallpox epidemic. Mr Potter, I need your parliamentary report. Miss Green, I would like a story from you on the Belgian elections.”

      We remained silent as Mr Childers left the room.

      “Blimpy’s been out of sorts ever since Fish left that tack on his chair,” grumbled Frederick.

      “Did he sit on it?” I asked.

      “Yes,” said Edgar with a chuckle. “You should have heard the screech from the editor’s office!”

      “Does he realise that you put it there?”

      “I hope not. I shouldn’t think he has any idea. He’s the sort of chap who would never comprehend that another person might wish to cause him any mischief.”

      “It must have been quite painful,” I said with a wince.

      Edgar gave another quiet laugh. “I’ll say! That’ll teach him, won’t it?”

      “Not really,” said Frederick, “because he doesn’t realise we did it, and all it’s served to do is put him in an even fouler temper than he was in before.”

      “It’s funny though, isn’t it, Potter?”

      “I’d say that it was rather counterproductive.”

      “Why are you so serious all of a sudden?”

      “We need to stop Blimpy making our lives such a misery.”

      “Be pleasant to him, you mean?”

      “Yes, I think we will have to be.”

      Edgar snorted. “I won’t hear of it! The day I’m pleasant to Blimpy is the day I rest in my grave!”

      “What a sombre thought,” I said, sitting down at the typewriter.

      “I know what I’m going to do,” said Edgar. “I’m going to include the word beanfeast in my article about smallpox and see if Blimpy notices.”

      “Of course he’ll notice,” said Potter.

      “Ah, but I don’t think he will. Have you noticed how rigid the man’s neck is? That’s a clear indication of panic. He struggles so much to maintain a calm demeanour that he can barely move his head. Behind that icy stare is a man who is frantic with worry that he’s not up to the job. His eyes are likely to be darting all over the place as he edits, completely uncontrolled and filled with angst. He’s so busy worrying about how to impress Uncle Conway that he won’t even be concentrating on the words in front of him. I’m right, you know. Just wait and see. The word beanfeast will appear in my article tomorrow, and if it doesn’t I shall eat my pencil.”

      “If only Mr Sherman were still here,” I said sadly.

      “I attempted to visit him yesterday,” said Edgar.

      “You attempted to?” I asked.

      “Yes. He stood at the door and told me he didn’t want any visitors.”

      “Oh dear. It doesn’t sound as though he’s coping very well.”

      “He’s getting by. He says he can’t stand anyone visiting and feeling sorry for him. Sympathetic faces cause him to fly into a rage.”

      “Perhaps he just didn’t want you visiting him, Fish,” said Frederick.

      “Understandable that you might say that, Potter,” replied Edgar, “but I’m afraid the same rebuff applies to everyone.”

      “I am sorry to hear that,” I said.

      We were interrupted by a knock at the door, and moments later James stepped in. His expression was sombre and he held his bowler hat in his hands.

      “Inspector Blakely!” said Edgar. “It’s been a while since we last saw you here. How are you? Goodness, is everything all right? You look as miserable as Miss Green did when she arrived this morning. The pair of you haven’t fallen out, have you?”

      “Not at all,” replied James, giving me a weak smile. “Penny, I bring some sad news.”

      “What is it?”

      I rose to my feet, but he gestured for me to return to my seat.

      “Inspector Charles Martin has died.”

      I felt my mouth open then close again.

      “Oh goodness, James, I’m so sorry to hear it,” I said. “He had been unwell, hadn’t he? I didn’t realise his condition was so serious.”

      “Neither did I. He died yesterday evening.”

      “How awful,” said Edgar quietly.

      A heavy, sinking sensation lurched in my stomach.

      “What was his illness?” I asked. “He seemed perfectly well when we saw him last week. Thursday, wasn’t it? That was only a few days ago.”

      “Apparently, he was taken violently ill on Thursday evening. We think his death may be suspicious.”

      “Not poison?”

      “His death was considered so irregular that an autopsy was conducted late last night. The police surgeon says there are clear indications that Charles had consumed a toxic substance.”

      “It is poison, then,” I said, staring at the floorboards beneath my boots. I felt as though someone had just knocked me over. I pictured Inspector Martin’s young, pleasant face. How could he be dead?

      “Did Sally poison him?” I asked.

      “She must have done somehow. She must have been carrying the poison on her person. No one thought to determine whether she might have been in possession of anything hazardous on the day she was arrested. It is an extremely unfortunate situation.”

      “He visited her home, didn’t he?”

      “Later that same day, yes.”

      “Perhaps he was poisoned while he was there. He may have handled the bottles or the fly papers.”

      “He may well have done, but none of the other constables were affected and I think they had more contact with the paraphernalia than he did. Besides, Dr Grant believes that Charles ingested a large dose of the poison. We know that he drank some tea while interviewing Miss Chadwick. Somehow, by sleight of hand, she must have been able to tip the poison into his cup without him noticing.”

      “But that’s so very brazen!” I exclaimed. “I cannot believe she would have been able to do such a thing without anyone noticing! She doesn’t even strike me as someone who is clever enough to do it.”

      “Perhaps she is adept at ensuring that people underestimate her. She may simply be a good actress; in fact, I’m sure that she is. To get away with all that she has done so far is quite impressive when you consider it. She has been fooling all of us.”

      “I still can’t quite believe it,” I said. “When she approached me in Grange Walk that day it was my suggestion that we went to the police station. She didn’t even have time to prepare herself.”

      “Perhaps she was planning to go to the police station and carry out her attack all the while. It just so happened that you suggested taking her there.”

      I shook my head. “I still cannot comprehend it. Why would she admit to having poisoned three men and then go on to poison the investigating officer while she was in custody? Everyone knows that she has confessed. What would she stand to gain by murdering him?”

      “What did she stand to gain by murdering any of them? We have already established that her motive remains unclear. I think we are dealing with a lunatic.”

      “A lunatic clever enough to poison a police officer while he was sitting in the room with her?”

      “This one seems to be, Penny. I can’t think of any other explanation.”

      “Me neither. What a terrible tragedy! This sort of thing shouldn’t happen to a police officer while he goes about his daily duties.”

      I held James’ gaze and felt a sickening twinge of worry in my stomach as the thought crossed my mind that the same thing could happen to him.

      “It’s a sober reminder of the danger we put ourselves in sometimes,” he said. “At least the suspect is already in custody. We must make sure that she has no opportunity to harm anyone else.”

      “The men at Bermondsey station must be finding it extremely difficult to go about their work,” I said.

      “They are, but Sergeant Richards is managing the situation well. He’s a good officer. The purpose of our work now is to ensure that Miss Chadwick faces trial and is convicted for her actions.”
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      The shock of hearing about Inspector Martin’s death remained with me as I walked along Borough High Street to Southwark Police Court the following day. The time had come for Sally Chadwick to appear in front of the magistrates and I still couldn’t make my mind up about her.

      Was it possible that Sally’s childlike manner was nothing but a clever act? If it was, she had fooled a great number of people for a very long time. But if she was genuinely of unsound mind, how had she managed to poison four men without detection? And why had she suddenly confessed to her crimes?

      It was early September and the weather was mild, despite the light drizzle. The warm damp encouraged foul odours to rise from the gutters at the side of the road. I walked beneath my umbrella past the many inns which had welcomed stagecoach travellers to London before the advent of the railways.

      A crowd had gathered outside the courthouse. There was no doubt that the case of the Bermondsey poisoner had roused a substantial amount of public interest.

      The courtroom was busy by the time I made my way inside. Every seat was taken and there was barely enough space to stand. I joined the other reporters and wiped my spectacles so that I could survey the public benches clearly. I immediately spotted fair-haired William Curran, the brother of John. I also recognised the scarred face of Florence Burrell, the sister of Thomas. A tall, red-haired man managed to find space to sit at the back of the room, and I realised it was Benjamin Taylor.

      The room fell quiet as three magistrates walked in and seated themselves behind the highly polished desk. The chief magistrate, Mr Sidney Parnell, sat at the centre in a large leather chair. He had a hooked nose and a mane of white hair with matching whiskers.

      Silence descended as a police officer escorted Sally Chadwick into the dock. Everyone turned to look at the woman, who bowed her head as she walked. Her straw-like hair had been pinned to the nape of her neck and she wore a shabby brown dress. Walking behind her was a diminutive grey-haired figure wearing a black hat and a smart, dark dress. I smiled to myself as I realised it was Maggie. Although I felt pleased that my words had encouraged her to help Sally, I felt fearful as to what her reaction might be when she discovered that Sally had possibly murdered a fourth man.

      Mr Parnell opened the proceedings by inviting James to step forward and speak. He looked smart in his dark suit and I felt proud of him as he addressed the courtroom.

      “I became engaged in this investigation nine days ago on Monday the twenty-fifth of August, when the body of Thomas Burrell was exhumed from the churchyard of St Mary Magdalen in Bermondsey. M Division requested my assistance because there was a suspicion that Mr Burrell’s death had been caused by poisoning. The cause of this suspicion was the death of Mr John Curran from arsenic poisoning on the seventeenth of August. His wife, Catherine Curran, is currently evading capture. She had been married to Thomas Burrell from 1880 until 1882. Naturally, my suspicions were firmly on Catherine Curran being the culprit to begin with.

      “However, on Thursday the twenty-eighth of August, the prisoner, Miss Sally Chadwick, confessed to Inspector Martin and myself at Bermondsey police station that she had poisoned John Curran and Thomas Burrell, along with a third victim whose name she could not recall. I believe this third victim to be Mr Francis Peel, another husband of Catherine Curran’s, who died in 1880. His remains have since been exhumed and scientific analysis has confirmed that all three men – Mr John Curran, Mr Thomas Burrell and Mr Francis Peel – died as a result of arsenic poisoning. In addition to the prisoner’s confession, we found evidence of arsenic both in the form of fly papers and a bottled solution at the prisoner’s home.”

      “Very good, Inspector Blakely,” said Mr Parnell. “A succinct and informative statement.” He placed an antiquated pair of spectacles on his nose. “I shall now read out the prisoner’s signed confession to the court. ‘I, Sally Chadwick, have murdered three men. The first, Francis Peel, died on the ninth of February 1880. The second, Thomas Burrell, died on the eighteenth of May 1882. The third, John Curran, died on the seventeenth of August 1884. Each of these deaths was caused by me giving these men bottles of beer which I had poisoned with arsenic. In each case I acted alone, and no one knew of my intent or my guilt.’”

      He removed his spectacles and nodded at Sally. “May I confirm, Miss Chadwick, that this statement was made by you, and of your own free will?”

      “Yes.” She nodded sadly.

      Mr Parnell addressed James again. “Inspector Blakely, I am sure you are aware that I must ask you whether any inducement has been made to the prisoner in order to extract this confession?”

      “No, Your Honour. This confession has been made voluntarily by the prisoner. She attended Bermondsey police station on Thursday the twenty-eighth of August in the company of Miss Penny Green, who informed me and the other police officers present that Miss Chadwick had confessed to the three murders.”

      “Then let us hear from Miss Green.”

      I had not expected to be called upon as a witness.

      All eyes turned on me as I stepped out into the centre of the courtroom, and my knees suddenly felt weak. James caught my eye and gave me an almost imperceptible nod.

      “Please introduce yourself to the court,” ordered Mr Parnell.

      “My name is Miss Penelope Green.” My voice sounded small and timorous in the large courtroom. “I’m a reporter for the Morning Express newspaper.”

      “Can you please explain, Miss Green, how the confession from Miss Chadwick came about?”

      I told the magistrates about my encounter with Sally in Grange Walk and how I had then accompanied her to Bermondsey Street police station.

      “During your time with the prisoner, was any inducement made by you, or by anyone else, to extract her confession?” asked Mr Parnell.

      “No, Your Honour.”

      “None at all?” His unblinking eyes bored into mine. “I must stress the importance of this point, Miss Green. I’m sure everyone in the court is aware that news reporters often use persuasive tactics in the pursuit of a story.”

      “Your Honour, I did not coerce Miss Chadwick into making a confession. In fact, I was extremely surprised and slightly disbelieving of it, if the truth be told.” I felt a trickle of nervous perspiration run down between my shoulder blades.

      Mr Parnell scowled at me. “Feeling surprise and disbelief does not mean that you are innocent of inducing the confession, Miss Green.”

      My heart was thudding so heavily I felt as though it must have been audible in the silent room. Was the chief magistrate putting me on trial? My work had been helpful to the investigation, yet I was beginning to feel as though I had done something wrong. I didn’t wish anyone to think that I had persuaded Sally to confess for the sake of writing a gripping news story.

      “Your Honour.” I spoke loudly in an attempt to hide the tremor in my voice. “I wish to reassure you and the court that I gave Miss Chadwick no inducement whatsoever to make her confession. I know that doing so would not only bring my own profession into disrepute but would also be considered an attempt to pervert the course of justice, which is a most serious offence.”

      There was a pause as Mr Parnell regarded me. “It is indeed, Miss Green,” he said finally. “And I am reassured to hear that you understand the responsibilities of your profession.”

      The magistrate turned his attention away from me. Shaking with relief, I resumed my position as an observer at the back of the room.

      Mr Parnell asked the clerk to read Sally’s confession to the court once again.

      “Can you confirm that this is the statement you wrote, Miss Chadwick?” asked Mr Parnell.

      “Yes.” Her voice was barely audible.

      “Once again, I must ask you to confirm that you have made this confession by your own free will and have received no inducement or persuasion from anyone else.”

      “Yes.”

      “Your Honour,” Maggie whispered to her.

      “Your Honour,” repeated Sally.

      The magistrate asked the clerk to copy Miss Chadwick’s confession onto the charge sheet and then asked her to sign it.

      “The serious nature of these crimes demands that the prisoner must attend the Central Criminal Court,” said Mr Parnell. “I request that the prisoner be confined within the House of Detention until the next session is called.”

      James stepped forward. “Your Honour, I would like to request that a fourth murder be added to the list of charges.”

      There were gasps from the public benches and Mr Parnell raised an eyebrow, clearly displeased by this interruption to the proceedings.

      “Has the prisoner confessed to the crime?” he asked.

      “No. She denies it, Your Honour.”

      “Please explain the circumstances to the court as succinctly as possible.”

      “My much-respected colleague, Inspector Charles Martin, died of suspected arsenic poisoning two days ago on Monday the first of September,” said James. “He interviewed and arrested Miss Chadwick on the day she confessed to the three murders, and it is my belief that she put poison into his tea during their encounter, which led to the violent illness that ultimately claimed his life.”

      Heads started shaking and there were several stifled mutters around the room. Maggie’s eyes were fixed on Sally, as if looking for some sign of guilt.

      “The inquest into Inspector Martin’s death will be opened tomorrow,” added James.

      “What evidence do you have that the prisoner committed this crime?”

      “It is purely circumstantial at present, Your Honour. However, I suspect her involvement given that the cause of Inspector Martin’s death appears to match that of the men she has already admitted to murdering.”

      “How much time do you need to gather further evidence?”

      “I should like to request the remand of the prisoner for a week. This will enable me to search for evidence that she committed this dreadful crime against Inspector Martin and will also allow time for the inquest into his death to run its course, and for the chemical analysis required when poisoning is suspected to be carried out.”

      Mr Parnell conferred with his fellow magistrates in hushed whispers. Several minutes elapsed before he addressed James again.

      “Very well, Inspector Blakely. The prisoner is to return here at ten o’clock next Wednesday to hear this new charge against her. Miss Chadwick, there is no need for you to make a statement at this time, but is there anything you wish to say?”

      She glanced around the courtroom, then gave Mr Parnell a nervous smile. “It weren’t me what murdered the policeman, sir.”

      I noticed a few heads shaking sadly.

      Why would Sally confess to the murders of three men, yet deny the murder of Inspector Martin?

      It made no sense.
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      A police carriage with blackened windows took Sally Chadwick to the House of Detention in Clerkenwell. A crowd followed behind in the rain as it made its way up Borough High Street toward London Bridge. I wondered how Sally would fare in a gaol which housed some of the country’s most dangerous criminals.

      I noticed a small figure watching the carriage as it departed.

      “Thank you for coming, Maggie,” I said.

      She spun around, startled by my words. “Oh, ’ello, Miss Green.”

      She turned to watch the carriage again and I noticed the fine quality of her dark dress and wondered how she had been able to afford it.

      “I didn’t know nothin’ about a fourth one,” she added. “A police officer, ’e said?”

      “He died on Monday evening,” I said. “And it appears that Sally poisoned him. We don’t know how she managed it, and I am struggling to believe that she is capable of doing such a thing. Is it possible that she pretends to be simple-minded in order to fool everyone?”

      “Pretendin’?” Maggie turned to face me again. “That ain’t our Sally. Always been like it, she ’as. Like I says, she’s always been a child and always will be.”

      “You’ve known her since she was a girl, haven’t you?”

      “I met ’er in the horphanage,” she replied. “I dunno what’s made her so bad as all this. I don’t understand it.”

      “Did you find much opportunity to speak to her before the court hearing this morning?” I asked.

      “Not much. She don’t understand what’s ’appenin’ to ’er, do she?”

      “Is she still refusing to receive any help from a solicitor?”

      “Yep. I dunno what good ’e’d be, anyway.”

      “A solicitor would help to explain what’s happening to her. And he might be able to persuade her to implicate Catherine Curran in the murders rather than taking all of the blame herself.”

      “This ain’t nothin’ ter do wiv Catherine.”

      “How can you be so sure of that?”

      “’Cause she jus’ wouldn’t of done it. Sally’s a lunatic, but I always thought she was a nice, kind lunatic. But now we’re seein’ what she’s really like and folk ain’t safe around ’er.” I noticed that her eyes were damp. “It makes me sad ter say it, but she’ll ’ave ter be in gaol for the good of everyone.”

      “I think a doctor needs to examine her.”

      Maggie shrugged. “Maybe, but what can ’e do now? ’E can’t change what’s ’appened. None of us can. It’s a sad endin’ to the ’ole thing.”

      She nodded farewell and walked away down the street.

      I turned back toward the courthouse with a heavy heart, realising that Sally Chadwick had lost her only possible ally.

      James found me lingering outside.

      “Well done in that courtroom, Penny.” He smiled, but I could see signs of strain in his eyes. Inspector Martin’s death had obviously affected him deeply. “Mr Parnell can be rather intimidating.”

      “For a moment I feared he was convinced that I had encouraged Sally to make her confession.”

      “It’s his duty to ensure that she did so under her own free will,” said James. “But he can make you feel rather uncomfortable, can’t he?”

      “Sally needs to be examined by a physician,” I said. “Surely if her mind is greatly affected she cannot be held entirely responsible for her actions.”

      “We can request that she is visited by a doctor.”

      “I think the request should be made as a matter of urgency. If a physician confirms that her mind is unstable she may avoid appearing at the Old Bailey.”

      “Possibly. At the present time I find myself struggling to find any sympathy for the woman who appears to have murdered a man who was both my colleague and my friend.”

      “But if her mind isn’t sane she may not have been able to help herself!”

      “Perhaps.”

      “You mustn’t allow your sadness for a deceased colleague to colour your view of the case, James.”

      “I realise that,” he snapped, “but Charles’ death has come as a great shock to everyone. I know I will soon be able to resume my investigations in the same calm, detached manner I am accustomed to. But at the moment I am finding it difficult, and I only have a week to ensure that Sally is charged for his murder.”

      I wasn’t convinced that it was right for James to be involved in a case in which the victim was a friend of his, but I knew that it would only antagonise him further if I mentioned it. I reluctantly bit my lip and silently assured myself that I would do whatever I could to ensure that Sally Chadwick was assessed by a doctor.

      William Curran approached us. “She’ll ’ang for it, won’t she?”

      There was a flash of vitriol in his dark eyes and his words left a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “We cannot predict what the judge at the Old Bailey will decide,” said James.

      “She certainly should hang for it!” added Florence Burrell, who had also joined us, spots of rain covering her headscarf and spectacle lenses. “She’s confessed to three murders. Three!”

      “She may not have known exactly what she was doing,” I said defensively.

      “What are you talking about?” Florence responded angrily. “She’s poisoned four men! And using such a cold method of murder. No argument or anger; instead, she calmly planned it all and stood back to let them die!”

      “It is horrible,” I agreed. “And it is certainly not the work of a sane mind.”

      “What makes yer say that?” asked William.

      “Because she seems to be such a simple, ordinary girl,” I replied. “I just cannot imagine her plotting to do something like this.”

      “You don’t even know ’er!” said William. I noticed his right hand had clenched into a fist.

      “No, I don’t,” I replied as calmly as I could. “And I’m not saying that she didn’t do it. I’m simply saying that I don’t think she can be fully in control of her actions.”

      “She knew what she was doing all right,” said Florence. “My brother was taken from us because of her! At least she’s going to prison now, I’m pleased about that. I shall write my family and tell them. They’ll be happy to hear it.”

      “What about Catherine?” I asked her. “Do you think she could have been partially responsible?”

      “Catherine can’t have had nothing do with it.”

      “Then why has she run away?”

      Florence shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe she feared everyone would blame her.”

      “Mebbe she’s upset,” suggested William. “Mebbe she weren’t in control of ’er actions neither. She weren’t ’erself when John got taken sick. Wouldn’t even let me in the ’ouse! It must ’ave been too much for her after seein’ the other ones dyin’ an’ all.”

      “Sally propositioned my brother,” said Florence “and she’s killed him because he turned her down. She must have propositioned your brother as well,” she said to William.

      “’E never mentioned nuffink, but she mighta done,” replied William.

      “Well, I think she must have done it. I reckon she must have tried it on with all of Catherine’s husbands and each of them has turned her away. That’s why she’s poisoned them,” said Florence.

      “We may never know for sure,” said James. “She has confessed to these crimes, but we shall have to wait and see whether she decides to give us any further information about her motives for committing them.”

      “From the sounds of it I reckon it’s gotta be summink ter do wiv Caffrine. She was jealous of ’er,” said William. “She wanted to do summink to hurt ’er. She’s tried ter take ’er ’usbands away, and then she’s poisoned ’em. I was feelin’ angry wiv Caffrine, but now I know what Sally’s done I feels sorry for ’er. Caffrine needs ter be found and brought back ’ere just so she knows as no one blames ’er and so’s she can see justice bein’ done down the Old Bailey.”

      “Catherine’s first husband claimed that she had tried to poison him as well,” I said.

      My comment was met with a pause as William and Florence considered this new piece of information.

      “He must have heard about the other murders and decided to make a tall tale out of it,” said Florence. “If he was telling the truth he’d have said something at the time.”

      “He says that he didn’t fully realise it at the time. He joked about it but hadn’t completely accepted the idea until he read the recent reports in the newspapers.”

      “There you ’ave it!” said William. “He’s read the papers and they’ve put ideas in ’is ’ead.”

      “When was this?” asked Florence.

      “A little over six years ago.”

      “Long enough ago so as nuffink can be proved now,” added William.

      “You have a point,” said James. “We have nothing to prove that the man is telling the truth.”

      “And nothing to disprove it either,” I added. “Perhaps it might be worth interviewing his family and friends, James, and finding out what they can remember about the incident. He was in the courtroom this morning.” I glanced around to see if I could spot him among the people still gathered outside the court.

      “There he is,” I said, pointing him out to William and Florence. Benjamin Taylor was smoking a clay pipe and speaking to one of the police constables.

      “I’ll suggest to M Division that they attempt to verify his claims somehow,” said James. “But they probably won’t make it a priority at the moment. Most pressing of all is ensuring that we have enough evidence to charge Miss Chadwick with the murder of Inspector Martin.” James checked his watch. “I must get down to The Five Bells now. The inquest into John Curran’s death resumes today. Are you coming along, Mr Curran?”

      “I surely am.” His dark eyes remained on Benjamin Taylor.

      “I need to start writing my article about Sally’s court appearance,” I said. “I shall see you soon, James. Goodbye, Mr Curran. Farewell, Miss Burrell.”
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      “Thank you, Miss Green, but there was no need for you to bring me anything. I’m not an invalid.”

      Mr Sherman placed the box of Rowntree’s Chocolate Cream Cigars on his writing desk. His face looked thinner than usual and there was a hint of grey at his temples that I had never noticed before. A pipe was lodged in his mouth and he wore a paisley smoking jacket made from velvet. We sat in his study, which was decorated with crimson wallpaper and looked as untidy as his office at the Morning Express.

      “Sherry?” he asked, picking up the decanter from his desk.

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “East India, of course,” he said as he filled a glass and passed it to me.

      I took a sip and it immediately warmed my throat.

      Mr Sherman inhaled deeply on his pipe, sat back in his chair and blew out a cloud of smoke.

      “Why are you here?” he asked. “I said I didn’t want any visitors. I thought I’d made that abundantly clear to Fish.”

      “I’ve come to ask you something.”

      “I don’t know why. I’m no use to anyone at the moment. I hear Conway’s brought Childers in.” Sherman smiled. “That boy is a waste of space.”

      “He’s hopeless,” I said, “and we all want you to come back as soon as possible.”

      “Is that so? I can’t imagine Fish and Potter are clamouring for my return.”

      “Of course they are!”

      “You misunderstand the situation, Miss Green. Now that they have learnt something more of my character they will no longer care to have me there.”

      “You might be surprised, sir.”

      “I doubt it.” Sherman smiled again. “How’s the case of the Bermondsey poisoner progressing? I read that there has been a confession.”

      “There has, although I’m not sure the supposed culprit has committed the crimes.”

      Sherman laughed. “You are never simply content to report on a story, are you, Miss Green? You must always question every incident and decision. It must take up an enormous amount of your time and energy. How do you manage to fit in anything else?”

      “I do very little else, sir,” I replied. “And who will hold the real culprits to account if I don’t investigate these matters properly?”

      “It’s a fair point. Not many people have the tenacity to pursue stories in the way that you do. You’re like a bloodhound. You don’t look like one, I should add, but you remind me of one in every other way.”

      I smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment, sir.”

      “Please do. Now you should probably be getting back to work. I’ve already told you that I don’t want any visitors.”

      I drained my sherry and remained in my chair.

      “Sir, I should like to ask you a favour.”

      “A favour? From a man with a criminal charge hanging over his head?”

      “You’re not a criminal, Mr Sheridan.”

      “In the eyes of the law and the church I am.”

      “You have not been found guilty of any crime.”

      “Not yet I haven’t. What’s the favour?”

      “I believe the woman who has confessed to these poisonings—”

      “The Bermondsey poisoner, you mean?”

      “She hasn’t been found guilty of any crime yet, so I would hesitate to refer to her in that way.”

      “But she has confessed.”

      “Yes, but I don’t think she is of sound mind. I cannot understand why she has confessed. The suggested motive for her crimes makes little sense to me. Besides, she doesn’t seem the type to commit such a calculating act. She is currently being held at the House of Detention, and you know the sort of criminals they hold there. I cannot imagine how awful it must be for her!”

      “She has poisoned three men, and most likely a police inspector as well.”

      “But has she really? And even if she has, surely some sympathy should be shown to her on account of her feeble mind.”

      “You consider her a lunatic?”

      “I believe she may be. And if she’s hanged as a result of her lunacy that would be a terrible injustice.”

      “She should be sent to an asylum.”

      “That would be a fairer punishment than hanging.”

      “Has she been seen by a physician?”

      “I don’t think she has so far. There was no physician present at the police court and she has no legal representation whatsoever. I’m quite worried for her.”

      “And you would like a physician to visit her... That’s why you’re here?”

      “Yes, I wondered if you could—?”

      “Ask my brother?”

      “Yes please, Mr Sherman. Could you?”

      Mr Sherman sighed. “I can try. I should add that my recent arrest has come as quite a shock to my family. I’m not sure how amenable he’ll be.”

      “But this isn’t about you; it’s about a young woman with a fragile mind who has been caught up in the legal system.”

      “Hasn’t your friend Inspector Blakely shown her any compassion?”

      “He realises she’s vulnerable; however, Inspector Martin was a good friend of his and James is extremely upset about his death. I’m certain that he will form a more balanced view of the case in due course.”

      “He shouldn’t be investigating his friend’s death.”

      “I agree with you, sir, and I plan to tell him that when he is a little more recovered.”

      “I’ll speak to Henry. She’s at the House of Detention in Clerkenwell, you say?”

      “Yes. Her name is Sally Chadwick.”

      “I recall it now from your reports. I can’t promise that he will be able to help, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thank you, sir. I hope to see you back at the office soon.”

      “I doubt that very much, Miss Green. Mr Conway’s found me a lawyer, who he assures me is the best in London. He must be costing a pretty penny too, but I don’t think he’s ever had to defend a charge like this before.”
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      “I stand by what I’ve said, Miss Green. She was poisonin’ me. I ain’t never felt that bad afore and I ain’t never felt that bad since. I ain’t the sort to get sick, an’ that was the last time!”

      “I believe you, Mr Taylor, and that’s why I should like to interview you for the Morning Express newspaper. I think it’s important that people have a chance to hear what has happened to you. It’s possible that she may have poisoned someone else, and if that someone was to read your story he or she might also come forward.”

      “That’s what’s made me go ter the police! I saw it in the papers meself. Only no one seems ter believe me.”

      We had agreed to meet at The Royal Vauxhall Tavern in Lambeth. It was gloomy inside, with only a few gaslights burning. The smell of stale beer and tobacco smoke lingered in the air. I had last visited the tavern with James while investigating the death of a young maid named Elizabeth Wiggins.

      “I’m afraid the timing of all this is most unfortunate, Mr Taylor,” I said. “A Bermondsey police officer has been murdered and the investigation into his death has left little time to look into your case. And because your poisoning occurred six years ago it is rather difficult to collect any evidence that might help to support your words.”

      “But it’s the truth, I’m tellin’ yer!”

      “You don’t have to convince me, Mr Taylor, I believe you. That’s why I wish to write about what happened. But you must surely agree that it would be rather difficult for the police to find any evidence of poisoning in your case after all this time.”

      “Yep, I ’ear yer.” He sighed and took a long slurp from his mug of beer.

      “Did you ever find the poison she was using?”

      “Nope, I didn’t find nuffink.”

      “Apparently, Sally Chadwick extracted arsenic from some fly papers. Were there any fly papers in the home you shared with Catherine?”

      “Jane, yer mean.”

      “Sorry, Jane.”

      “Yeah, there must’ve been. Most ’omes have ’em, don’t they?”

      “Did she purchase a large amount of them?”

      “I dunno.”

      “You didn’t come across fly papers being soaked in water at all?”

      He gave a hollow laugh. “Is that ’ow you get the poison out, then? Nope, I never seen that.”

      “Did you ever see her pouring what appeared to be water into bottles? Or see bottles stored on a shelf or in a cupboard and wonder what was in them?”

      Benjamin gave this some thought. “I remember bottles, but anyfink could ’ave been in ’em. Syrup and medicines an’ that sorta thing.”

      “And you believe she put the poison in your food?”

      “She must’ve done. Can’t think ’ow else she mighta done it.”

      “In your drink perhaps?”

      “Yep, I reckon she could’ve put it in me drinks.”

      “What do you like to drink?”

      “Beer. Whiskey.”

      “Sally Chadwick claims to have poisoned the other three men by putting arsenic into their beer.”

      “Maybe Jane done that an’ all. You’re tellin’ me the two women done it the same way?”

      “I suspect Jane, whom I know as Catherine Curran, had something to do with the murders of her other husbands. Can you think of anyone who might have witnessed Catherine, I mean Jane, doing anything suspicious like this?”

      “The neighbours, mebbe. But that were six or seven years ago. We lived in Lollard Street back then, but folk move in an’ out all the time.”

      “Do you remember anyone else who lived there at the same time as you?”

      “Can’t fink of no one.”

      I sighed. It was proving difficult to find any evidence to back up this particular case.

      “Did you see a doctor when you were ill?”

      “Yep.”

      “Can you remember his name?”

      Benjamin took another long sip of beer as he gave this some thought. I prayed he would come up with a name so I had someone with whom I could follow up his story.

      “Doctor Townley.” A grin spread across his face. “Dunno ’ow I’ve remembered that. I just do!”

      “Do you remember his first name?”

      “Nope, jus’ Townley. An’ ’e was on Lambeth Walk.”

      “And he treated you while you were ill?”

      “Yep, ’e come and seen me, ’e did.”

      “More than once?”

      “A few times, I reckon.”
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      “You’re asking me about a man I treated six years ago?”

      Dr Townley was a grey-haired man with a large nose and a wide, bushy moustache. I had been relieved to discover that he still occupied the rooms on Lambeth Walk.

      “I don’t expect you to recall him specifically, but I was hoping you might have kept a record of the treatment you provided.”

      Dr Townley sighed. “Miss Woburn!” he called toward the door of his office, which stood ajar.

      A silver-haired lady in a dark blouse and skirt peered through the gap.

      “Bring in the diary for ’78, would you please?”

      The secretary nodded and disappeared for a short while before returning with a large, leather-bound volume. She placed it on his desk.

      “Very good. Thank you, Miss Woburn. Now then, Miss Green, what was the chap’s name again?”

      “Benjamin Taylor.”

      He began to leaf through the diary. “And what month would it have been?”

      “Oh, I’m not entirely sure.” I paused to consult my notebook, in which I had recorded all the relevant dates. “Here we are. His wife married again in November 1878, so it must have occurred a little before then.”

      “Did I hear you correctly? His wife remarried?”

      “He asked her to leave, so she married someone else.”

      “Bigamy, eh? Was she prosecuted for that?”

      “No.”

      “Interesting. So, before November 1878, you say? That gives me ten months to search through.”

      “I should think it more likely that he saw you earlier in the year. If his wife was ready to marry someone else by November she must presumably have met him by the summer at least.”

      Dr Townley gave me a bemused nod. “Possibly, but what if there was some overlap between the two?”

      “I don’t know enough to say either way, I’m afraid.”

      Dr Townley sighed again and began to look through the January entries, examining the appointments recorded there in a small, slanting hand. “Benjamin Taylor… Where did he live?”

      I consulted my notebook again. “Lollard Street.”

      “I know it well. What symptoms did he present with?”

      “Vomiting, and most likely diarrhoea as well. His symptoms would have been quite severe, I imagine. You apparently told him he was lucky to be alive.”

      “Did I indeed?” The doctor reached the end of January and began to skim through February. “He must have been taken quite unwell in that case.”

      I prayed that something would jog the doctor’s memory or that he would come across the notes he had written about Benjamin’s illness.

      “He may have joked with you that he was being poisoned.”

      “Really? Can you describe him to me?”

      He would have been a young man; about twenty-three or twenty-four at the time. Tall, with red hair and whiskers. He previously worked as a builder and is now employed at the Doulton Pottery.”

      “I see. Poisoned, you say?”

      “That’s what he now believes.”

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with this Bermondsey poisoner business, does it?”

      “It might do. That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

      The doctor closed his eyes in concentration, as if trying to recall a patient named Benjamin Taylor.

      “I think I do remember a chap who was quite fearfully unwell. Red hair. Pleasant wife, who was extremely attentive.”

      I smiled. “Jane?”

      “Was that her name?”

      “It’s what she called herself at the time.”

      “It might have been Jane, but I don’t remember. However, I’m sure I recall a young, fit man who was most distressed by his debilitating symptoms. I would have suggested milk and lime water, along with castor oil. I’d also have told him to remain in bed. I wish I could remember what time of year it happened.” The doctor continued leafing through his diary.

      “What did you suspect was the cause of his symptoms?” I asked.

      “It was difficult to suspect anything, really,” he replied. “The reasons for vomiting and diarrhoea are many and varied. It could be something carried in the air or in food which disagrees with a person. It could be an indicator of another disease one is suffering from. Fortunately, he doesn’t appear to have been too seriously affected as he has made a full recovery. Otherwise he would have been unable to tell you all about it.”

      “You didn’t suspect that he had been poisoned?”

      “No, I can’t say that it would have crossed my mind in this case, given that there were many other more likely causes. And different poisons affect the body in different ways. Some symptoms provide quite an obvious sign of poisoning, while others provide none at all.”

      “How about arsenic poisoning?”

      “Arsenic poisoning causes gastrointestinal upset, and that may have been the cause of Mr Taylor’s symptoms. However, I still think it highly unlikely.”

      “Unless he was married to the Bermondsey poisoner, that is.”

      Dr Townley gave a hearty laugh. “Indeed! In which case I suppose you might consider it. Reporters are always looking for an interesting angle on a story.” He laughed again and then stopped when he noticed that I did not share his mirth. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you, Miss Green?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “You think that pretty young woman he was married to was poisoning him?”

      “That’s what he thinks. But seeing as it was more than six years ago, few people are prepared to listen to him.”

      “I see.”

      Dr Townley began leafing through his diary more earnestly. “Let’s just confirm that I saw this same chap and am not mistakenly thinking of someone else.”

      I waited patiently.

      “Here we are,” he said eventually. “Monday the eighteenth of March. I attended to a Mr Benjamin Taylor at twenty-one Lollard Street. Does that sound right to you?”

      “It does.” I smiled. “Thank you, Dr Townley.”

      “And I made a note of his symptoms here. Lethargy… abdominal pain… vomiting… Yes, this ties in with what we’ve been discussing.”

      “Thank you, Dr Townley. I think Scotland Yard will be very interested to hear of your visit to Mr Taylor.”

      “The Yard?” The doctor’s face fell. “I don’t have anything to tell the police, Miss Green. I visited Mr Taylor when he was unwell, but I certainly couldn’t confirm whether he was poisoned or not. I couldn’t even speculate on it all these years later. I have a vague recollection of his illness and a record in my diary that I visited him. However, I refuse to be dragged through the courts and—”

      “I’m sure it won’t come to that. My conversation with you serves to confirm Mr Taylor’s story, and that’s the only important matter here. Up to this moment we only had his word for it, but now we have evidence that he was seriously unwell, as he has claimed.”

      “But we cannot surmise that it was due to arsenic poisoning. I must make that abundantly clear.”

      “No, I realise that. You have made yourself clear, Doctor.”

      “Miss Green, I really would prefer not to have the Yard sniffing around here if possible. I’ve been dragged into police investigations before and it isn’t something I enjoy. What’s important is that Mr Taylor is alive and well today. He has survived his ordeal.”

      “His account, and perhaps also yours, implies a pattern of behaviour which Jane Taylor, as she was called back then, began to adopt. Thank you for your time, Doctor, and I hope not to have to bother you again. I will simply inform the Yard that you have confirmed Mr Taylor’s claim that he consulted you regarding his illness.”

      Dr Townley closed his diary. “Very well, but I refuse to be drawn on any speculation whatsoever. Please inform the Yard of that.”

      “I will. Thank you.”
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      “That was not a particularly satisfactory hearing,” said James as we left The Five Bells pub, where the inquest into Inspector Martin’s death had been swiftly opened and adjourned by the coroner, Mr Osborne. “It raised more questions than it answered.”

      “The adjournment gives you two weeks to find sufficient evidence to prove that Sally Chadwick poisoned Inspector Martin,” I said.

      “I have less time than that, Penny. Sally is only being held on remand for that charge until next Wednesday. I have six days, and if I can’t provide the evidence in time she will face trial for three murders instead of four. I can’t understand it. Bermondsey Street police station has been thoroughly searched three times over and there is still no sign of the poison she used in Inspector Martin’s murder.”

      We walked up Bermondsey Street toward the police station. The warm drizzle which had begun the day before continued to fall. I surveyed the heavy grey above our heads and wondered whether we had seen the last of the summer.

      “Did you check Sally Chadwick’s clothing for any sign of the poison she used?” I asked.

      “We did, but only once she had become a suspect, which wasn’t until Monday evening. Inspector Martin was poisoned last Thursday, which means she had almost four days to dispose of the bottle. That sounds like a long time, but given that she was in the cell for most of it she had rather limited opportunity to dispose of anything.”

      “Perhaps she consumed the rest,” I suggested.

      “She shows no signs of having poisoned herself.”

      “Perhaps there was very little poison left and she had been practising Mithridatism?”

      “Practising what now?” James gave a slight laugh.

      “Consuming small amounts of poison on a regular basis, which builds a greater tolerance to it.”

      “Perhaps she had.” He gave me a sceptical look. “Though Miss Chadwick doesn’t seem the sort to practise something of that kind, does she?”

      “She doesn’t seem the sort to plan and execute the deaths of four men either.”

      “You think she’s innocent, don’t you? Despite the overwhelming evidence against her.”

      “I don’t know whether she is innocent or not, but I think she has been coerced.”

      “How might you explain Charles Martin’s death, in that case?”

      “She must have done it, there’s no doubt about that. But I still believe it was carried out on someone else’s orders. And perhaps she used up all of the remaining poison when she did it?”

      “Then where is the bottle?”

      “It has to be somewhere. Or perhaps there wasn’t one.”

      “What would the poison have been stored in, then?”

      “I don’t know. How else can arsenic be obtained?”

      “I’m not sure, but I know that it is obtained with great difficulty. Its availability has been well regulated for more than thirty years.”

      “She must have found an inventive way of storing and administering it. Perhaps she used a packet of rat poison.”

      “In which case you’d think we would have found the packet somewhere, but we have found nothing. Nothing at all.”

      James’ brow had worn a perpetual scowl ever since he had told me the news of Inspector Martin’s death. I didn’t like to see him so dejected.

      Was he giving his impending wedding much thought? I wondered. Had Charlotte been of any comfort to him during this difficult time?

      These were questions I wished to ask him but didn’t dare to as I knew he already had so much on his mind.

      “There appear to have been some genuine sightings of the elusive Catherine Curran in Orpington,” he said. “Some constables from M Division are working alongside the local constabulary to find her. Hopefully we shall soon receive the good news that she has been apprehended.”

      “She must have been pleased to hear that Sally Chadwick has been arrested. She’s probably hoping that no one will come looking for her now.”

      “Which is where she’s quite wrong. We still need to speak to her, regardless of whether she’s innocent or not. And there is also a charge of bigamy for her to answer to.”

      “Don’t you feel that you could do with some rest, James?” I asked.

      He stopped and stared at me, his bowler hat sparkling with spots of drizzle.

      “What on earth are you talking about, Penny? Some rest? We’re in the middle of an important investigation!”

      “You have just lost your friend,” I said. “Perhaps you need to take a quiet moment and give yourself a chance to accustom yourself to this tragic event.”

      “I shan’t ever accustom myself to it, no matter how much rest I have. I will only rest when those responsible are brought to justice. Does that sound reasonable to you?”

      “Yes, it does. It’s just that…”

      “Just what?”

      “I don’t like seeing you so down, James.”

      His face softened and he gave a sigh. “I don’t like being so down,” he said quietly. “It’s been a dreadful week, but I must get on with my job.”

      I nodded. “I understand that.”

      “Of course you do. You’re as bad as I am for getting embroiled in a case and working relentlessly until a satisfactory conclusion is reached.” He held my gaze, then added with a smile, “We’re like two peas in a pod, you and I.”
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      “I don’t recall asking you to write about another supposed poisoning victim, Miss Green,” said Mr Childers. “Where’s your article on the purchase of Raphael’s Ansidei Madonna for the National Gallery?”

      “It’s here, Mr Childers, and I have typewritten it for you,” I replied, handing the article to him.

      “Good. I am very much looking forward to seeing the painting once it’s in situ. I should imagine the great and good of Fleet Street will be invited to the preview.”

      “Sir, would you please print the interview with Benjamin Taylor?” I asked. “It’s important because it suggests that the Bermondsey poisoner attempted her first murder six years ago.”

      “Is it the same woman who has confessed?”

      “No, that’s Sally Chadwick, who is currently awaiting trial.”

      “Then who is the Bermondsey poisoner?”

      “Some believe it is Sally Chadwick, though others suspect Catherine Curran, who was once called Jane Taylor.”

      “So there are two Bermondsey poisoners?”

      “Two suspects,” I said.

      “Or even three,” Edgar piped up.

      “Three?” I questioned.

      “Sally Chadwick, Catherine Curran and Jane Taylor.”

      “Catherine Curran and Jane Taylor are one and the same person,” I corrected. “She was forced to change her name because she had committed bigamy.”

      “Goodness, what a confusing case,” said Edgar. “I’m relieved not to be the one who is working on it.”

      “You will publish Benjamin Taylor’s interview, won’t you?” I urged Mr Childers.

      “How do you know this Taylor chap is telling the truth?” he asked.

      “Because the doctor who treated him confirmed his story to me. The article is currently four hundred words, sir. I can shorten it a little if you are struggling to find space in tomorrow’s edition.”

      “Even if you shortened it to ten words I’m not sure there would be any space, Miss Green. We’re already catering for the prime minister’s visit to Scotland and important developments in Egypt and Sudan. Those are the stories our readers wish to read, and my uncle is rather concerned about our circulation figures at the present time.”

      “Please, Mr Childers,” I continued. “This is a complicated case, which has taken an even more tragic turn with the death of a police officer in Bermondsey. I’m certain that our readers will be most interested to read this interview with Mr Taylor, which will not be printed in any other newspaper. It’s an exclusive story.”

      The editor held out a limp hand for the interview script and I passed it to him.

      “I’ll find out where the compositors have got to and see what I can do.”

      I watched him leave the room, then walked over to the typewriter.

      “Have you heard the good news about our circulation figures, Miss Green?” asked Edgar.

      “No, what of them?”

      “They’ve fallen by ten percent.”

      “Well, that’s just awful. Why on earth should that be good news?”

      “Because it means Blimpy’s on his way out. Conway won’t stand for it. You know how important circulation figures are to him.”

      “Blimpy is his nephew. Mr Conway would never dismiss him.”

      “He’d better do, otherwise Potter and I are leaving.”

      “Oh no, you mustn’t do that. I don’t want to have to face Blimpy all on my own!”

      “Then we must all pray that he gets the old heave-ho.”
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      “I think it’s downright dreadful what she did to him,” said Mrs Garnett as she removed her reading glasses and handed back my copy of the Morning Express.

      I felt rather pleased that Mr Childers had decided to print my interview with Benjamin Taylor.

      “I don’t know how she wasn’t arrested at the time,” my landlady added.

      “I don’t think he suspected that it was a poisoning at the time,” I replied. “I don’t think anyone did.”

      We were seated in my room. Mrs Garnett had made herself comfortable at my desk, while I perched on the edge of my bed. Tiger had been patting a balled-up piece of paper along the floor, but she was now eyeing my landlady warily from the top of my chest of drawers.

      “And the woman who tried to poison him is the same woman Mrs Wilkinson and I were looking for?”

      “I believe so. It’s thought that she’s in Orpington as she has family there.”

      “In Kent?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s a nice place, Kent. Hercules and I used to take the train from Charing Cross down to Margate. Terribly sad that the Assembly Rooms burnt down. We used to take tea there on a Thursday and listen to the band play on a Sunday. The Oriental Music Hall was another favourite of ours, and the Royal Theatre too. And then there’s the sea air, of course. In fact, it makes me wonder why I’m living in London instead of there. Why am I living here, Miss Green?”

      “Because you’re a Londoner?”

      “I feel like a Londoner, though I was born in Africa. But I think I could happily be a Margater. I hear there’s good money to be made in the hotel business there.”

      “I should think there is. Hopefully Catherine Curran hasn’t made it as far as Margate and will soon be found in Orpington.”

      “But she’s not the poisoner, is she? It was that other woman who’s admitted to it.”

      “I don’t think anyone is entirely sure just yet.”

      “And then there’s that poor policeman who got poisoned as well.” Mrs Garnett shook her head. “Why do people do these things to each other? There’s so much poisoning going on these days.”

      “It probably happens no more frequently than in the past, only these days we find it easier to prove through autopsies and chemical analysis.”

      “I don’t want to hear that word.”

      “Which one?”

      “I’m not repeating it. The one where they do things to folk after they’re dead.”

      “An autopsy is sometimes necessary to establish the cause of death.”

      “It’s ungodly.”

      “But necessary.”

      “Says who?”

      “The legal and medical professions. An autopsy confirmed that Thomas Burrell’s death was caused by poisoning. It would otherwise have been assumed that he died of a natural illness, and that no one was to blame for it. But by exhuming—”

      “That’s enough!” Mrs Garnett flung her hands over her ears. “I won’t hear any more of it!”

      “Let’s change the subject, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Thank you.” She removed her hands from her ears and glanced over at Tiger. “That cat has only been in my parlour once this week.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “She hates lemons. I cut two lemons open and put them both in saucers. I put one by the window and one by the door, and now she has no desire to come in.”

      “Poor Tiger.”

      “You don’t feel sorry for me with my sneezing?”

      “Yes, I do. It’s a sad situation for both of you, Mrs Garnett. If only cat and landlady could get along.”

      “Life’s not always so simple, Miss Green. She’s not a bad cat. I quite like her, in fact. But it’s the sneezing that’s the problem. How’s that lovesick librarian doing on his boat to South America, by the way?”

      “Mr Edwards, you mean? I should hope he has arrived there by now. He’s not a librarian any more, and I shouldn’t think he’s lovesick either. He never really was.”

      “Oh, he was.” A wide grin spread across Mrs Garnett’s face. “I remember him coming to the door here under some pretence, using any excuse he could come up with to visit you. I miss him, poor man.”

      “Don’t feel sorry for him, Mrs Garnett. He is no doubt enjoying himself immensely in South America by now.”

      “And now the inspector’s married I don’t suppose there are any potential suitors left.”

      “He’s not married yet, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Is he not?”

      “No.”

      “It seems as though we’ve been waiting for his wedding for years.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “So when is it?”

      “In a week’s time.”

      “A week today?”

      My stomach gave an uncomfortable flip. “Yes.”

      “It’s almost upon us, then. Have you been invited?”

      “No.”

      I felt relieved to be interrupted from this line of conversation by a voice calling up from downstairs.

      “Good mornin’, Mrs Garrrrr-nett!”

      “There’s only one person with a voice that loud,” said my landlady, “and that’s Mrs Wilkinson. Something interesting must have happened.”

      She left my room and made her way downstairs. I followed a little way behind, hoping to eavesdrop. Mrs Wilkinson was often the first person in the vicinity to pass on newsworthy gossip.

      I heard the two ladies talking in the hallway, and when I heard the words Morning Express mentioned I hurried down the wide staircase.

      “Hello, Mrs Wilkinson. Is there any news?” I asked.

      She turned to face me. Mrs Wilkinson was a short, stout woman of around sixty with sharp eyes and artificially darkened hair.

      “There’s been a murder!” she announced gleefully. “A man in Vauxhall, and what’s more he was in the newspaper. Your newspaper!” She grinned, displaying a number of yellow teeth.

      I felt a sudden coldness grip my chest.

      “Who is it?”

      “Taylor, they say. I heard it from a cabbie who’s just driven up from that way.”

      I leaned up against the wall, fearing my knees would give way beneath me.

      “Benjamin Taylor,” I said quietly. “The man I interviewed.”

      “It was in the newspaper, wasn’t it?” said Mrs Wilkinson.

      “The man I was reading about just now?” said Mrs Garnett in a shrill, excitable voice.

      “Yes.” I removed my spectacles and rubbed at my eyes, as if doing so would help me comprehend what had happened.

      “So the man who was poisoned has now been murdered,” continued Mrs Garnett. “The things that are happening in this city these days.” She sucked her lip in dismay. “It’s dreadful. I really should move to Kent.”

      “It’s not much better there,” said Mrs Wilkinson. “They had a murder in Maidstone just the other week. A man had a knife put in his back while he was out buying sausages. In broad daylight.”

      “Someone must have read my piece,” I muttered. “They read the interview and went to see him. But who? I don’t understand.”

      “Come into the parlour and have a sit down, Miss Green,” my landlady suggested. “I can give you a spoonful of Dr Cobbold’s—”

      “Thank you, Mrs Garnett, but no thank you. I must make my way over there.” I turned and ran up the stairs, two at a time, to fetch my carpet bag from my room.
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      I hailed a cab at the end of Milton Street. The journey to Vauxhall took half an hour, which gave me time to think about my interview with Benjamin Taylor. Could its publication have prompted his death? Had someone read it and felt compelled to silence him?

      The person he had implicated in the interview was Catherine Curran, whom he had referred to as Jane Taylor. Had she travelled back from Kent to track him down?

      My stomach kept turning over as I became increasingly concerned that I was in some way responsible for the poor man’s death.

      We passed Lambeth Workhouse and entered a maze of terraced streets.

      “Are yer wantin’ ter see where this murder’s ’appened?” the cabman called through the hatch in the roof.

      “Yes, thank you,” I replied. “I’m a news reporter!” I added, in an attempt to explain that my interest was not merely morbid curiosity.

      We turned into Tyers Street, which was lined with small terraced houses. It ran for some length until we reached a crowd of onlookers. I paid the cabman and walked up to the narrow three-storey house that appeared to be holding everyone’s interest. I felt my throat tighten as I saw a coffin shell being loaded into a black carriage. It was extremely difficult for me to accept that the coffin contained the body of the same man I had spoken to at The Royal Vauxhall Tavern just two days previously.

      A number of constables held the crowd back as the doors to the coffin carriage were closed and the carriage pulled away.

      I introduced myself to one of the constables. “Who’s in charge here?” I asked him.

      He nodded at the house. “They’re inside.”

      “And the victim is Benjamin Taylor, is that right?”

      “You’ll have to ask the inspector,” he replied. “I ain’t s’posed to be speakin’ to the press.”

      I loitered for a short while, hoping the departure of the carriage meant that the inspector would soon step out of the house, having done all he could at the property.

      “Did you know Mr Taylor?” I asked a man in a flat cap standing nearby. He puffed on a pipe and kept his hands in his pockets.

      “Aye.”

      “For how long?”

      “Two years or so.”

      “Do you know what happened to him?”

      The man shrugged. “Found dead this mornin’, he was.”

      “Do you know how it happened?”

      The man shrugged again and blew out a puff of smoke. “No idea.”

      “Did anyone see or hear anything suspicious either this morning or last night?”

      The man took his pipe out of his mouth and stared at me. “’Ow would I know that?”

      “I just wondered if you’d heard any rumours about what has happened to Mr Taylor.”

      “All I knows is what I’ve told yer.”

      “Thank you.”

      A police officer wearing a chief inspector’s uniform stepped out of the house, and my heart skipped when I saw James following closely behind him. I dashed over to them.

      “Penny,” said James, giving me a subdued smile. I understood that the gravity of the situation prevented any warmer greeting.

      He introduced me to Chief Inspector Austen of Lambeth L Division, who had a large red face and brown whiskers.

      “Do you have any idea what happened to him?” I asked.

      “Little idea yet, I’m afraid,” replied the chief inspector. “He appears to have been taken unwell.”

      “Poison?” I ventured.

      James gave an exasperated sigh.

      “We can’t rule it out. The usual examination will take place, of course, and if he has been poisoned we clearly have a significant problem on our hands. I think it’s obvious these murders are the work of more than one person, but as for who, and how many, I really couldn’t say at the moment.”

      “Was he found this morning?” I asked.

      “Yes, and he was last seen when he arrived home from work at the Doulton Pottery at five o’clock yesterday evening,” said James. “He ate with his landlady and another lodger as usual, and then the landlady went out for the evening. We haven’t found the other lodger yet, but we’re looking for him. The landlady said she returned to the house late last night and all was quiet. When Taylor didn’t make an appearance for breakfast this morning she grew concerned and went to his room. The door was locked, and she had to ask a neighbour to help her force it open. Once inside they found Taylor lying on the bed, quite clearly dead.”

      I shook my head. “I only saw him two days ago. I am struggling to believe it.”

      “Your interview with him was published just yesterday, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes. I’m concerned that the murderer might have read the interview and decided that Mr Taylor needed to be silenced!”

      “I’m sure that’s not the case.”

      “But it has to be linked to the fact that he was telling everyone who would listen that he believed Catherine Curran had poisoned him. And she finally has! Somehow she must have returned from Kent and finished the job. We need to find her, James! She must be hiding somewhere near here. And someone must know something they’re not telling us!”

      “You saw the deceased just two days ago, Miss Green?” asked Inspector Austen.

      “Yes. I interviewed him at The Royal Vauxhall Tavern.”

      “In which case you can most likely provide us with some useful testimony.”

      “I don’t know about that. A lot may have happened after I met with him.”

      “All the same, Miss Green, I think you will be a useful person to speak to. I’d like you to come and speak with us at the police station on Lower Kennington Lane.”

      A police sergeant beckoned the chief inspector over and I shook my head in dismay.

      “I feel responsible,” I said to James.

      “How so?”

      “Perhaps if I hadn’t interviewed him for the Morning Express he would not have been targeted.”

      “You can’t blame yourself, Penny. The man told lots of people that he suspected his wife had poisoned him; something we will never be able to prove.”

      “But she achieved it in the end, didn’t she?”

      “We don’t know who has done it, Penny.”

      “But it has to be Catherine, doesn’t it? She was probably disappointed that she hadn’t succeeded in murdering her husband six years ago. She finally finished what she had set out to do, though I don’t understand how she managed to get back from Kent so swiftly.”

      “Orpington isn’t far from here by train,” said James. “But I’m beginning to feel certain now that there is more than one poisoner. We already have Sally under arrest, and she cannot possibly have been involved in Mr Taylor’s death given that she is being held in the House of Detention. Now there is another person involved. It may be Catherine, or it may be someone else.”

      “Perhaps the same person who poisoned Inspector Martin?”

      “No, that could only have been Sally.”

      “It might have been another police officer.”

      James’ face fell. “You don’t think a police officer would do such a thing, do you?”

      “Possibly. Another officer would have been present when Sally was interviewed by Inspector Martin. What about Sergeant Richards?”

      “Oh Penny, that’s ridiculous. He would never do such a thing.”

      “You have convinced yourself of that with other police officers in the past, remember?”

      “Yes, I remember, though I prefer not to. I suppose you’re right, Penny. When a situation like this arises everyone must be considered a suspect.”

      Chief Inspector Austen approached us. “Are you ready, Miss Green?” he asked, gesturing toward a nearby blue police carriage. It had the letters VR and a crown painted in gold on the side.

      “Of course, Inspector.”

      I bade James farewell and climbed into the carriage.
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      I thought Inspector Austen might ask me about Benjamin Taylor during our short carriage ride to Lower Kennington Lane, but instead he spent the time making copious notes in his notebook. He wasn’t interested in anything I had to say until we were seated at a table in a small interview room within the police station.

      He sat opposite me with a pile of papers between us, and he was accompanied by a young freckle-faced sergeant with wispy auburn whiskers. The sergeant asked me for my name, age and address, painstakingly filling the details in on his form. I began to grow impatient, wishing I could tell them what I knew and then be on my way.

      “You saw Benjamin Taylor on Thursday the fourth of September, is that right?” asked Inspector Austen. He had small, steely eyes set deep into his red face.

      “Yes, that’s right,” I replied.

      “And you instigated this meeting with him because you wished to interview him for your newspaper, the Morning Express?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where did you meet?”

      “At The Royal Vauxhall Tavern.”

      “Who suggested the venue?”

      “Mr Taylor did.”

      The inspector indicated to the sergeant that he should write this down.

      “I take it you both had something to drink while you were there?”

      “Yes.”

      “May I ask what you had?”

      “I had an East India sherry and Mr Taylor had a mug of beer.”

      “Just the one?”

      “I seem to recall that he had two.”

      “You must have turned a few heads at The Royal Vauxhall Tavern, Miss Green. Ladies such as yourself are not frequently seen in public houses.”

      “My profession takes me to all sorts of places, Inspector, and I have interviewed a fair number of people in pubs and taverns.”

      “Were you aware of having drawn the attention of anyone else in the tavern that day?”

      “Not particularly. I think a few people may have glanced over and been vaguely surprised to see me there, but I’m not aware of anyone making a big fuss about it.”

      “How long did it take you to conduct the interview with Mr Taylor?”

      “About an hour.”

      “Did anyone approach you while you were with him?”

      “No.”

      “Did anyone within or outside The Royal Vauxhall Tavern speak to either you or Mr Taylor before, during or after your interview with him?”

      “We spoke to the bar tender, but that was all.”

      “Did you see Mr Taylor acknowledge anyone else during your meeting with him? It might have been a subtle acknowledgement, such as a slight nod of the head or a wink.”

      “No. Why are you asking me all these questions, Inspector? Surely it would be easier for me to make a formal statement? I could even write it down for you if you would like me to. It would save your sergeant here having to do it.”

      “It’s part of his job; don’t you go worrying about him. This case is an extraordinary one, Miss Green, and by asking the right questions I’ll be able to get to the bottom of what has really happened here rather than accepting an embellished version of events.”

      I began to feel wary. “I have no intention of embellishing anything, Inspector. I have been reporting on this case for more than two weeks, and I can assure you that I wish to do everything possible to ensure that the poisoner is caught. My account will be honest and purely based on fact.”

      “I should hope so, Miss Green.”

      More seemingly irrelevant questions followed and then the questioning became quite antagonistic.

      “Did Mr Taylor leave his tankard unattended at any time while you were with him?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Was he sufficiently distracted at any point to allow someone enough time to interfere with his drink?”

      “Not that I remember.”

      “It could have been a simple distraction, such as a communication from another person in the public house or Mr Taylor stooping to pick something up which had dropped to the floor.”

      “No, I don’t remember anything of that sort happening.”

      “So it may have happened but you just don’t recall it?”

      “I’m certain that it didn’t happen.”

      “Did you deliberately distract him at any point so that his drink could be interfered with?”

      “No, Inspector! I would never do such a thing!”

      “Did you administer a poison to his drink while he was distracted from it?”

      “No!” My heart began to pound. “Why should I wish to do something like that?” I said, worried that my expression would somehow convey a guilt which wasn’t there. “I was interviewing him for my newspaper, and I have already told you that I cannot recall him being distracted.”

      “There’s no need to raise your voice, Miss Green. I appreciate the fact that these are searching questions, but you will do yourself an injustice if you fail to remain calm while I question you.”

      I felt my blood run cold. “Are you treating me as a suspect, Inspector?”

      “No, Miss Green, but I must ask you some direct questions so that I can be quite certain. I take the same approach with everyone I interview.”

      “There is no need to ask me whether or not I poisoned Mr Taylor. I would never do that to anyone. I wouldn’t even know how to go about it! Your time would be better spent locating Catherine Curran. She is the key suspect in this case, and she must be close by! You need men on the ground searching for her, Inspector.”

      “They already are, Miss Green,” he replied icily, “and you will continue to answer my questions until I’m satisfied that you have told me everything you know.”
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      It was mid-afternoon by the time I was finally permitted to leave the police interview room. The anger I had felt about the incessant questioning had dulled to a vague sense of relief that I hadn’t been arrested.

      “Penny!” James’ voice stopped me mid-stride just as I was leaving the police station.

      “James.” I managed a smile. “You haven’t been waiting here for me, have you?”

      “No, I’ve only just called in. I need to have a brief conversation with Inspector Austen and then I’ll be calling in at Bermondsey police station. Are you heading in that direction?”

      I wasn’t sure which direction I planned to head in, so I nodded my head.

      

      I waited for James outside the police station, not wishing to spend any more time within its walls. The air felt warm, and bright sunlight streamed through occasional gaps between the grey overhead. A steady rumble from a nearby printing works had an almost soothing tone to it.

      I watched people pass me and wondered where Catherine was now. She had to be close by. Could she be watching the police station at this very moment? I surveyed each person who walked along the street, looking for someone who resembled the pretty, fair-haired woman from the photographs.

      James joined me moments later.

      “Thank you for waiting, Penny. I’ve just spoken to Inspector Austen about the work we need to do next on this case.”

      “I don’t like that man,” I replied as we began to walk.

      “He’s rather serious, isn’t he?”

      “He made me feel as though I had done something wrong! I agreed to answer his questions in the hope that I’d be helping his investigation, but instead he seemed intent on trying to trip me up and somehow making me admit that I had poisoned Mr Taylor. How could he even think such a thing?”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t. He will no doubt question everyone in the same manner. I’m sorry he was rude to you.”

      “I suppose he has a job to do. I like to think that our professions can work well together, but he doesn’t seem to share the sentiment.”

      “Well I do, Penny.”

      “Thank you, James.”

      We climbed on board the horse tram beside the churchyard in Newington Butts.

      “We received some exciting news while you were being interviewed by Inspector Austen,” said James. “Catherine Curran has been arrested.”

      “That is excellent news!” I said. “You have finally found her!”

      I sank into a seat on the tram with a grin on my face.

      “Where was she?” I asked.

      “Kent. Chislehurst, I hear… not far from Orpington.”

      “Kent? So she made a quick visit to Lambeth yesterday evening to poison her first husband, then swiftly returned?”

      “No. She wasn’t in Lambeth at all. She was arrested yesterday evening in Chislehurst.”

      I paused for a moment while I considered this. “So while Benjamin Taylor was being poisoned Catherine Curran was being arrested in Chislehurst?”

      “Yes. Catherine couldn’t have poisoned him.”

      “Then the culprit must be this other person we have discussed. Someone else is doing this and we have no idea who it is!”

      “Exactly. And we have very little evidence that Catherine Curran has poisoned anyone at all.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to reorganise the jigsaw puzzle in my mind. “It’s no good,” I said, opening them again. “I’m baffled.”

      “Only because you have always felt so certain that Catherine Curran is behind all this.”

      “We have all been certain, haven’t we? And by running away as she did she appeared to have confirmed her guilt.”

      “She was found close to Chislehurst Caves. There is some speculation that she had been planning to hide in there.”

      “The ancient mines?” I shuddered. “I shouldn’t like to be down there on my own. But what is she hiding from if she’s innocent?”

      “Hopefully we’ll find out now that we’ve got her. She has been arrested on the charge of bigamy.”

      “Perhaps that is all she’s guilty of,” I said resignedly.

      For so long I had been sure that Catherine was behind the poisoning of all her husbands. Even though Sally Chadwick had confessed I had still believed that Catherine was somehow involved.

      “And don’t forget we are making the assumption that Benjamin Taylor was poisoned,” said James. “We cannot be sure until the autopsy and chemical analysis are carried out. It’s possible the cause of death may have been something altogether different.”

      “Perhaps the other lodger had something to do with it.”

      “L Division are still searching for him. I have no doubt that Austen will question him thoroughly once they find him.”

      “Yes, it’s reassuring to know that he will do that conscientiously,” I added with a faint laugh.

      “I’m looking forward to meeting Catherine Curran,” said James. “She’ll be brought up to Bermondsey by train.”

      After disembarking from the horse tram we walked up Bermondsey Street toward the police station.

      “I’ll update Sergeant Richards and check that everyone is feeling prepared for Inspector Martin’s funeral tomorrow,” said James.

      “It will be a truly sad day,” I said.

      “It will indeed.” His blue eyes dampened.

      

      While James was speaking to Sergeant Richards, I sat in the waiting room and wrote a rough draft of an article about Benjamin Taylor’s murder and Catherine Curran’s arrest in my notebook. I hoped Mr Childers would consider the news important enough to publish in Monday’s edition.

      Once James had finished at the police station we walked in the direction of the river, moving past the stinking railway arches, beneath the railway lines and up toward the Tower Subway.

      “How is your sister faring?” asked James as our footsteps echoed on the spiral staircase down to the tunnel. “Has she reconciled with her husband?”

      “Not yet. She’s struggling to forgive him. I think he made the wrong decision out of stupidity rather than malice; I don’t believe him to be an unpleasant person. But he has been foolish, and I can’t see how she will ever be happy with him again.”

      “It may take her some time to forgive.”

      “Perhaps she never will. They’re quite different from one another. George is rather stuffy and old-fashioned, as you no doubt recall. Eliza is modern in her thinking; much more so than many other people. She campaigns for rational dress and women’s suffrage. The ideal wife for George would be someone who enjoys being the lady of the house while never questioning anything about her position, and never wanting anything more. Eliza wants more, you see. She wishes to work, but George forbids her from doing so.”

      “It’s not something married women usually do.”

      “But why shouldn’t they?”

      “It’s a fair question.”

      “For some reason Eliza has listened to her husband and not sought employment,” I said. “I think she now has the perfect opportunity to take on some form of profession.”

      “Presumably there are children to be looked after, are there not?”

      “There are, and she has a nanny who costs money, of course. If she were to divorce George she would no doubt have to move out of her home, and she would need to earn enough money to pay for a home and to have someone care for the children. In the past I have found myself envying her lifestyle; however, I have since realised how constrained it is. With George being the sole source of household income she has no independence.”

      “Polite society would argue that she doesn’t need independence, since everything is provided for her.”

      “And in theory she should be happy. Yet she possesses a spirit which yearns for freedom and choice, much like mine.”

      James smiled.

      “And I suppose it is difficult to feel sympathy for my sister when she has such a fine home as a result of her husband’s good salary,” I continued. “I have encountered enough poverty and destitution during the course of my work to know that she is well positioned in life. But the reality is that she married the wrong person. The repercussions of that may not always be immediate, but they will manifest sooner or later. I think she pretended to be in love with George because, sadly for my sister, even now at the age of thirty-two, I don’t think she understands what real love feels like.”

      There was a long pause as we continued walking.

      “That’s a pity,” James said quietly.

      The silence grew as we continued walking and I wondered whether James was considering his own situation in the light of my words. His wedding to Charlotte was just a week away and I was trying my hardest not to dwell on it, hoping in vain that ignoring the event might somehow prevent it from happening.

      But there was no preventing the image of a smiling, apple-cheeked Charlotte in her wedding dress leaping into my mind. It hung there so clearly that it almost floated before me in that miserable, dingy tunnel.

      “Don’t do it!” I exclaimed, stopping and turning to face James. “Don’t marry her!”
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      James stopped walking and turned to face me. I held his gaze, hoping beyond hope that my eyes would implore him to do the right thing.

      “Don’t you see why Eliza is so unhappy now?” I asked. “She married a fool. I know there are times in many marriages when husbands and wives fall out, but George has always been a fool. He was a fool when they courted and a fool the day they married. I don’t believe she was completely blind to it, but she married him because she felt she should.

      “If you marry Charlotte, James, you will likely be perfectly happy together during your honeymoon. Perhaps you will be happy for a few months as you set up home together. You may even be happy for a year or two. But will you be happy together for the rest of your lives?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, then seemed to think better of it.

      “No, you won’t,” I continued. “I know this because of the manner in which you kissed me as we stood in Eliza’s hallway. A man who is happily engaged does not kiss another woman in such a way!”

      James stood quite still, his eyes intently searching my face.

      “I don’t want you to make a mistake that you will regret for the rest of your life,” I said quietly.

      He took a step forward, bent his head toward mine and kissed me gently. I closed my eyes and breathed in his scent, praying that my words had changed his mind.

      Then he took a step back again. “I wish I could tell you how much I care about you, Penny, but it wouldn’t be fair.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It wouldn’t be fair for you or for me.”

      “You still intend to marry her?” I asked, my heart sinking into the pit of my stomach.

      He began to walk slowly along the tunnel again. “I have to, as I’ve explained before. I can’t tell you how many people have been invited to this wedding. My parents… particularly my father. He has been suffering with ill health for some time. For a while he doubted whether he would still be alive when the marriage took place. And he is so excited about the wedding, Penny. My parents are overjoyed. If I change my mind about it they will be heartbroken!”

      “But this isn’t about your parents,” I said. “It’s about you.”

      “It’s partly about me, but marriage is also the union of two families. I think of all the siblings, the aunts and uncles, the cousins and so on. I’d have to do a terrific amount of explaining to them all if I called it off. My brother and his wife are travelling all the way from Scotland to attend.”

      There was a thud of anger in my chest. “So you are marrying Charlotte out of obligation to your family?”

      “I suppose that’s partly it, especially this close to the event. You can’t just call off a wedding with a week to go.”

      “You can if you think you’re making a terrible mistake.”

      “She would sue me, Penny.”

      “That would be unreasonable of her.”

      “Would it? I’m not sure that it would. She has already threatened to sue me for breach of promise once.”

      I gave a hollow laugh. “She has already threatened you with it?”

      He stopped again and turned to face me. “A lot of conversations have been had about you, Penny. If truth be told, Charlotte suspects that I hold some affection for you. It’s why she prevented us from meeting at the Museum Tavern.”

      “Just imagine what she would say if she knew that you had kissed me! Twice!”

      James sighed. “I cannot even begin to consider what she would say. She’d be angry, that’s for sure. She has been angry in the past, and that’s when the threat came. Women are perfectly entitled to sue, of course. The law is there to protect them. I simply cannot imagine how my father’s health would cope with the wedding being cancelled or by the ugly scene with my former fiancée in the courts. I couldn’t do that to him, Penny.”

      “You’re not saying anything about you or what you want, James.”

      “It’s too late for that now. The wheels were set in motion a long time ago. If I change my mind now I’ll be letting down the people who matter most to me.”

      “Your parents.”

      “Yes, my parents. And Charlotte, in some respects.”

      “Do you love her?”

      He scratched at his temple. “I have a good deal of affection for her. I’ve known her for a long time, and our families are close.”

      “So you love her as if she were a cousin or a friend?”

      “I think you have described it very well, Penny.” He smiled.

      “That is not sufficient reason to marry someone.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, but at this stage I can see no other option. Everything is ready for next Saturday, and my father is in the best spirits I’ve seen him in for a long time. To call it off… I honestly don’t know how I could do it, Penny.”

      “I should think it would be quite simple. You inform Charlotte that you no longer wish to marry her and then cover your ears as the world crashes down around you. People will be upset and disappointed, but the uproar won’t last forever. It will probably be quite short-lived, I should think. Anyone who knows you well, and cares about you, will want you to make the right decision. They will forgive you for disappointing them in time.”

      “If only it were that simple.”

      “But it is!” I snapped. “The problem is that you’re afraid of letting people down. But if I explain to you now that I love you, and wish nothing more than for us to be married, might that cause you to reconsider?”

      James stepped toward me, as if he wished to kiss me again. I felt my face grow hot as my declaration of love hung heavily in the air. I had said everything I was capable of saying. It felt as though my heart was in his hands.

      I waited, hoping there would be a declaration of love from him in return. If my words hadn’t changed his mind, surely nothing would.

      I heard footsteps behind me and turned to see two young men walking toward us. I recalled, to my great horror, how easily voices carried along the tunnel.

      James and I stood back from one another and the men grinned at us as they approached.

      “Oy, oy,” said one of them as he doffed his hat. “Fair brings a tear to yer eye. Are yer goin’ ter reconsider, mister?”

      James glared at him. “I would ask you to mind your own business!” he retorted.

      “Aye,” replied the man with a smirk as he placed his hat back on his head and they walked on.

      Another couple was approaching from behind them and I felt irritated that we were no longer alone.

      James and I walked on.

      I didn’t know what else to say. Any words we spoke would be overheard by the other people walking nearby.

      I felt embarrassed and ashamed, but I had done all I could.

      If James went ahead with his wedding despite my impassioned pleas I would have to do something else with my life. I couldn’t bear to remain in London, continuing with my work and constantly worrying that I might bump into him. How could I ever work with him while he was married to another woman? It would be too upsetting. I would have to leave London and my job and my home to go and make a life for myself elsewhere.

      I felt a strong temptation to follow Francis out to Colombia to help him search for my father. I needed to do something, anything, that could make me forget about James’ wedding.

      We climbed the stairs at the far end of the tunnel and emerged, blinking, into the bright daylight.

      We stood for a moment, taking in the view of the Tower of London.

      “I need to give the situation a great deal of thought,” said James. “I have never felt so much conflict in my mind before.”

      “Surely my feelings for you do not come as a surprise,” I said.

      “To hear you express them as you did is a surprise to me indeed. Until now I had suspected… Well, I suppose I knew. But it was easier to continue as we were and not go upsetting anyone. That’s changed now and… It’s certainly regretful that we are now so close to the wedding day. I keep picturing my parents’ faces if I were to tell them the bad news, and Charlotte’s face as well... not to mention her parents. And then there’s my sister to consider, and my little nephew, who I’m told is extremely excited about attending his first ever wedding. There is so much to consider.”

      I gritted my teeth. I had heard enough. “Well, I know where I shall be a week from today,” I said. “Drowning my sorrows at the Museum Tavern!”
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      I woke early the following morning, still turning the exchange with James over in my mind. I realised that he hadn’t said that he loved Charlotte during our conversation.

      Had he omitted to do so to avoid offending me? Was a concern for his family the only reason he was continuing with the marriage, or did he feel something deeper for her after all?

      I pictured the vicar asking whether anyone knew of any lawful reason why James and Charlotte should not be married. That would be the perfect moment to stand up and declare my love for him.

      I knew that it wasn’t a lawful reason for them not to marry, and that James would never forgive me for ruining his wedding. No one would. My actions would be unpopular with everyone present, and doing such a thing would be the act of a truly desperate woman. Although I felt suitably desperate about the situation I was too proud to plead with James at the altar. If his mind was made up there was little more I could do about it.

      

      Inspector Martin’s funeral was held at St Matthew’s Church in Brixton. The church was filled with police officers proudly wearing their blue Metropolitan Police uniforms, though I also noticed the black uniforms of some City of London Police officers among them. I saw James among the mourners, busy comforting his colleagues and Inspector Martin’s widow. My heart ached when I saw the young Martin children dressed in their mourning clothes. The littlest was just a baby.

      My conversation with James after the funeral service was brief. He was accompanied by Charlotte, who wore a black veil and sniffed constantly into a black handkerchief. I expressed my commiserations and quickly moved away. Even if Charlotte hadn’t been there I wasn’t sure what I could have said to him after our conversation in the subway. The wedding was just six days away now and I was beginning to wonder what I could possibly do with myself once James was married.

      I spoke with William Curran for a while in the churchyard.

      “Hangin’s too good for Sally Chadwick,” he fumed.

      “If we can be sure she was responsible, that is,” I said. “It seems there is another poisoner at work.”

      William’s dark eyes bored into mine. “Who?”

      I told him about the death of Benjamin Taylor, and while I was still speaking Florence Burrell joined us.

      “Benjamin Taylor’s dead?” she asked, her eyes wide behind her thick-lensed spectacles.

      “Yes,” I replied, trying hard to stop my eyes being drawn to the angry red scar. “The police think he was also poisoned, though we must wait for the results of the autopsy to be certain.”

      “I feel sad for him,” said Florence. “He said he’d been poisoned by his wife, didn’t he?”

      “And he was telling the truth,” I added. “I confirmed it with a doctor who treated him at the time.”

      “’E were married to Caffrine, weren’t ’e?” said William. “’E said as Caffrine ’ad poisoned ’im. Although ’e called ’er a different name, didn’t ’e?”

      “Jane,” I replied. “And she has just been arrested in Kent.”

      “So they’ve got ’er?”

      I nodded.

      “But she ain’t done nuffink wrong, ’as she?”

      “We don’t know,” I replied. “She faces a charge of bigamy at the very least.”

      “But Taylor’s dead now,” said William. “It can’t be bigamy no more. All ’er ’usbands are dead. They should leave ’er alone.”

      “She could have helped herself by not running away,” I said. “She was found close to Chislehurst Caves, which suggests that she was planning to hide herself there. Her behaviour is rather suspicious.”

      “Surely she couldn’t have been planning to hide in the caves?” said Florence. “How long was she going to stay there?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “She’s up to something, and I can only hope the police solve this case very soon. Inspector Martin’s death is a terrible tragedy, and with Mr Taylor also dying in suspicious circumstances I’m extremely worried that we shall have another death on our hands before long.”
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      Benjamin Taylor’s inquest was held at The Crown Tavern, a four-storey public house which sat on Albert Embankment between the railway lines and the River Thames. Autumn seemed to be on its way as a brisk wind blew leaves and spots of rain along the street.

      I fastened a few more buttons on my jacket and looked out over the river as I waited for the inquest to begin. Cranes rose from the wharves further downstream, and across the water lay the grey, forbidding walls of Millbank Prison. I thought about Catherine Curran and hoped she had been brought to London by now. I also hoped there would somehow be an opportunity for me to be present during her questioning, as I desperately wanted to hear what she had to say for herself. I was intrigued to meet the woman I knew only from the three oddly posed photographs with her deceased husbands.

      I turned back toward the Crown and saw Inspector Austen arriving with his freckle-faced sergeant. I bid them good morning, then followed them into the pub and climbed a wooden staircase to an upstairs room.

      The Lambeth coroner began the proceedings and I looked around for James, assuming I had missed him as he entered the room. There was no sign of him. I took out my notebook and prepared myself to make detailed notes.

      Benjamin Taylor’s landlady spoke first and described, through stifled sobs, how she had found him dead in his bed on the Saturday morning. During the night she had heard him go out to the lavatory in the yard a few times but had otherwise noticed nothing unusual.

      Next to speak was the other lodger. The coroner asked him to introduce himself.

      “I’m George Goodin’ and I lives at an ’undred an’ twenny-seven Tyers Street, Lambeth. I works at Doulton’s.”

      “You lodged at the same address as the deceased, Mr Gooding?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And when did you last see Mr Taylor?”

      “Friday ev’nin’.”

      “And where was he when you saw him on the Friday evening?”

      “At ’ome.”

      “At one hundred and twenty-seven Tyers Street?”

      “Yeah, that’s me ’ome.”

      “And at what time did you see him?”

      “I seen ’im twice. I seen ’im at ’alf past six, then ’e wen’ out and I saw ’im again at ten o’clock.”

      “And do you know where he went?”

      “Proberly the Vauxhall Tavern.”

      “The Royal Vauxhall Tavern close to Vauxhall Station?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you know for certain that he went there?”

      “’E always did, so I reckons ’e musta done.”

      “But you can’t be completely certain?”

      “’E wouldn’t of gone nowhere else.”

      The coroner gave a slight grimace of exasperation. “Did the deceased seem to be in a state of inebriation when he returned home?”

      “A what now?”

      “Do you think that Mr Taylor may have been drunk when he returned home?”

      “Oh no, ’e never got too bad wiv the drink. ’E’d ’ave ’ad a few, but ’e never got bad wiv it.”

      “By use of the word bad, do you mean drunk?”

      “Yes, sir. ’E weren’t drunk.”

      “But you suspect that he had consumed a quantity of alcohol on Friday evening?”

      “Yes, sir, on account of ’e’d been to The Vauxhall Tavern.”

      “Did you have a conversation with Mr Taylor on his return?”

      “Not much. Jus’ the usual.”

      “What is the usual?”

      “Just ’ello an’ that. An’ ’e said he was goin’ up ter get some kip.”

      “Did he tell you anything about his evening?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Did he mention anyone he had met with or spoken to that evening?”

      “No, sir.”

      “And he went up to his room shortly after arriving home?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did he mention that he felt unwell at all?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Did he seem unwell to you?”

      “No, but ’e looked a bit pale. ’E never usually looked pale.”

      “Did that observation lead you to suspect that he was feeling unwell?”

      “No, sir. I didn’t know ’e was sick or nuffink. It was only when I thought of it later that I thought as ’e’d looked pale.”

      “In summary, then, you last saw the deceased at about ten o’clock on Friday evening just before he retired for the night?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The next witness was the landlord of The Royal Vauxhall Tavern. I recognised him from several months earlier when James had spoken to him about the murder of Elizabeth Wiggins. He was a broad man and he wore a tight-fitting jacket.

      “Me name’s Gerald Smith and I’m the landlord of The Royal Vauxhall Tavern.”

      “Did you see the deceased at your public house on the evening of Friday the fifth of September?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did you speak to him?”

      “Yes, sir. He said ’ello.”

      “Did he seem his usual self to you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “He didn’t seem unwell at all?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Can you recall what he drank?”

      “Beer. Just ’is usual, sir.”

      “Can you recall how many mugs of beer he consumed?”

      “Difficult ter say. I must’ve served ’im two or three, and ’e proberly ’ad one or two more than that, like ’e usually did. ’E was proberly served ’em by Forbes, who works behind the bar with me.”

      “Can you tell us who Mr Taylor was with?”

      “Yes, sir. He was with the regulars.”

      “And who are they?”

      “Friends of ’is.”

      “Do you know these men well?”

      “I’ve known ’em all for years.”

      Once Mr Smith had finished speaking a succession of Benjamin Taylor’s friends appeared as witnesses. Each of them deposed that they had drunk with him at The Royal Vauxhall Tavern that evening, and that he had seemed his usual self.

      Everyone gathered at the inquest suddenly became more attentive when two of Taylor’s friends mentioned that a woman had approached him toward the end of his time there. Neither was able to identify this woman, but she was described as slightly built with dark hair, and both men reported that Taylor seemed to know her. After conversing with her in a corner, they had left the pub together at about half past eight.

      Once the last of Taylor’s friends had finished giving his testimony, the police surgeon was summoned. He described how he had carried out an autopsy on Benjamin Taylor. The room collectively held its breath as he described what he had found.

      “I examined tissue samples from the stomach and intestine, and I found them to be ulcerated and inflamed.”

      “Which is an indicator of what?”

      “That the deceased consumed a large volume of irritant.”

      “Poison?”

      The police surgeon ignored the gasps. “Yes, poison could certainly cause this sort of damage.”

      “I must bear in mind the recent incidence of poisonings in this area as I ask the next question,” said the coroner. “Might arsenic have caused the sort of ulceration and inflammation you have witnessed?”

      “It would indeed, sir. I suspect arsenic poisoning to be the cause of death, and to that end I have sent samples of the viscera off for chemical analysis.”

      I sighed. This inquest was remarkably similar to the others I had reported on in recent weeks. But who was the woman Benjamin Taylor had left the pub with? I would have assumed that it was Catherine Curran had she not been arrested twelve miles away in Chislehurst at around the same time.

      Inspector Austen took the witness stand and the coroner asked him whether he had succeeded in finding the woman who Taylor had left the pub with that evening.

      “None yet, sir. L Division is working day and night to track her down.”

      “Have you any idea as to her identity?”

      “None whatsoever, sir.”

      “Do you suspect that she may have had a hand in his poisoning?”

      “On the face of it, sir, I would say that any of the people Mr Taylor spent his last evening with could have had a hand in his poisoning. However, my suspicions rest on the anonymous woman because Mr Taylor claimed that his wife had once attempted to poison him.”

      “And when was this?”

      “Six years ago, sir.”

      “And Mr Taylor was estranged from his wife?”

      “Yes, sir. They separated six years ago but remained legally married.”

      “Had he seen her since their separation?”

      “Not to my knowledge.”

      “Could his wife have been the woman he left the public house with on Friday evening?”

      “It could have been her. However, I hear that the lady in question, who goes by the name of Catherine Curran these days, was arrested in Chislehurst, Kent, the very same evening. So it seems unlikely.”

      “Why was his wife arrested?”

      “I understand that a charge of bigamy is to be brought against her, sir. I would also like to add, though the relevance cannot fully be determined yet, that Catherine Curran’s three other husbands died from poisoning.”

      “Another woman has already confessed to those poisonings, has she not?”

      “Yes. And while there is no conclusive evidence that Catherine Curran was involved in the poisonings, the fact that her husband Benjamin Taylor also appears to have died of arsenic poisoning cannot be ignored.”

      “I am aware of the Bermondsey poisoner case, and also of the suspected poisoning of the respected serving police officer, Inspector Martin,” said the coroner. “I understand that Scotland Yard is involved with what has become an increasingly complex investigation, and the unfortunate death of Mr Taylor may form part of that. Is there a Scotland Yard detective present this morning?”

      “Detective Inspector James Blakely of the Yard was due to attend this morning, sir, but he has been taken unwell,” replied Inspector Austen.

      I felt my heart leap into my throat. I had never known James to be unwell.

      “I suggest an adjournment of this inquest for a period of two weeks,” said the coroner. “That will allow time for chemical analysis to confirm the cause of death in this case, and hopefully Inspector Blakely will have recovered by then and will update us on Scotland Yard’s investigation into the poisonings. In the meantime, Inspector Austen, I’m quite sure that you don’t need me to tell you to find the woman who was with Mr Taylor on the night he died as a matter of extreme urgency.”
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      With the inquest adjourned I decided to go and find James. I needed to reassure myself that he hadn’t been taken seriously ill the way that Inspector Martin had.

      He lived in St John’s Wood, which lay on the north-west side of London. It would be a long, frustrating journey from Lambeth. I took a horse tram down to Vauxhall Bridge and crossed the bridge on foot. From there I took another horse tram to Victoria Station, where I was able to take the underground railway to Baker Street station. From Baker Street I travelled by the Metropolitan Railway to St John’s Wood Road. I managed to find time during the tram and train rides to draft my report on Benjamin Taylor’s inquest.

      James lived at Henstridge Place. One side of the street was lined with large stuccoed buildings, and his home was one of the smart terraced houses on the opposite side.

      I hammered at the door, hoping James would be well enough to answer. It was opened a short way by a fair, broad-faced woman with blue eyes.

      Charlotte.

      I smiled as best I could and greeted her politely. Her expression was cool.

      “I heard that James is unwell,” I said. “How is he?”

      “He’s quite weak, but in good spirits.”

      “Has a doctor examined him?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Do you intend to send for one? I think it’s quite important. I’m worried it may be linked to the other poisonings.”

      Charlotte gave a dry laugh. “James hasn’t been poisoned!”

      “How do you know? Arsenic poisoning presents with common gastric problems, meaning that people often put the symptoms down to other causes.”

      Charlotte frowned. “How do you know that James has been poisoned by arsenic?”

      “I don’t, but I’m worried that he might have been, especially after the poisoning of his friend Inspector Martin.”

      Charlotte’s face fell even further. “Yes, that was terribly sad. But James couldn’t have been poisoned. No one would have done that to him.”

      “I hope they haven’t, but I feel worried just the same.”

      “Oh dear, I do too now. He won’t let a doctor anywhere near him. He says that it’s nothing to worry about.”

      “That sounds typical of James, putting on a brave face. Is he well enough to receive visitors?”

      “No.” Charlotte pushed against the door so that it was almost closed. “He needs to rest,” she said through the gap between the door and the frame. “He needs to recover in time for our wedding. Doesn’t life play mean tricks? I have never known James to be unwell in all the time I’ve known him, then five days before we’re due to be married he’s laid up in bed. I’ve a good mind to ensure that he stays there until the morning of the wedding! Hopefully he’ll be well recovered before then, but I think he could do with a proper rest. This job is simply too much for him.”

      “No, it’s not. He loves his work.”

      “He has an obsession with his work, and as we see now it’s not good for his health. You should see the state he’s in.”

      “You will make sure that a doctor examines him to rule out poisoning, won’t you?”

      “I’ll ask him first. I don’t know how on earth he would have managed to get himself poisoned. That would be even worse, wouldn’t it? Poisoned just days before his marriage!”

      I began to wish that someone would poison Charlotte. Just the sight of her before me made my teeth clench with anger.

      “You’ll let him know I called, won’t you?” I said. “Could you tell him that I attended the inquest into Benjamin Taylor’s death this morning, and that arsenic poisoning is suspected?”

      “I shan’t bother him with work matters at the moment. It’s important that he devotes his energies to making a full recovery.”

      “Indeed. Well, I’m certain your tender-hearted nursing skills will ensure that he makes a quick recovery, Charlotte.” I wondered if she had noticed the tone of irony in my voice as I forced a smile.

      I bid her farewell and descended the steps of James’ home with a heavy heart. I prayed fervently that he hadn’t been poisoned and that he would soon be better again. I also prayed that he wouldn’t permit Charlotte to keep him prisoner in his own home until the day of their marriage. I couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing him again until after they were married.

      Our conversation in the Tower Subway had not been fully resolved, and the only comfort I had was that he had kissed me again.
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        * * *

      

      I called in at the newsroom on my way to Bermondsey.

      “Fifteen percent now, Miss Green,” said Edgar, rubbing his hands together with glee.

      “That’s how much the circulation figures have fallen?” I asked.

      “Exactly right! You’re sharp-minded. Isn’t Miss Green sharp-minded, Potter?”

      “Extremely sharp-minded,” agreed Frederick.

      “Blimpy’s not going to get away with a fifteen percent drop,” continued Edgar. “It’s bound to set Uncle Conway on the war path.”

      “I hope so,” I said.

      “My father frequents the same gentleman’s club as Mr Conway,” said Edgar. “I’ve asked him to have a quiet word in the proprietor’s ear.”

      “He’s influential enough, is he?” I asked.

      “I can’t tell you exactly what my father does, but whatever it is he’s a master at string-pulling. Do you remember when he had my reading ticket reinstated at the British Library?”

      “I do remember. That was after you were thrown out for fighting in the reading room.”

      “Tom Clifford started it.”

      “He always does.”

      “That business is all water under the bridge now, and I feel sure that old pater will help out again. Never doubt a Fish, Miss Green.”

      “I’d be foolish to do so, I’m sure,” I replied.

      Pale-faced Mr Childers quietly entered the room.

      “Cholera, Miss Green,” he said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “In Naples. I need four hundred words from you on the subject.”

      “Terrible shame,” said Edgar. “I visited Naples when I did the Grand Tour.”

      “You did the Grand Tour?” asked Frederick.

      “Doesn’t every chap do the Grand Tour?” replied Edgar.

      “Only the chaps with plenty of money and time on their hands,” said Frederick. “Where did you go?”

      “Oh, the usual places. Paris, Geneva, Turin, Venice, Florence, Rome and then Naples, of course. Naples is the traditional terminus, but I hopped over to Sicily and Malta and did a little bit of Greece. Then I travelled back via Vienna, Munich, Dresden and Berlin. Oh, and Innsbruck too, I think. Remind me to tell you about the ladies in Naples next time we’re in Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese, Potter. I can’t go into detail about it in polite company.”

      “Have you quite finished, Mr Fish?” asked Mr Childers.

      “Sorry, sir. I didn’t realise you were still in the room.”

      “Can’t Edgar write the article about Naples?” I asked the editor, mindful of the reporting I needed to do in Bermondsey. “By all accounts he has experience of the city and its peoples.”

      “Female peoples,” added Frederick.

      “Absolutely not!” bellowed Mr Childers. “Your deadline is tomorrow.”
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      I returned to Bermondsey to find out if there was any news from the interrogation of Catherine Curran. Maggie was leaving the police station as I arrived.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked her.

      “Oh ’ello, Miss Green. It is indeed. Why d’yer ask?”

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      “Oh I ’elps out ’ere from time ter time. I does a bit o’ cleanin’ an’ that.”

      “You help at the police station as well as the church?”

      “Yeah, keeps me outta trouble!” She gave me a wink and continued on her way. She wore an apron, but the dress she wore beneath it appeared rather smart for cleaning work.

      

      Sergeant Richards seemed perplexed when I reached his desk.

      “She’s been here almost a day, but she won’t talk at all. She’s sitting in the cell downstairs refusing to say anything to anyone.”

      “Who has tried speaking to her?”

      “Me, Sergeant Grimes and some of the constables. Inspector Wallis from Blackman Street station in Southwark has also tried. He’s stepped in to help with the case as we’re becoming rather short of men. We’ve lost Inspector Martin and now Inspector Blakely—”

      “You won’t lose him,” I said determinedly. “He’ll be back.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I think you’ve done a fine job of finding Catherine Curran. I hear she was planning to hide out in the caves at Chislehurst.”

      “Yes, we believe so. The men had been concentrating on searching Orpington, but then she caught the eye of a Chislehurst constable while she was walking along the high street there. She was unaccompanied and looking about her as if she were unfamiliar with the place.

      “Toward the end of the afternoon he saw her again, this time loitering near the caves, which is an odd location for a lady to be standing around on her own. She told him she was waiting to meet someone. He replied that he’d heard reports of a woman matching her description who was on the run in Kent, and that his colleagues in nearby Orpington would be particularly interested to meet her. She refused to tell him her name, but she went with him quietly. She’s quite thin and seems to be lacking in nourishment. She was probably too weak and tired to put up much resistance once she was found.”

      “Did she have any belongings with her?”

      “Yes, she was carrying a bag with some clothes in, so there is no doubt that she was on her travels. A search of her person revealed a second-class train ticket from London Bridge station, so we know that she has travelled down to Kent from London in recent days. She was also carrying a significant amount of money on her person; about forty pounds. That’s what you might expect to find on a woman who has recently claimed against a life insurance policy.

      “We’ve shown her the photographs she had taken with her deceased husbands, but she has displayed no emotion. We asked her about Sally Chadwick and she has said nothing. It’s most unusual. I’m beginning to wonder whether she has been rendered mute by the tragedy of losing three husbands. I think her mind has been disturbed by it all. I feel quite sorry for her. She faces the police court later this week on the charge of bigamy, but I don’t think her nerves will stand it.”

      “Might I be permitted to see her?”

      “I don’t think so, Miss Green. You’ll probably start asking inappropriate questions again.”

      “I won’t this time, I promise. And I won’t publish anything from my meeting with her.”

      Sergeant Richards shook his head.

      “Please?” I begged. “As she’s refusing to speak to you, I wonder whether the presence of another woman might help. She may feel quite intimidated at a police station surrounded by men.”

      He sighed. “Very well, though I don’t know why I’m agreeing to it. Perhaps it’s because I know that you won’t leave me alone until I do. And maybe another woman is what she needs to get her talking. But you must be very careful with your line of questioning, Miss Green. And I shall accompany you, of course.”

      “Absolutely fine, Sergeant. Thank you.”

      We walked down to the cells and the gaoler opened the door of the cell that had previously accommodated Sally Chadwick.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs Curran,” said the sergeant. “I’ve brought Miss Penny Green with me this time. She’s a news reporter for the Morning Express. Hopefully you’ll feel a little more comfortable with a lady to talk to.”

      A quick glance at Catherine Curran’s face made me doubt it. Her large, dark eyes stared at me coldly from her pale face. Her mood appeared hostile, but she wasn’t at all intimidating. In fact, she looked much younger than her twenty-nine years.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs Curran,” I said, hoping to put her at ease. “Sergeant Richards has just been telling me how you were found in Chislehurst. Were you on your way to see members of your family in Orpington? I’ve heard that’s where you come from.”

      There was no reply.

      “A lot has happened since you’ve been away,” I continued, hoping that she would begin to respond. “You’ll be relieved to hear that someone has confessed to poisoning all of your husbands.” I wondered whether anyone had told her about Benjamin Taylor yet. “You could come to court when she’s there next and see her for yourself. I think you already know her quite well. Her name is Sally Chadwick.”

      Catherine gave me no response, and I wondered what she was thinking.

      “Do you know Sally Chadwick?” I asked.

      There was still no reply.

      “Would you like something to eat?” I asked. “Or drink?”

      Catherine looked away.

      I caught Sergeant Richards’ gaze and sighed.

      “Well, I think I’ll go now, Catherine, unless there’s anything you’d like to tell me. As Sergeant Richards has already explained, I’m a reporter for the Morning Express newspaper. I won’t publish anything you say without your permission, but I thought there might be something you would like people to hear?”

      She looked down at her hands and I wondered whether she had even heard what I had just said to her.

      “Thank you for your time, Catherine. I’ll leave you be for now.”

      I turned to walk out of the cell.

      “I want to go home,” came a timorous voice from behind me.

      I turned to look at her again. Her eyes were damp, and her lower lip quivered as if she were close to tears.

      “I’m sure you do,” I said. “Perhaps a bail agreement could be arranged with Sergeant Richards here.”

      I gave him a hopeful look, but he said nothing.

      The charge of bigamy seemed unnecessary in my mind, having seen how small and vulnerable Catherine looked. Her husbands were all dead and I struggled to imagine that this frightened-looking woman could have done anything to harm them.

      The gaoler closed the door on Catherine and locked it behind him.

      Something still didn’t feel right. Catherine was not what I had expected. I had anticipated a hard look in her eye and an air of defiance or argument in her tone. It seemed I had formed the wrong impression of her.

      “May I look at those photographs of Catherine with her post-mortem husbands again?” I asked Sergeant Richards once we were upstairs in the parade room.

      He walked over to a chest of drawers, pulled one of them open and retrieved a paper file. He placed it on a nearby desk and flicked through it until he found the photographs. Then he laid them out in front of us. This was the first time I had seen the three pictures side by side. I tried not to look at the glassy-eyed expression on each of the men. Their faces made me shiver.

      I looked closely at Catherine’s face in the three photographs. Each had been taken two years after the previous one. I particularly focused on the photographs taken in 1880 and 1884. There was no doubt that Catherine’s face showed slight signs of ageing in the most recent picture. Her face was slightly plumper in the earlier picture and her skin was noticeably firmer around the eyes and chin.

      “Are you sure that the woman you’re holding downstairs is Catherine Curran?” I asked Sergeant Richards.

      “Absolutely certain. She fits the description of Catherine and was found looking lost with a train ticket from London in her purse. Besides, she was carrying a large sum of money and a bag which contained clothing and a pair of shoes.”

      “Have you identified her by any other means?”

      “There was nothing among her personal effects to identify her as Catherine Curran.”

      “Then how do you know for certain that it’s her?”

      “Who else could it be?”

      “I don’t know. But surely you need to be certain that the woman you are holding here is Catherine Curran. Have you asked her?”

      Sergeant Richards gave a dry laugh. “Of course we’ve asked her. But you’ve seen how she refuses to talk to anyone.”

      “She spoke to me.”

      “She didn’t deny that she was Catherine Curran, did she? You’d think that if she chose to say anything the first thing she’d say would be, ‘You’ve apprehended the wrong person.’ Then she would presumably go to some lengths to prove who she really was, and perhaps point us in the direction of a friend or family member who could identify her.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want anyone to know who she is.”

      “And why not?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m questioning whether you have arrested the right person, because the evidence you have to suggest that the woman downstairs is Catherine Curran is merely circumstantial. If you look at the photographs on the desk here you can see that the woman in the cell downstairs most closely resembles the Catherine we see in the first picture. However, the Catherine in the photograph taken this year looks much older than the woman in the cell downstairs. She didn’t look twenty-nine to me.”

      “You can’t always judge a person’s age by their face, Miss Green.”

      “No, not always, but you can usually get a rough idea. Consider the life Catherine has led. I know nothing of her youth, but I do know that she has worked for most of her adult life in leather markets in Bermondsey and Lambeth. This type of employment is quite strenuous, and after some years it takes its toll on a person’s appearance. Consider also that Catherine has been married four times and has endured the death of three of her husbands. Perhaps she had a hand in that, but we don’t know for sure yet. I would therefore expect Catherine to look much as she does in this photograph.” I pointed at the one which had been taken most recently. “This looks to be a woman of twenty-nine who has endured a certain amount of adversity. The woman you’re holding downstairs does not appear that way to me.”

      “She may have suffered great adversity.”

      “But she looks much younger than the woman in the photograph. Could you arrange for someone to identify her?”

      “Such as who?”

      I wished James were present. I liked Sergeant Richards, but I was beginning to doubt his ability to handle such a complex case. I felt sympathy for him as he had recently lost his colleague in tragic circumstances, but I was finding the conversation increasingly frustrating and was beginning to worry about the impact this situation might have on the case.

      “Someone who knows her! Florence Burrell or William Curran, for example. Catherine Curran was married to their brothers, after all. Or perhaps a neighbour, or someone she worked with at the leather market.”

      Sergeant Richards nodded. “We could ask Miss Burrell or Mr Curran, I suppose.”

      “Please do so, Sergeant, because if you’re holding the wrong woman you know what that means, don’t you? It means there is a possibility that Benjamin Taylor was poisoned by his wife on Friday evening. And it also means that she is still at liberty to poison someone else.”
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      I worked in the reading room the following day, developing my article about the cholera epidemic in Naples. It was difficult to concentrate. I couldn’t help wondering whether Sergeant Richards had managed to confirm that the woman under arrest was indeed Catherine Curran. If she wasn’t Catherine, who was she? There was no doubt that the police investigation had been hampered by Inspector Martin’s death. Had that been the poisoner’s intention?

      I was deeply concerned that James was unwell for the same reason. What I wanted to do, more than anything else, was to visit his home again and find out whether he was beginning to recover. Would Charlotte inform me if his condition worsened?

      Thoughts of James consumed my mind. Would it really be so terrible if I called at his home again and inquired how he was? I pictured Charlotte’s stormy expression as she answered the door to me a second time. There was no doubt that another visit would antagonise her.

      I sat back in my chair and sighed. I needed to know that he was all right. I couldn’t bear the not knowing. I wanted to be there beside him, and I wanted to ensure that he got better again. I began to think the best thing to do was send him a telegram.

      As I pondered this, I became aware of a figure from the corner of my eye. I turned to see Mr Sherman walking toward me. I blinked, struggling to believe my eyes.

      But it was him, and I felt a smile spread across my face.

      “What are you doing here, sir?” I whispered once he had reached my side.

      “Can we find somewhere to talk?”

      I packed my papers away excitedly and we made our way outside.

      “What’s happening with your case, sir?” I asked as we descended the steps of the British Museum.

      “We’re all due back in court to face the charges this Thursday,” he said glumly. “And no doubt all the luminaries of Fleet Street will be there to report on the former editor of the Morning Express’ public downfall.”

      “Not former, surely?” I said. “You can return to your job once this has all blown over.”

      “After serving a jail term of four months? I doubt it very much.”

      “You haven’t been found guilty yet, or even stood trial. Perhaps the charges against you will be dropped.”

      “That’s what my supposedly brilliant lawyer is working toward, but I can’t say that I’m terribly hopeful. Standing trial will mark the end of my career on Fleet Street whether I’m found guilty or not.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair at all,” I said. “You’re so good at your job, Mr Sherman.”

      “Thank you, Miss Green. I’m not perfect, though; far from it. And I can’t pretend that I didn’t know what I was getting myself into. I knew the risks and I was foolish. Anyway, that’s by the by. I didn’t come here to bemoan my situation.”

      “Shall we have a drink at the Museum Tavern?”

      “That sounds like a good idea.”

      

      The cut-glass mirrors, flickering gas lamps and haze of tobacco smoke made me think of James again. I glanced over at our usual table and saw a man seated there reading The Times. Would James and I ever meet in this place again? It seemed unlikely.

      I shivered as a fresh wave of concern that he was suffering from the effects of poison flashed into my mind. I knew that arsenic didn’t always kill people immediately; poor Inspector Martin’s death was proof of that. He had been poisoned on a Thursday but had died the following Monday, having endured four days of agony.

      “Are you all right, Miss Green?” asked Mr Sherman as he handed me a glass of sherry.

      “I am. Thank you, sir.”

      He gave me a look which suggested that he didn’t quite believe me as we sat down at a table. He wore a suit that I had often seen him wear at the office, though it wasn’t as tight-fitting as it had been before.

      “This confusing case must be creating a lot of work for you,” he said.

      “It is, sir. As soon as I begin to think that a conclusion has been reached something else occurs to complicate matters.”

      He took a sip of his sherry. “My brother paid a visit to Miss Chadwick.”

      “Did he?” I smiled. “Thank you. What did he think of her?”

      “The gaol is a rather difficult place to get into.”

      “I suppose it would be. It’s the House of Detention, after all.”

      He gave a feeble laugh. “Yes, Henry was quite surprised by it all. He probably thought it would be as straightforward as walking into the Peter Jones department store in Sloane Square. Fortunately, he persevered. He managed to convince the authorities that he had been instructed to visit Miss Chadwick by an eminent London lawyer. Henry knows a few prominent lawyers socially, and he can put on quite an intimidating display when required. If he hadn’t become a doctor he could easily have been an actor.”

      “And how did Sally seem when Dr Sherman saw her?”

      Mr Sherman’s brow furrowed. “He was concerned. So concerned that he has visited her again since then.”

      I felt a chill in my stomach. “Goodness, really?”

      “She’s quite distressed, apparently, which I suppose is to be expected in a young woman being held in such a gaol. She has been causing herself some harm.”

      “Doing what?”

      “She has terrible scratches on her arms and legs, and she is eating very little.”

      “I knew she would struggle to cope in there.”

      “In theory she’s a murderess awaiting trial. Many would say that she deserves to be there.”

      “And what does your brother think?”

      “Henry is of the opinion that she should be in a lunatic asylum instead. He doesn’t believe that she should appear at the Central Criminal Court. The stress of the situation would be too much for her.”

      “I agree that it would, though I think an asylum might be almost as bad as the House of Detention. It doesn’t seem fair when her mind is clearly affected. Surely there must be another way.”

      Mr Sherman shrugged. “Such as what? She has confessed to three murders and must be detained somewhere.” He drained his glass and lit his pipe.

      “Does Dr Sherman believe she is guilty?”

      “He seems rather surprised that she managed to carry out three poisonings without being detected. The murders would have required a significant degree of planning and stealth, which he does not believe her capable of.”

      “So he thinks she is innocent?”

      “I think it would be difficult to proclaim that. After all, many crimes surprise us. The evidence against her is overwhelming, isn’t it? They found all those bottles of poison in her home. Henry thinks she carried out her crimes without considering the severity of them due to the weakness of her mind. She was incapable of realising the seriousness of what she was doing.”

      “But if her mind was too weak to consider the severity of her crimes, how could it possess the strength to plan and execute them so efficiently? It’s a paradox.”

      “Yes, it is. Henry believes she was coerced.”

      “By another person. I knew it! Catherine Curran must have made her do it.”

      “She’s been arrested as well, hasn’t she? It shouldn’t be too difficult to charge her in connection with the murders.”

      “I’m afraid not, Mr Sherman. I think they have arrested the wrong woman and that the real Catherine Curran is still out there.”
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      Mr Sherman bought another round of sherries and took a large sip from his glass. I told him about my meeting with the young woman in the police cell the previous day.

      “What does Inspector Blakely of Scotland Yard make of all this?” he asked.

      “I don’t know because he’s currently unwell at home. I tried to visit him yesterday but his fiancée wouldn’t let me see him.”

      Mr Sherman gave a knowing smile.

      “I’m worried that he has been poisoned just as Inspector Martin was,” I continued. “This is a complex case and the people who are best-placed to solve it are being targeted.”

      “It sounds like a coordinated plan.”

      “It is. And Sally Chadwick has very little to do with it, I feel sure of that.”

      “So apart from the sergeant at Bermondsey, who else is working on the case?”

      “There’s an Inspector Wallis at the Blackman Street station in Southwark. I’m not quite sure what he’s doing. And there’s a rather annoying chief inspector from L Division who is investigating Benjamin Taylor’s death. Personally, I think the police are being outwitted. I suspect that Catherine Curran is behind the whole thing, but she seems to have other people helping her. How could one woman outwit the combined efforts of the Metropolitan Police?”

      “By killing one of their officers, it seems. And you think she may be trying to do the same thing to Blakely?”

      “I truly hope not. But he’s rarely unwell and I’m desperately worried about him.” I took a sip of my sherry. “He’s due to be married this weekend, and his fiancée is concerned that he won’t be well enough to attend the wedding.”

      “Is he indeed?” Mr Sherman raised an eyebrow. “In which case his illness is unfortunate indeed.”

      He watched my face as if waiting for me to say something further. I tried not to give anything away.

      “I think you should send him a telegram as soon as we’re finished here,” he said.

      “Do you think I’m right to be worried about him?”

      “It’s natural to be concerned, especially if it’s unusual for him to be taken ill. And in light of the other poisoning I can certainly understand your concern. Let’s hope he makes a swift recovery. He’s generally fit and well, isn’t he? And it sounds as though he is being well looked after.”

      “I’m sure he is.” I felt my stomach turn.

      “How is Mr Childers faring?”

      “Circulation figures have already fallen.”

      “Oh dear, really?”

      “I wish you could come back, sir. It’s not the same without you.”

      “You know that won’t be possible.”

      “But you’ve been at the Morning Express for so long. It’s not fair!”

      “Perhaps it’s time for a change, anyhow. Perhaps I should be doing something different. It may be best for me and the newspaper.”

      “I don’t see how.”

      “I couldn’t be the editor forever, Miss Green. Perhaps twelve years is long enough.”

      “Perhaps it is long enough for you, but if the newspaper is to survive it will require a better editor than Mr Childers.”

      “You’re right, it will. If circulation figures are already down he won’t last long. Mr Conway values the numbers above all else, so he’ll soon be rid of Childers, nephew or not.”

      “I hope so. That’s what we are all hoping. Please pass on my gratitude to your brother. I’m grateful to him for taking the time to visit Miss Chadwick. I’ll tell the police about his concerns.”

      “He told me he would write up a report for them.”

      “Really? That’s very helpful of him.”

      “He is concerned about her, just as you are. It sounds as though she needs help rather than punishment. Perhaps someone could be persuaded that she shouldn’t have to face the Central Criminal Court.”

      

      I left the Museum Tavern feeling pleased that Mr Sherman and his brother had been so helpful. A report from Dr Sherman would presumably prevent Sally Chadwick from having to face a courtroom at the Old Bailey: a court where only the most serious criminal cases were heard. I remained concerned, however, about her future. If she was deemed unfit for prison her confession would undoubtedly lead to her confinement in a lunatic asylum; an institution which was probably little better than gaol.

      I sent a note to James from the telegram office on Great Russell Street. Feeling certain that Charlotte would read it I kept the wording polite and simple, choosing not to mention any developments in the case. I then made my way down to Bermondsey, keen to find out whether Sergeant Richards had found anyone who could positively identify the woman he believed to be Catherine Curran.
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        * * *

      

      Inspector Wallis from Blackman Street station was at the Bermondsey station when I arrived. He was a tall man with grey whiskers, and he walked with a limp.

      “It’s rather queer,” he said when I asked about recent progress. “We have one person who has confirmed that the woman is Mrs Curran and another who claims she isn’t.”

      My heart sank. This felt like the worst possible outcome.

      “Two people have seen her?” I asked.

      “Yes. Remind me who they are again, Sergeant,” said Inspector Wallis.

      “Mr Curran and Miss Burrell,” said Sergeant Richards.

      “And which of them said that it was her?”

      “Miss Burrell,” replied Sergeant Richards. “But Mr Curran says that it isn’t.”

      “And is the woman saying anything herself?”

      Sergeant Richards shook his head. “Nothing, I’m afraid.”

      “Why not? Why does she not wish to defend herself?”

      “It’s a mystery,” said Inspector Wallis. “Her mind must be extremely muddled.”

      I sighed. “I suppose it makes sense to listen to Mr Curran given that he has seen her more recently than Miss Burrell. Thomas Burrell died two years ago, so Miss Burrell presumably hasn’t seen Catherine Curran for at least that length of time. Mr Curran saw her shortly before his brother died two weeks ago, so I think we should listen to him.”

      “That means the search for Catherine Curran must be resumed,” said Inspector Wallis.

      “Only if we are assuming that the woman in the cell is not her,” said Sergeant Richards.

      “I think we have to, don’t we?” replied the inspector. “There is reasonable doubt over her identity, so we should carry on looking for the woman.”

      “I’m so pleased you’ve said that, Inspector,” I said. “Because this development makes it far more probable that Catherine Curran has murdered her first husband. It seems she attempted to do so six years ago and came back to finish the job. And because his poisoning happened in Lambeth you can also draw on the help of L Division. If everyone starts looking for her again she will surely be found soon.”
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      A telegram was waiting for me on the hallway table the following morning. I hurriedly opened it, hoping it would bring news of James.

      

      James is recovering.

      Charlotte Jenkins

      

      She had used few words, but I still felt relieved to read them. Then I began to doubt the good news. I thought of the effects of arsenic on the body once again and how the suffering could be prolonged.

      James obviously wasn’t well enough to write a telegram himself. Was he really recovering or was Charlotte just saying that so I’d stay away? Could she be certain that he was recovering?

      Even if Charlotte was correct in her assessment of James’ condition I didn’t hold out much hope of seeing him before his wedding, which was only three days away.

      “Oh dear, what’s happened?” asked Mrs Garnett as she arrived in the hallway with a feather duster in her hand.

      “Good morning. Nothing has happened.”

      “Then why does your face look so terrible?”

      “Regrettably, this is my usual face, Mrs Garnett.”

      “No, it’s not. You look like you’ve just received bad news.”

      “The only news I have is that Inspector Blakely is recovering.”

      “So why aren’t you happy about that?”

      “I am. Anyway, I need to head off to Southwark Police Court, Mrs Garnett.” I pinned my hat to my head.

      “Whatever for?”

      “Sally Chadwick, the woman who has confessed to three of the poisonings, is back in front of the magistrates again today.”

      “Oh, her. The poisoning murderess.”

      “The case isn’t quite as straightforward as that, Mrs Garnett. I’ll explain it all to you when I have a little more time.”

      I took the omnibus in the direction of London Bridge and pondered the impending court appearance. It had been arranged so that James could find sufficient evidence to add Inspector Martin’s murder to the existing charges against Sally Chadwick. However, he had found no compelling evidence and still wasn’t well enough to attend court. It meant that the morning’s proceedings would most likely be a waste of time and that, for the time being at least, the mystery surrounding Inspector Martin’s death remained unsolved.
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      The courtroom was busy, just as it had been a week previously. I stood with the other press reporters and wondered whether Inspector Wallis and Sergeant Richards had restarted their search for Catherine Curran. The inspector had seemed reasonably convinced that they were holding the wrong woman in custody, so I tried to remain hopeful that the search would soon be underway again.

      The three magistrates entered the room. Among them was Mr Sidney Parnell with his familiar hooked nose and cloud of white hair. Sally Chadwick was brought into the dock and I stood on tiptoes to look at her, feeling saddened by the sight of her gaunt face and slumped shoulders. I was surprised to see that she was followed by Maggie once again, and felt a touch of relief knowing that someone was supporting her.

      Mr Parnell opened the proceedings and went on to explain the reason for this second court session.

      “A week ago, Detective Inspector Blakely of Scotland Yard requested some additional time to find evidence that the prisoner may have committed a fourth murder,” he said. “Has any evidence been found?”

      He looked around the silent courtroom but there was no response.

      “Is Inspector Blakely present?” he asked.

      More silence ensued and I felt a heavy weight in my stomach. This hearing was a waste of time and James would be sorely disappointed.

      “Is there anyone here who can speak for him?” asked Mr Parnell with a hint of impatience in his voice.

      Sergeant Richards hesitantly stepped forward. “He has been taken ill, Your Honour.”

      “I see. Are you able to speak for him, Sergeant Richards?”

      “I can try.” The young sergeant’s voice was quiet, making it difficult to hear what he was saying.

      “My question is this,” continued Mr Parnell. “Has any evidence been found that would justify a charge being made against the prisoner for the murder of Inspector Charles Martin?”

      Sergeant Richards was about to open his mouth when another man who had only just entered the courtroom stepped forward. He moved cautiously, as if nursing a strong headache.

      It was James.

      My heart skipped, and I suppressed the urge to dash over and embrace him. He looked pale and moved slowly, but I felt encouraged that he was well on the road to recovery. I realised there was a grin on my face, which must have looked quite out of place on such an occasion.

      “Good morning, Your Honour,” said James. “I apologise for my late arrival this morning. In the past week Bermondsey police station has been thoroughly searched for evidence to suggest that Miss Chadwick poisoned Inspector Martin. I regret to say that no such evidence has been found.”

      Mr Parnell asked the clerk to make a note of this.

      “Very well,” replied the chief magistrate. “Miss Chadwick, no charge will be brought against you for the murder of Inspector Martin. The charges against you remain the same as before for the murders of Mr Peel, Mr Burrell and Mr Curran, for which you have freely admitted your guilt. Now, before we finish I must mention a report which has been passed to me by a physician, Doctor Henry Sherman.”

      I felt myself smile once again. Mr Sherman’s brother had not only written a report about Sally but had also given a copy to the magistrates.

      “Did you commission this report, Inspector Blakely?” asked Mr Parnell.

      “No.” His brow furrowed. “I know nothing about it, Your Honour.”

      Mr Parnell scowled and muttered something to his colleagues. There was an uneasy silence before the chief magistrate addressed James again. “My understanding, Inspector, is that Dr Sherman was requested to visit the prisoner at the House of Detention. Did you not issue such a request?”

      “No, Your Honour.”

      I bit my lip and felt rather sorry for James as he tried to comprehend this new piece of information. He gave Sergeant Richards a searching glance.

      “Perhaps my colleague can enlighten you further, Your Honour.”

      Sergeant Richards shifted from one foot to another. “I think a copy of the report was handed in at the station, but I haven’t had a chance to read it yet.”

      The chief magistrate frowned. “I see. Did you not commission the report yourself, Sergeant Richards?”

      “No, Your Honour.”

      “Do you know who did?”

      “I’m afraid not, Your Honour.’

      “Didn’t you seek to find out once a copy of the report had been handed in to Bermondsey police station?”

      “It was something I intended to do, Your Honour, but I hadn’t found an opportunity.” His face began to redden.

      The chief magistrate frowned again and examined the report in front of him. Then he lifted his head and addressed the court.

      “May I ask if Dr Sherman is here?”
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      Heads turned as a man in black-and-grey-striped trousers and a grey jacket stepped forward. He had a thick black moustache and his hair was parted to one side. I stared at him intently, convinced that my former editor, Mr Sherman, had just stepped forward.

      “I’m Dr Henry Sherman, and I have been a practising physician for almost thirty years.” His voice was also similar to Mr Sherman’s, and I found myself rather bemused by his appearance. Not only was he Mr Sherman’s brother; he appeared to be his twin. “I’m a medical registrar at St George’s Hospital,” he added.

      “There appears to be some confusion over who asked you to visit the prisoner at the House of Detention,” said Mr Parnell. “May I ask who it was?”

      “A concerned member of the public.”

      James and Sergeant Richards exchanged a puzzled glance. I felt a surge of heat pass across my face and worried that my expression would give me away. Surely Dr Sherman did not intend to name me?

      “Do you often respond to requests like this from concerned members of the public?”

      “Not at all, Your Honour. But I received assurances that the request had come from a respected individual with a detailed knowledge of the case. Having assessed the situation myself I agreed that there might be cause for concern.”

      “Concern about what, sir?”

      “Concern that the prisoner is of unsound mind but is to be tried as a common criminal, Your Honour.”

      “And the reason you have given for your concern is detailed in the report I have here in front of me, is it?”

      “That’s correct, Your Honour.”

      “And what leads you to believe that the prisoner is of unsound mind?”

      “She is a woman of twenty-seven years of age, yet her mind is that of a young girl’s,” replied Dr Sherman. “I was able to converse with Miss Chadwick during my visits to the House of Detention, and I discovered that her view of the world is a very simple one. Though there is no denying that she possesses some intelligence, as she is able to both read and write.”

      I noticed Maggie giving Sally an encouraging smile.

      “However, her nature is extremely trusting,” continued the doctor. “And I would suggest that she lacks the capacity to judge the intentions and motives of others. To that end, I would call her suggestible. She seems keen to please and is easily intimidated by others. She lacks the ability to assert herself. Although she is in possession of some intelligence, I believe she is incapable of planning the poisoning of three men over a four-year period without assistance from someone else.”

      James watched Dr Sherman closely as he spoke.

      “In addition to this, I don’t believe the prisoner harbours malice toward anyone,” continued the doctor. “In my view she probably poisoned those men because she was told to do so by another individual.”

      “Yet she denies that any other individual is involved,” said Mr Parnell.

      “I realise that, Your Honour, and I suspect this denial is borne out of two things. Firstly, a fear of the individual she is protecting, and secondly, a strong need to please that individual.”

      “You believe the prisoner would rather risk a sentence of death than name the individual who has coerced her?”

      “Yes, I believe so. To the ordinary mind it sounds absurd, of course, but I should add that the prisoner is unable to fully comprehend the danger she has placed herself in by confessing to these crimes. I believe she is unable to understand the true implications of her actions. She has merely done what she was instructed to do by this other person.”

      The chief magistrate sighed. “You seem extremely convinced that there is another person involved, Dr Sherman. Do you share this hypothesis, Inspector Blakely?”

      “While I respect Doctor Sherman’s opinion, and am willing to believe that another person may be involved, I am yet to find any evidence to support the notion, Your Honour.”

      My eyes shifted to Sergeant Richards. This was his opportunity to admit that the wrong woman had been arrested in Kent, and that the real Catherine Curran was still at large. My heart pounded as I watched him, and I felt my teeth clench with frustration as I realised that he intended to remain silent.

      “This lack of evidence is proving problematic, isn’t it, Inspector Blakely?” said Mr Parnell. “There is no evidence to suggest that the prisoner murdered Inspector Martin, and no evidence to confirm that anyone else was involved in the three murders to which the prisoner has confessed.”

      He paused to have another whispered conversation with his fellow magistrates.

      James surveyed the courtroom while they spoke, and we caught each other’s eye. I smiled, and he nodded in return. He didn’t look particularly well, and although I was pleased that Dr Sherman had turned up I felt sorry that James had only received news of the report while he was standing in front of the magistrates.

      The magistrates finished their conversation and looked up. Then Mr Parnell cleared his throat and prepared to address the court.

      “We are agreed that the work of the police on this case has not been particularly thorough,” he said. “Although the prisoner has confessed to her crimes, many unanswered questions remain. I refer to the deaths of Inspector Martin and Mr Benjamin Taylor, both of whom died in circumstances similar to the prisoner’s victims. In the case of the latter, whose death occurred while the prisoner was already being detained, the crime may either have been perpetrated by someone imitating the infamous crimes or by the unnamed individual to whom Dr Sherman refers.”

      I looked over at Sergeant Richards again, hoping that he would clarify the situation regarding Catherine Curran. He remained silent and I muttered a curse beneath my breath. James probably had no idea that the wrong woman was being held in Bermondsey.

      I wanted to cry out and tell the magistrates what was really happening. Instead, I had to bite my tongue and watch as Mr Parnell issued James and Sergeant Richards with a sharp rebuke.

      “It is possible that this case is more complex than we have considered,” said Mr Parnell. “For that reason I shall once again recommend a delay in referring it to the Central Criminal Court. May I urge you, Inspector Blakely, and all your colleagues in the Metropolitan Police, to establish, as a matter of urgency, whether or not a second person may have been involved in the three murders to which the prisoner has confessed. I would also ask you to consider whether this unknown person might have been involved in the two other fatal poisonings, as it seems wholly unlikely to me that they are not connected to this case.”

      “Of course, Your Honour,” replied James. “It’s something we have considered, and we—”

      “Having to adjourn proceedings due to police incompetence is something which grieves me enormously,” interrupted Mr Parnell. “It is both unnecessary and inconvenient.”

      James said nothing further, but I noticed his jaw clench.

      Dr Sherman stepped forward again. “Your Honour, I wish to request that the prisoner is not returned to the House of Detention, but that she is housed in an asylum instead.”

      “We require the opinion of two physicians to confirm that the prisoner is of unsound mind,” replied Mr Parnell. “The prisoner will return to the House of Detention for the next seven days, during which time I will request that she is visited by another physician who will provide a second opinion. We will reconvene here on Wednesday the seventeenth of September to hear from the second physician. This timeframe will also allow the police to prove whether a second culprit is involved or not. No more time-wasting please, gentlemen.”
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      “James!” I caught up with him as soon as he left the police court.

      “Penny,” he said with a smile, but his eyes were dark.

      “Are you fully recovered?” I asked.

      “Almost. It’s been an unpleasant few days but I’m back on my feet, as you can see. I think Charlotte harboured the notion that I would stay in bed until our wedding day, but there was little chance of that!” He took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. “What an embarrassing scene in that courtroom!” he said. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt so humiliated before. Where did Dr Sherman come from? Are you sure he’s not your editor in another guise?”

      “They are twin brothers.”

      “That explains it! I’ve just had a brief conversation with him, but he had to dash off back to St George’s. I was trying to tell Mr Parnell we had arrested Catherine Curran when he rudely interrupted me! Some of these magistrates don’t give you a chance. They have no idea how much work is involved in a case like this. He accused us of incompetence, and I suppose I have to agree with him. We looked completely incompetent in there today. I’ve only been absent for a short while and the case has already gone to the dogs. Richards!” he barked.

      “Yes, sir?” Sergeant Richards tentatively stepped toward us.

      “What’s been happening over the past few days?”

      “Erm… I thought Inspector Wallis would be here to help us.”

      “He’s not here, though, is he?”

      I turned to face Sergeant Richards. “Why didn’t you tell the magistrates you have been holding the wrong woman?” I asked.

      “Because we haven’t yet confirmed whether it’s her or not,” he replied.

      “What’s this?” asked James.

      I told him about the mistaken identity of the woman in the cell.

      “Good grief!” he said when I had finished. “Why didn’t you tell me this, Richards?”

      “You were unwell, sir.”

      “Yes, I was,” said James through gritted teeth. “And what an enormous inconvenience it has been.”

      “There was no opportunity to tell you before the hearing this morning,” said the sergeant. “In fact, I didn’t realise you would be attending.”

      “Neither did I until three hours ago,” said James. “The decision was made at the final moment.”

      The thunderous expression on his face made me wonder whether he had argued with Charlotte about his return to work that morning.

      “It doesn’t help when physicians compile reports about our prisoners without telling us,” ventured Sergeant Richards.

      “But he did tell us, didn’t he? We just hadn’t found the time to read the report. And given that the doctor is the twin brother of the Morning Express’ former editor, I think I know who the concerned member of the public might be.” He gave me a reproachful look.

      “Yes, it was me,” I admitted.

      James gave me an exasperated smile. “It would have been helpful if you’d told me.”

      “I didn’t realise Dr Sherman had visited her until yesterday, and I would have told you, but you were—”

      “Unwell. Yes.”

      “Did you receive my telegram?”

      “Which telegram?”

      “The one I sent you yesterday.”

      His face clouded. “No, I didn’t see it.”

      “Did Charlotte tell you that I called for you on Monday?”

      “Yes, she did mention that.”

      “I would have liked to have told you everything that was going on, but—”

      “Let’s leave all that for now,” interrupted James. “We have plenty to be getting on with. Let’s go back to the station, Richards, and get as many men working on this as possible. We need to find out who that woman in the cells is, and more importantly we need to find Catherine Curran. I’ll get over to L Division and engender their help. This case has been stalled for long enough. We will not be made fools of again!”
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      Catherine Curran is wanted in Bermondsey and Lambeth on suspicion of causing the deaths of four men by administering to each a fatal dose of arsenic. She is about thirty years of age and five feet four inches in height. She is slim-built with a fresh complexion, dark eyes and fair hair. She wears rings on her fingers and was last seen on the seventeenth of August dressed in a black dress, shawl and bonnet. She may also be known by the names: Jane Vincent, Jane Taylor, Catherine Peel and Catherine Burrell.

      

      “I thought she had already been arrested,” said Mr Childers.

      “It was a case of mistaken identity,” I replied.

      “And she has murdered four men?”

      “We think so, although there is also believed to be a fifth victim: Inspector Martin. She may not have poisoned him herself, but she might have instructed Sally Chadwick to do so.”

      “And Chadwick is the woman who has confessed?”

      “That’s right. She has admitted to three of the murders, but we suspect that she was coerced. The physician who examined her is certain of it.”

      “I can’t say that I would ever let anyone coerce me into murdering someone,” said Edgar.

      “That’s because you are of sound mind,” I replied.

      Potter emitted a peal of laughter. “That half-wit has a sound mind, does he?”

      “Watch yourself, Potter, or I’ll be tipping arsenic into your tea next,” retorted Edgar.

      “I’m sure they’ll catch the woman responsible very soon,” said Mr Childers. “In the meantime, Miss Green, have a read of this and summarise it for tomorrow’s edition.”

      He handed me a bound volume which declared itself to be the Annual Report of St Mary Abbot’s, Kensington.

      “It’s an interesting read,” he continued. “The population of the Kensington Borough has reached one hundred and sixty-eight thousand, which is about the same as the total population of Bristol.”

      “Must this be summarised for tomorrow’s edition?” I asked. “Can it not wait until next week?”

      “No, Miss Green, it cannot.”

      “But the Bermondsey poisoner case has reached a crucial stage. Everyone is out searching for Catherine Curran, and they may catch her at any moment!”

      “You may report on it if and when they do catch her, but other things are going on in this city as well, you know.”

      “Such as the publication of annual reports?”

      “Exactly.”

      He had failed to recognise the note of sarcasm in my voice.

      I thought I heard the voice of Mr Conway beyond the newsroom door. Mr Childers glanced over at it, as if he had also heard his uncle speak.

      Then he turned back to face me. “Once you’ve completed Kensington I’d like you to précis a similar report on Fulham. It’s the type of work you can do here at the typewriter. You’ll be relieved to hear that there will be no further need for you to go gallivanting about London.”

      “But that’s what proper news reporting is,” I retorted.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Getting out and about. Gallivanting as you so condescendingly put it.”

      “I was not being condescending.”

      “I beg to differ, sir. The tone of your voice implied an accusation of flippancy about the manner in which I conduct my work. One of the biggest murder cases of the decade is ongoing and you wish me to remain at my desk summarising annual reports?”

      “They contain facts and figures that would interest our readers greatly.”

      “I think our readers would be more interested to find out whether a prolific murderess has been apprehended or not.”

      “I find the public’s appetite for murder stories quite tiresome.”

      “This is not just a story, sir. It’s happening in south London. And five men have already lost their lives!”

      “Tragic indeed. But there is only so much reporting one can do on these incidents before it becomes overly sensationalised.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a little sensation, sir,” said Edgar. “It’s what sells newspapers.”

      “Once again, I beg to differ.”

      “I know you do, and that’s why our circulation figures have dropped by fifteen percent since you took the helm,” Edgar continued.

      A sneer began to spread across Mr Childers’ face. “How dare you speak to your editor in such a manner, Mr Fish!”

      “I’m merely stating a fact,” said Edgar.

      “Circulation figures are prone to fluctuation. You know that as well as I do.”

      “Fluctuation implies that something goes up as well as down, but in this case our circulation is only going down, sir.”

      “Why, you impertinent—”

      We were interrupted by the newsroom door opening, and in strode the large frame of Mr Conway.

      “Oh, there you are, Childers,” he puffed. “I’ve just been looking for you in your office.”

      The proprietor was accompanied by the person he had presumably been speaking to in the corridor.

      Entering the room just behind him, the second man allowed the door to slam behind him.

      It was Mr Sherman.

      Edgar and Frederick stood to their feet and greeted him with grins on their faces.

      Mr Childers raised his eyebrows.

      “How are you, Mr Sherman?” asked Edgar. “We’ve missed you!”

      “I can’t understand why, Fish. It’s only been seventeen days.”

      “Is that all, sir? It seems much, much longer.”

      I had never seen Edgar so pleased to encounter Mr Sherman.

      “The purpose of my visit here today,” puffed Mr Conway, “is to inform you all that this gentleman here,” he pointed at Mr Sherman, “was, this morning at Marlborough Street police court, cleared of all charges levelled against him.”

      “That’s wonderful news!” I exclaimed, clapping with excitement.

      Edgar and Frederick strode over to Mr Sherman and shook his hand. He nodded, embarrassed by all the attention.

      Mr Childers said nothing.

      “Now then, let it not be forgotten that whenever mud is thrown it has a tendency to stick,” continued Mr Conway in a loud voice as if he were addressing a large audience. “Some of our detractors will no doubt continue to believe that Mr Sherman is guilty of a serious offence. I care nothing for what they think. In my view this fine gentleman has been cleared of all wrongdoing in a court of law, so I therefore declare that this sorry business is completely behind us.”

      Mr Childers’ lower lip began to protrude. “But Uncle…” he said tentatively.

      “Thank you for all your help, boy,” wheezed Mr Conway, patting him on the shoulder.

      I was unable to suppress a smile at the proprietor’s use of the word boy.

      “You stepped in when it was needed, and I’m quite sure the staff at the West London Mercury will be pleased to have you back with them again.”

      I felt a warm flood of relief in my chest to hear that the Morning Express offices could finally return to normal.

      Mr Childers glanced at each of us in turn. “I see. My return to the Mercury is immediate, is it?”

      “Why not, Crispin? Today is as good as any other day.”

      “Well, it’s been a pleasure working here,” he said, giving each of us a nod.

      “Don’t forget your report,” I said, handing it back to him. “It’s probably quite interesting if you live in west London. I would say that it is of less interest to readers in the rest of the metropolis.”

      His lip rose in a sneer and everyone remained silent as he left the room.

      “Cheerio, Mr Childers!” called Edgar as the door closed behind him.

      Mr Conway sighed. “The boy’s mother will no doubt be calling round this evening to box my ears. I’d better pre-empt the event with a telegram. I’ll leave you in charge here, Sherman. Good to have you back. That lawyer’s a fine chap, isn’t he? Money well spent, I’d say.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Mr Sherman shook his head as Mr Conway left the room. “We’ve lost a lot of readers in just two weeks. We need to get them back again. You all know what to do, so let’s get moving. Miss Green, go and find out what the hapless police are doing about the Bermondsey poisoner. Henry told me about the hotchpotch in court yesterday.”

      “It was far from perfect, sir. Please pass on my gratitude to your brother. Hopefully Miss Chadwick’s predicament will be better understood now.”

      “I will do. Now get on with it.”

      “It’s good to have you back—”

      The door slammed closed behind him before I had finished my sentence.
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      I travelled to Bermondsey police station, and when I stepped inside I found Maggie polishing the reception desk.

      “Busy innit, Miss Green? They’re so busy all the time these police officers. Everyone’s been comin’ an’ goin’ today.”

      “Is Inspector Blakely here, Maggie?” I asked.

      “Gone down Lambeth station to see Inspector Austen, ’e ’as.”

      “Thank you. You’re helping to keep track of everyone, are you?”

      “I does what I can ter ’elp!” she said with a smile.

      Sergeant Richards joined us. “It seems you were right about the woman we had in custody,” he said. “Her name is Molly Coutts.”

      “Did she speak to you?”

      “No, but her mother came down here yesterday. She was relieved to have finally found her; the poor woman had been worried silly.”

      “The mother travelled here from Chislehurst?”

      “No, it turns out Molly and her family are from Bermondsey. Her mother had received word about a woman matching Molly’s description being held here.”

      “Then Molly is from this area after all. Why didn’t she speak up?”

      Sergeant Richards shrugged. “I don’t know. She seemed frightened to me.”

      “And she looked it. But even so you’d have thought the girl would have made some attempt to defend herself. At least she is safely home now, and hopefully recovering from her ordeal.”

      I remembered how fearful Molly had looked inside the police cell. We had five dreadful crimes on our hands and two young women who appeared to have been implicated and intimidated by a third party.
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        * * *

      

      “There have been a number of supposed sightings of Catherine in the Vauxhall area,” said James when I caught up with him at Lambeth police station.

      He looked less pale than he had, but still appeared rather tired. I could tell that he had returned to work without giving himself enough time to recuperate, though I could understand why he had done so. He was as desperate as I was to have the case resolved.

      “The difficulty we have is in deciding which sightings to follow up on,” he added.

      “There will no doubt be a number of time-wasters,” added Inspector Austen, his face looking redder than ever, “but we have hundreds of men out on the streets, and we’ve drafted in help from Walworth, Clapham and Battersea.”

      “Surely it’s only a matter of time before she’s found,” I said.

      “We certainly hope so,” said James. “I’m worried she may have run off to Kent again.”

      “How can you be sure that Catherine Curran ever ran off to Kent?” I asked. “The only evidence we have are the reported sightings.”

      “And that’s all the evidence we can go on.”

      “But perhaps the sightings were incorrect?”

      “Some will have been, but you spoke to a lady yourself on the Old Kent Road who said ‘Jane Taylor’ had stayed with her. And she stayed at that pub on the riverfront, didn’t she?”

      “Someone stayed at that pub.”

      “What are you suggesting, Penny?” asked James.

      “What if it was Molly Coutts who stayed at that pub? Perhaps she also stayed at the lodgings on the Old Kent Road. Suppose Catherine Curran coerced Molly into pretending that she was Catherine on the run from the police? The two women bear a striking resemblance to one another, and it served as an extremely effective distraction. While everyone was chasing about after Molly, Catherine was able to concentrate on disrupting the inquiries being made in London.”

      “Namely the murders of Inspector Martin and Benjamin Taylor.”

      “Exactly!”

      Inspector Austen shook his head. “I don’t think she can have coerced anyone else to pretend to be her. After all, she must have known that the girl’s true identity would eventually be discovered.”

      “She almost certainly knew that, but Molly has kept everyone off her trail for more than three weeks! And that allowed her to kill another two men.”

      “You may be right, Penny,” said James, “but I wish I could understand what sort of hold Catherine has over Sally and Molly to make them agree to do her bidding.”

      “She chose meek, naive women; the sort who would be suggestible. She most likely intimidated them and perhaps even bribed them.”

      “She possibly used blackmail,” added Inspector Austen. “In some cases the threat of telling someone else a piece of harmful information is enough to persuade the victim to do something they normally wouldn’t do.”

      “That makes sense,” said James. “And if it’s true, Catherine Curran is even more scheming than we first thought.”

      

      I remained in Lambeth for a while to assist with the search. I called in at various shops and public houses, and wrote down the details of any possible sightings in my notebook. Many people claimed to have seen her, adding credence to Inspector Austen’s theory that a significant number had to be time-wasters.

      At the end of the afternoon, James and I travelled by horse tram up to Westminster Bridge. The tram stopped close to St Thomas’ Hospital, and from there we walked across the bridge toward the Houses of Parliament. A warm wind blew upstream, carrying the smoke from the steamboats with it.

      “I found your telegram,” said James. “Charlotte apologised for not having shown it to me.”

      “I’m pleased that you received it in the end,” I said. “Not that it was particularly interesting. I kept the wording simple as I suspected Charlotte would read it.”

      James smiled.

      “I was quite worried about you,” I continued. “I thought you might have been poisoned.”

      “So did I for a while!” He laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so sick in my life.”

      “Perhaps you were.”

      “Poisoned?”

      “When did you first begin to feel unwell?”

      “It was after Charles Martin’s funeral. I assumed it was due to something I had eaten or drunk there.”

      “It may well have been,” I said. “Did you leave your drink unattended at any time?”

      “No,” said James, before pausing to consider. “I don’t think so, anyway. I did have a few drinks, and I have to say that everything was rather hazy by the end of the day. I suppose it is quite likely that I left my drink unattended at some point.”

      “So someone could possibly have tipped poison into it?”

      “It’s possible, but extremely unlikely. Are you suggesting that Catherine was there?”

      “She might have been. How many people were at the wake?”

      “Mostly those who attended the funeral service. Apart from you, Penny.”

      “I decided to leave you to spend time with your colleagues.”

      “Catherine couldn’t possibly have been there,” he said, “or someone would have noticed her. And surely she wouldn’t have been so brazen, would she?”

      “Possibly not in a room filled with police officers! Perhaps you weren’t poisoned after all. I suppose I’m becoming rather preoccupied with arsenic.”

      “That’s not so surprising, Penny.”

      He glanced behind him, as if looking for someone in particular.

      “Is something the matter?” I asked.

      “No, I just feel rather on edge, if truth be told. Ever since I returned to work I’ve had the odd sensation that I am being watched.”

      I looked behind us and then across the road to the other side of the bridge. I found myself looking for a petite, fair-haired woman, but I couldn’t see anyone who matched Catherine’s description.

      “I still feel a bit odd from the illness,” said James. “It’s probably just my imagination playing tricks on me.”

      “I think you should trust your instincts,” I said.

      “I’m not quite sure what they’re telling me at the moment. I feel as though two days of lying in bed unwell has robbed me of my senses.”

      “Being tended to by Charlotte.”

      “I detest being tended to! There is nothing worse than being reliant on another human being for your everyday needs.”

      “It can’t be helped if you’re unwell.”

      “I realise that, but I’m a terrible patient. Poor Charlotte has had to put up with quite a lot of nonsense from me.”

      “Perhaps that’s why she hid the telegram I sent.”

      “She didn’t hide it; she just didn’t give it to me.”

      “It’s almost the same thing.”

      “You’re right. It’s tantamount to the same thing, isn’t it? It’s no secret that she feels envious about our working relationship.”

      “And that’s not really surprising.”

      “No, I suppose it’s not.”

      “What do you think she would do if she knew?” I asked pausing beside one of the ornate gas lamps on the bridge.

      “Knew about what?” He turned to face me.

      “In the Tower Subway. The kiss.”

      “Oh, that.” James scratched his temple.

      “Do you think she would still agree to marry you in two days’ time if she knew?”

      “Oh goodness, I don’t know.” He looked down at the ground. “Probably not, I suppose.” He looked up at me. “And I wouldn’t blame her.”

      “Me neither.”

      James’ eyes widened. “You wouldn’t tell her, would you?”

      I laughed. “Of course not. Why should I do that?”

      “To stop the wedding.”

      “I’ve done all I can on that front,” I replied as I continued walking across the bridge. “I wouldn’t stoop so low as to sabotage the day. There’s only one person who can change what happens on Saturday, James, and that’s you.”
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      “Oh, there you are,” said my landlady, tying up her bonnet as I arrived home. “I’m just off out with Mrs Wilkinson. I’ve warmed up some pea soup for your tea. You’ll find the pot on the stove.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Garnett. Where are you headed?”

      “We’re going out to look for that Curran woman! I can’t believe she’s on the run again after escaping from her police cell.”

      “She didn’t escape.”

      “Then how did she get out again? Did they release her?”

      “No, they haven’t arrested her at all. They arrested the wrong person.”

      Mrs Garnett sucked her lip disapprovingly. “That’s the problem with the police. They’re getting worse and worse. It won’t be long before it’s down to normal, everyday citizens like you and me to keep the peace.”

      “Good luck with the search, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Do you want to come with us? I can wait five minutes while you have your soup.”

      “No, not this time. I have work to be getting on with.”

      “Work again, tsk. There will come a time when you realise you need to do something else to make a difference in this world. Life isn’t just about work, you know.”

      I forced a smile. “Thank you for your advice, Mrs Garnett. Don’t stay out too late.”

      “Mrs Wilkinson and I will stay together at all times. We’ll be quite safe.”

      

      I sat in my room and tried not to think about James’ impending wedding, but the more I tried to avoid these thoughts the more they invaded my mind. An image of Charlotte kept repeating itself in my mind. She was grinning from ear to ear while wearing her white wedding gown.

      Perhaps I should tell her the truth after all, I mused. I had assured James that I wouldn’t dream of ruining the wedding, but it was still within my power to do something to stop it.

      The thought was extremely tempting, but I wanted him to be the one to call off the wedding. If not, I would have to accept the fact that he didn’t care for me as much as I had hoped.

      

      A letter arrived the following morning, and it provided a welcome distraction from my thoughts about James’ wedding.

      

      Dearest Penny and Eliza,

      

      I have reached the shores of Colombia! I write this letter at a rudimentary train station in Salgar, from whence we are awaiting a train to Barranquilla. The train station consists of six simple mud huts and a number of pigs so lean that they resemble dogs. The natives are friendly, though clearly not accustomed to wearing much apparel. The heat in this part of the world is almost unbearable when wearing European fashion! There is some concern that air this warm may be infectious, so I shall take every precaution to ensure that I remain in good health.

      We are waiting for our luggage to be inspected by customs officials, and I am told that the train journey will last an hour through the thick jungle. I’m looking forward to some respite from my travels in Barranquilla. I will be staying at a small French hotel, which is, by all accounts, a pleasant and inexpensive place.

      From Barranquilla my journey will take me up the Magdalena River! I am enormously excited about the next stage of my expedition, when I shall begin to see more of this country your father clearly loved so much.

      I shall endeavour to update you on my search as often as the capricious postal system allows.

      

      I remain your loyal and trusting friend.

      With fondest regards,

      Francis Edwards

      

      I felt immensely relieved that Francis had arrived safely, and that his search for Father could finally begin in earnest. I also felt envious of him. I wished that I could travel through the jungle on a train and take a boat up the River Magdalena. Life in London held little appeal for me now that James was on the cusp of being married.

      Mrs Garnett joined me in the hallway.

      “Mr Edwards has arrived in Colombia!” I said with a jubilant smile.

      “Rather him than me,” she replied, running her feather duster over the mirror by the stairs.

      “You wouldn’t like to see Colombia?”

      “I’d like to see it, all right, but I don’t like boats. I can’t be doing with them. Even a steamboat on the Thames is too much for me.”

      “You travelled to Britain from Africa by boat, did you not?”

      “That’s what has put me off for life! I was seven years old and it terrified me. I don’t like the sea, or anything in or on it.”

      “But you’d like to live in Margate, by the sea?”

      “Oh, I can look at it, all right. I’m happy with just looking at it. But don’t ask me to travel on it!”

      “I won’t, Mrs Garnett.”

      “So what does his letter say? Is he still lovesick?”

      “No, and I don’t think he ever was lovesick, as you describe it.” I showed her the letter.

      “Of course he was,” she replied, sucking her lip again as she took the letter from my hand. “You should have seen his face whenever he visited you here.”

      “I did see his face!”

      “Ah, but you didn’t properly see it. You didn’t notice the subtle expressions that dance across a man’s face when he’s in love.”

      “I didn’t see those, no. How did you get on with your search for Catherine Curran?”

      “No sign of her, but Mrs Wilkinson thinks she may be hiding out in some disused buildings close to the candle works in Lambeth. Do you know the ones I mean? Right by the railway arches and not far from Lambeth Palace. In fact, the Archbishop’s Gardens would be a good hiding place, wouldn’t they? She could probably find a way to get inside, and I shouldn’t think many people would go searching for her there.”

      “Apart from you and Mrs Wilkinson.”

      “I suppose we would need permission from the archbishop, wouldn’t we? Unless we were to sneak in. The gardens are so large he’d hardly notice us there. Mention it to the police, will you?”

      “I will, Mrs Garnett.”
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      I walked along Fenchurch Street in the City with Francis’ letter in mind. Drizzle pattered onto my umbrella until I eventually found the place I was looking for. A panel above the polished wooden door was inscribed with ‘Edward Archdale and Co.’ in gold lettering.

      A young man who had been seated behind a shiny desk rose to his feet and greeted me as I entered. An enormous map of the Atlantic Ocean was mounted on the wall behind him.

      “Please could you tell me what a steamship ticket to Colombia might cost?” I asked.

      He seemed surprised by my question. I knew that Colombia was probably one of the least-requested destinations.

      “Of course.” He gestured for me to take a seat opposite him and opened one of the books on his desk. He leafed through the pages.

      “Carthagena, I presume?”

      “Savanilla.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? I would strongly recommend Carthagena. It is a civilised port town with proper accommodation, restaurants and the suchlike. Much more suitable for the lady traveller than Savanilla.”

      “But Savanilla is at the mouth of the Magdalena River.”

      “And that is important to you?”

      “Yes, I wish to travel down the Magdalena.”

      “Will you be accompanied on your travels?”

      “No, I haven’t arranged for anyone to join me as such, although there is someone I hope to find once I’m there. Two people, in fact.”

      “You have acquaintances in Colombia?”

      “Yes.”

      He ran his finger down the page which lay open in front of him. “Saloon is available from twelve pounds, and intermediate from nine pounds.”

      “Steerage?”

      “I would strongly advise against travelling in steerage, madam.”

      “How much is it?”

      The man sighed. “Six pounds. But a young lady like yourself would not wish to travel in steerage.”

      I thought this over. A steerage ticket would cost me a whole month’s wages, and it would only get me as far as Savanilla. I would also need to fund my travel from the coastline to Bogotá.

      “May I suggest Philadelphia, madam?” said the young man. “It’s our most popular route at the present time. Steamships depart from Liverpool every Wednesday, and passengers are landed at the wharf of the Pennsylvania Railroad. From there you can travel on to Baltimore, Washington and New Jersey, among many other destinations. It is the fastest route to the West and I can offer you a competitively priced ticket at seven pounds. The accommodation is simply excellent.”

      I felt tempted by the idea. Surely one of the many newspapers operating in these American cities would consider employing me as a reporter.

      “Thank you for your help,” I said. “I shall think it over and return a little later.”
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      I had hoped there would be news of Catherine Curran’s arrest by the time I arrived back at the newsroom, but there were no telegrams awaiting me.

      I sat down at my desk, and for a rare moment felt rather at a loss as to what to do next.

      “Miss Green, you look very despondent if you don’t mind my saying so,” said Edgar. “What’s the matter?”

      “I’m fine, thank you, Edgar.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Frederick got up from his seat, stepped over to Edgar and whispered something in his ear.

      “Oh, right, yes. Thank you, Potter,” he muttered.

      “Can’t I hear whatever it is you have to say, Frederick?” I asked.

      “It was nothing, Miss Green. I was just reminding Fish to use some tact.”

      “Why so?”

      “Because he has none.”

      “Why does he need to use tact?”

      The two men exchanged an awkward glance.

      “Your feelings need to be considered, Miss Green,” said Frederick.

      “I wish I knew what on earth you were talking about. Besides, it’s rude to whisper. You’re making matters worse.”

      “Worse than what?” asked Edgar.

      “Than they already are. If you feel there is a need to be tactful, why whisper something which I cannot hear?”

      “There’s no need to get upset, Miss G—”

      “I’m not upset!” I snarled.

      Edgar sat back in his chair with mock fright on his face. “I’m sorry, Miss Green. I won’t say anything further.”

      “But that’s ridiculous! Just speak normally without any whispered nonsense.”

      There was an uncomfortable pause, then Edgar spoke again. “Miss Green, I apologise if we upset you. I do try to be tactful, but I’m a straight-talking man, as you well know. I would rather not mince my words, so I shall say now that I realise the schoolboy inspector is to be married tomorrow and that you may not be exceedingly happy about it.” He squirmed with discomfort as he delivered these solemn words.

      “I find it amusing you still refer to him as the schoolboy inspector, Edgar,” I said.

      “The chap is undoubtedly youthful for an inspector of the Yard.”

      “So you have said in the past. Thank you for your statement, and I must say that it helps to hear the issue openly acknowledged.”

      “Well, we would be fools if we were to think that you weren’t the slightest bit affected by it. If Mrs Fish were to marry someone else I would be most upset.”

      “But she couldn’t,” said Frederick. “She’s already married to you.”

      “I meant if she had decided to marry someone else before she married me.”

      “But that didn’t happen,” said Frederick.

      “Potter, you’re confusing matters.”

      “You’re confusing me.”

      The newsroom door slammed behind Mr Sherman as he marched into the room.

      “Curious news from Falmouth,” he said, reading from a piece of paper in his hand. “Three sailors have been arrested for eating a cabin boy.”

      “What?!” exclaimed Edgar.

      “It’s a Cornish story, but I think that a report on it would interest our readers. After almost three weeks drifting in a lifeboat on the South Atlantic they decided to kill the dying cabin boy for food, and this sustained them until they were rescued a week later. On arrival in Falmouth the three freely admitted to what they had done, believing they were protected by the Custom of the Sea. But the police and magistrates saw it differently, and it looks as though they may be charged with murder.”

      “Good,” I said.

      “But the boy was already dying,” protested Edgar, “and he saved three lives! Presumably all four would have perished otherwise?”

      “But you can’t just decide to end someone else’s life in order to save your own,” I said.

      “Those men may have wives and children,” said Edgar. “How old was the boy?”

      “Seventeen,” replied Mr Sherman.

      “There you are, you see. He’s unlikely to have had a family waiting for him at home.”

      “What about his mother and father?” I said.

      “Let’s not argue about the rights and wrongs of the case,” said Mr Sherman. “It has certainly caused a stir in Falmouth, and apparently public opinion is in support of these men. It’s unlikely the boy would have survived anyway.”

      “I shall report on the case,” said Edgar.

      “Thank you, Fish.”

      “I think it’s terribly sad,” I said.

      “That’s because you’re not cut out for sea voyaging, Miss Green,” said Frederick. “It’s a different life out there on the ocean.”

      “What do you know about the sea, Potter?” asked Mr Sherman.

      “I have no personal experience, sir, but I know that it’s a very different kettle of fish.”

      “Indeed. Any news on Catherine Curran, Miss Green?” asked Mr Sherman.

      “None. I shall head down to Lambeth now and find out how the search is progressing.”

      “I thought she was from Bermondsey.”

      “She is, but with the most recent murder having occurred in Lambeth the search efforts are now being concentrated there.”

      “Well, good luck. Hopefully there’ll be something to report on soon.”
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      The police station on Lower Kennington Lane was busy with constables filing their reports. A sergeant in the parade room had made notes of which areas had already been searched and which remained to be searched. I had a brief conversation with him, but he was too busy to talk for long. Members of the public loitered by the door, many keen to tell anyone who would listen that they had seen Catherine Curran.

      An old man told me she had been seen laughing outside Mr Taylor’s home on Tyers Street. A friend of his said she had been drinking in the Royal Vauxhall Tavern and joking about all the murders she had committed.

      I waited outside the police station for a while hoping to catch sight of James, but he was nowhere to be seen. Deciding there was little left for me to do besides joining in with the search, I walked through a maze of streets lined with terraced houses. Beyond the roofs rose chimneys which filled the damp sky with clouds of smoke.

      There was a small gathering of people outside what had until recently been Benjamin Taylor’s home on Tyers Street. Perhaps they believed local reports that the murderess had returned to the scene of the crime. I decided that Catherine would probably stay away from here, so I turned onto Broad Street and walked in the direction of the river. I passed beneath the railway arches and reached the red-brick buildings of Doulton’s Pottery, where Benjamin Taylor had worked. The pottery buildings occupied a large area south of Lambeth Bridge. As I turned left onto the riverside Albert Embankment, I was greeted by the Doulton brick chimney, which rose to more than two hundred feet and was topped with a structure resembling a Romanesque bell tower. Beside it sat the six-storey pottery showrooms with countless arched windows, a steeply pitched roof, several spires and a beautiful terracotta and tile facade.

      I paused by the river to admire these buildings and once again attempted to distract my thoughts from James’ impending wedding. The drizzle had turned to a steady rain, creating rivulets on my umbrella and dampening my skirts. My eye was drawn across the river once again to the grey walls of Millbank Prison. I felt a heavy sadness in my stomach, which was followed by a snap of impatience at my feeling so sorry for myself.

      How could I possibly work with James once he was married to Charlotte? I couldn’t bear the thought of it.

      Travelling to Colombia had been a fanciful idea of mine, though it would have been almost impossible for me to fund it. But what about America? There was a good chance I could earn a living there.

      I continued on my way and soon reached The Crown Tavern, where Benjamin Taylor’s inquest had been held. From there I turned away from the river and walked back toward Lambeth police station. I had seen no sign of Catherine, but I wasn’t surprised. So far she had managed to evade and outwit everybody.

      

      Back at the busy police station I found James speaking to the sergeant in the parade room.

      “Penny!” He greeted me with a smile, but his eyes lingered on mine as if he had noticed the sadness lurking there.

      “No news of Catherine yet?” I asked.

      “No, unfortunately not. As you can see we have everyone searching, but I don’t know how long we can sustain this for. This isn’t the only case the south London police divisions have to deal with, and she isn’t making it easy for us to find her, is she?”

      “No, she isn’t. I have just taken a little wander myself, for all the good it’s done. Wherever she is, I don’t think it can be around here.”

      “And we have many more sightings than we can realistically follow up on. All I can think of now is enticing her to come to us.”

      “How would you do that?”

      “By setting up a trap of some sort.”

      “A cage, perhaps?”

      We both laughed.

      “I think there must be someone else she’s planning to poison next,” I added.

      “There could well be, couldn’t there? We haven’t discovered any more husbands, though. She appears to have stopped at four.”

      “What is happening with Molly Coutts?”

      “Ah yes, I have news on her. Your theory was correct, Penny. Catherine had paid her to go on the run.”

      “She spoke at last?”

      “At her mother’s insistence. She marched Molly down to Bermondsey police station yesterday evening and made her give a full statement to the police. She said she didn’t want her daughter caught up in any more of this unpleasant business, and the statement was given on the understanding that the police would not press charges against her daughter.”

      “Catherine used her as a decoy, didn’t she?”

      “Exactly.”

      “She’ll be rather upset that Molly has told the police the truth.”

      “Yes, there is a risk to the girl’s safety now. We have a constable keeping an eye on her while she stays at her mother’s home.”

      “That’s how you can lure Catherine in!” I exclaimed. “We can print Molly’s confession in the Morning Express and then Catherine will be angered that someone is talking about her, just as she was irked when I printed Benjamin’s interview. She’ll try to get to Molly because she won’t want the girl revealing all her plans. But we must be careful that Catherine doesn’t harm her in any way.”

      “We will. We’ll have to plan it extremely carefully. Sergeant Richards has her written confession at Bermondsey. If you could write a summary of it and have it published tomorrow that will hopefully encourage Catherine to come after Molly.”

      “But you will look after Molly, won’t you?”

      “Absolutely. We can have officers in plain clothes close by at all times. We’ll need to ask Molly to go somewhere her drink could be tampered with. A public house would make sense. That’s how Catherine found Benjamin Taylor, isn’t it?”

      I watched James’ face brighten as he considered this plan.

      “I’ll discuss it now with Inspector Austen,” he continued. “He’ll need to set the plan in motion as I won’t be on duty tomorrow…”

      There was a pause.

      “Because you’ll be at your wedding,” I said.

      “Yes.” He held my gaze. “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t.” I turned away so that he couldn’t see my face.

      “Inspector Blakely, may I have a word please?” asked one of the sergeants.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look at James, but I felt his eyes on me as I turned and left the parade room. By the time I reached the street my vision was blurred with tears.

      

      I composed myself during the short horse tram journey up to Borough. From there I walked to the police station on Bermondsey Street.

      Every few moments a rush of tears threatened to disrupt my composure, but I swallowed them back and marched on.

      I couldn’t think about James any more. I had to put him out of my mind. The relationship we had enjoyed for the past year could no longer exist.

      I pictured James’ face at some point in the future when he was told that I was working as a news reporter in America. I imagined him stopping for a moment and pausing to think about the huge mistake he had made.

      He would recall all the times I had told him to call off his wedding and would finally realise that I had been right.

      But by then it would be too late.

      I gulped back more tears as I marched up the steps outside Bermondsey police station.
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      “Penelope!” said my sister Eliza as her maid showed me into her drawing room that evening. “How are you? You don’t need to tell me why you’re here.”

      “How do you know why I’m here?”

      “Because it’s Inspector Blakely’s wedding tomorrow and you need a shoulder to cry on.”

      “I’ve done all the crying I intend to do.”

      “Oh dear. Really? For a moment I was hopeful that he had seen sense and called it off.”

      “He would never call it off. After all, it might harm his father’s health, and his brother has travelled all the way from Scotland.”

      “Hopeless excuses.”

      “He doesn’t care enough for me,” I said, sitting on the settee. “If he really cared for me he would have put a stop to it by now. But he hasn’t, and that tells us all we need to know. So I haven’t come here to cry and feel sorry for myself, Ellie. I have already progressed beyond that stage.”

      Eliza gave me a sceptical look. “Really?”

      “Yes, really. I came here for a different reason entirely. We need to talk about money.”

      “Oh dear. I haven’t any to spare if that’s what you were hoping.”

      “No, I’m not asking you for any. However, I recall that Mother and Father might have put something in trust for us.”

      “But that will only be released after they have died, Penelope.”

      “That’s rather complicated for us, given that we don’t know whether Father has died or not.”

      “Hopefully we shall find out soon. Anyway, Mother is still very much alive.”

      “What’s the use in us waiting until after they’re dead? That could be a long time yet, and what happens if we’re never able to prove whether Father is dead or not?”

      “I hope Francis will find that out. And even if he can’t manage it, I suppose a period of time will have passed that would mean he couldn’t possibly be alive any longer.”

      “That could be another twenty years! It’s no use at all. Oh, but this talk of Francis reminds me that a letter arrived from him yesterday.” I pulled it out of my carpet bag and handed it to her.

      “Why are you so interested in the money, Penelope?”

      “I don’t need much; about twenty pounds. Perhaps thirty to be safe.”

      “Whatever for?”

      “A steamship ticket to Philadelphia.”

      “What?” Eliza’s mouth hung open. “You’re going to America?”

      “I may as well go somewhere. There’s nothing left for me here. I had thought about following Francis to Colombia but it would cost too much, and I don’t know whether I would be able to earn any money there. In America I could work as a news reporter. I hear there are a number of women reporters there, and just think of all the stories there must be in those great cities. Picture me working in New York! Can you imagine it, Ellie? In fact, I should be quite happy with Philadelphia to begin with. I could sail from Liverpool next Wednesday, and a travel agent told me I can buy a ticket for just seven pounds. It’s the fastest route to the West.”

      “West? Since when did you ever want to go west?”

      “Since it dawned on me that I cannot remain in the same city as Mr and Mrs James Blakely.”

      “But you needn’t see them.”

      “But I will, Ellie, I know that I will. I’ll come across James time and time again during the course of my work, and it will be awful. Then there’s bound to be a time when I see him with Charlotte, and I cannot bear the thought of it. I feel sick just thinking about it; it turns my stomach. It’s going to do that every single day after tomorrow. At least there will be plenty of other things to think about on the other side of the Atlantic. There will be so many new things to see and do. I won’t have time to think about James or anyone else for that matter.”

      “Not even your sister?”

      “Of course I’d think about you, Ellie. And the children. I might also think about Mother now and again.”

      “You can’t leave Mother.”

      “She won’t mind. I don’t think she has ever really understood me, anyway.”

      “Oh, Penelope, how callous! I agree that she doesn’t always understand you, but she loves you.”

      I felt a lump in my throat. “Well, she could come and visit me.”

      “She doesn’t even like getting the train to London. There’s no chance of her taking a boat across the Atlantic.”

      A thought leapt into my mind. “Why don’t you come with me, Ellie? Then you’d be rid of that silly George. The children would love it! It’s a big, exciting country, filled with opportunity.”

      “George and I have begun to see eye-to-eye a little more recently.”

      “Oh dear, I was hoping you would divorce him.”

      “I would only ever do so as a last resort, Penelope. What’s got into you? You’re excitable and flighty, and I’m worried that you’re about to do something foolish.”

      “I’m not about to do anything foolish. I simply want to make the most of my life. I met a man and fell in love with him, and then he married someone else. I want a fresh start somewhere new, then maybe I shall meet someone who returns my love.”

      “Isn’t that the same reason Francis gave for travelling to Colombia?”

      “Yes, it is, now you come to mention it. I think I understand a little more of how he was feeling now. And once he’s finished in Colombia he could come and find me in America! It’s so much nearer than Britain. He could find a boat which sails up the coast from South America to North America. Perhaps I could find some affection in my heart for him the second time around.”

      “I’m going to call for the maid and have her fetch some laudanum. I’ve never heard you spout so much nonsense, Penny, and I fear for your state of mind.”

      She pulled the bell on the wall.

      “Ellie, this is my moment of enlightenment! I’ve placed my hopes in futile things for too long. I admit that I feel a little light in the head, but it’s only because I can see now what must be done. The rest of my life is waiting for me and I need to seize control of it! I’m already thirty-five years old. This may be the last chance I have to drastically change.”

      “I don’t want you to drastically change, Penelope. I love you just the way you are.” My sister’s lower lip trembled.

      “Thank you, Ellie.” I got up from my seat and went over to embrace her in her easy chair. “We’ve had our differences over the years, but you’re a good sister and I should very much like you to come to America with me.”

      “You need some money first, Penelope. I suggest you take the train to Derbyshire tomorrow and speak to Mother about the trust.”

      “That’s likely to be the hardest part of all,” I said, releasing myself from my sister’s embrace. “But it must be done.”

      “Fetch the laudanum please, May,” said my sister when the maid walked into the room.

      She nodded and went off again.

      “Now sit down, Penelope, and take some deep breaths,” said Eliza. “You need to prepare yourself for your visit to Mother tomorrow.”
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      I stepped out of Eliza’s home early the following morning with a thick head, wishing I hadn’t agreed to take the laudanum. At the time it had helped my mood, but now my mind felt slow and foggy.

      It was a cool morning and the sky was blue and cloudless. The day of James’ wedding had dawned.

      I travelled home on the underground railway, trying to push all thoughts of the wedding out of my mind. I needed to concentrate on my plan. I realised I wasn’t even thinking about the Bermondsey poisoner case any more. I had written a summary of Molly Coutts’ confession and handed it to Mr Sherman. I had done what I had said I would do, and now I would leave it up to Inspector Austen and his men to see it through. I hoped to be able to write about Catherine’s arrest early the following week.

      “I’m visiting my mother in Derbyshire,” I said to Mrs Garnett once I had packed a few things into my travel bag and put on my light travelling coat. “I shall return on the train tomorrow evening.”

      “This is a sudden decision,” she commented. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, everything is fine. Thank you, Mrs Garnett.”

      I looked at her dark, enquiring face and felt a lump in my throat. How could I bring myself to tell her that I was moving to America? Although Mrs Garnett had irritating habits, I had rented a room from her for so long that she felt like a member of my family.

      Without thinking, I stepped forward and gave her a quick embrace. Her entire body stiffened.

      “What was that for?” she asked once I had stepped back again.

      “Thank you for being such a good landlady,” I said.

      “Are you sure you’re all right, Miss Green? I think you must be coming down with something. If you are, you’re certainly not fit for a journey to Derbyshire. How far away is it? Five hundred miles?”

      I laughed. “No, Mother lives about a hundred and fifty miles from here. The train journey to Derby takes just over three hours.”

      “Is that all? You should visit her more often in that case.”

      “Yes, I should,” I replied curtly, feeling a pang of guilt. “Well, I must go and catch my train. See you tomorrow, Mrs Garnett.”

      

      I travelled on the underground railway to St Pancras station. When I purchased my ticket I was informed that I had just missed the ten o’clock train, and that I would have to wait for the next one at midday. I tucked the ticket into the pocket of my coat and made my way over to the refreshment room. It was hot inside, and noisy with voices and the clanking of crockery. Condensation ran down the windows and I decided that I couldn’t bear to spend two hours in there.

      I caught a glimpse of the Euston Road through the windows, and just beyond it lay Bloomsbury. The British Museum was only a twenty-minute walk away. I decided to walk there instead of sitting restlessly in the overheated refreshment room.

      It was just after ten o’clock. Was James already married? I wondered. I hadn’t asked him what time his wedding would take place, preferring not to know.

      I made my way to Russell Square and thought about the walks Francis and I had taken here. Birds were singing in the trees and late summer flowers were in bloom. I took a diagonal path across the centre of the square and soon reached the British Museum.

      I paused at the bottom of the steps and looked up at the enormous classical edifice. This was a place I visited most days, and I had grown so accustomed to it that I hadn’t stopped to look at it in a long while. The triangular pediment resting on the columns was decorated with statues showing the evolution of man from a primitive being to one enlightened by the arts, mathematics and science. Beyond this great portico lay the reading room, which had become a second home to me over the years.

      I walked up a few steps and paused again. A young couple pushed a perambulator past me and a scruffy pigeon waddled along a step. This was the spot where I had first met James the previous October.

      Almost a year had passed since our first meeting.

      I smiled as I remembered how he had nervously approached me, bowler hat in hand. I had been a different person back then; one who had been preoccupied only with herself and her work. I’d had no idea back then how much that meeting with James would change my life.

      I took a breath, closed my eyes and turned away from the portico so that I was facing the bottom of the steps. A fanciful notion gripped me that if I slowly opened my eyes I would see James there waiting for me, just as he had been eleven months earlier.

      The sun felt warm on my face and I breathed in, calming myself with a rare sense of hope. I slowly opened my eyes, praying that I would see him there. As my eyelids fluttered open I felt a sinking sense of disappointment when I saw that the space in front of me was empty.

      I felt alone and completely foolish. James was in Croydon marrying his sweetheart. How could I ever have imagined that he would come here?

      I wiped away a tear which had rolled down my cheek, and with my teeth tightly clenched I made my way down the steps again. I had about an hour before I needed to return to the train station.

      I followed the route James and I had taken the afternoon we had met and made my way to the Museum Tavern at the corner on the other side of the road.

      I was about to push against the doors and step inside, just as we had done that afternoon. But then I paused.

      There were too many fond memories associated with the place. I couldn’t bring myself to set foot in there and see it in the context of the new world that now existed for me; a world in which James was married.

      I took a step back and walked on past the Museum Tavern in the direction of Covent Garden, feeling unsure where to go next.

      A sudden hand on my arm made me cry out. I had experienced unpleasant encounters on the street before.

      I grabbed my bag and leapt away, spinning around swiftly to see who my assailant was.

      The man was smartly dressed but looked slightly dishevelled, with a loosened cravat and tousled hair.

      “Penny?”

      “James?”

      Was it really him?

      “What…?” my question tailed off before I could complete it.

      “I saw you walking past the window!” He sounded breathless.

      “But what about your wedding?”

      “Forget about the wedding.” He gave a relieved grin. “There is no wedding.”

      “And Charlotte?”

      He stepped forward, held me by the shoulders and pressed his lips against mine.
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      Some people gasped and others stared, surprised at our public show of affection.

      “I do apologise,” mumbled James. “That was completely inappropriate. Oh dear, now I’ve brought shame upon us both.”

      “There is no wedding?” I asked.

      “I cancelled it.”

      He grinned, and I felt a smile spread across as my face as I looked at him in his wedding suit. A crumpled white flower was pinned to the lapel of his jacket.

      “Oh James, I never thought you would… I can’t quite believe it! What about your father?” I asked. “And your brother who travelled from Scotland?”

      James gave a laugh. “They’ll forgive me, I suppose. Eventually.”

      “And Charlotte?”

      “Oh, she won’t.”

      “Did you speak to her?”

      “Oh yes, I had to speak to her. I was awake all night, and then I caught the first train down to Croydon this morning.”

      “You didn’t sleep at all?”

      “No. Sleep doesn’t come easily when you’re wondering if you’re about to make the biggest mistake of your life. I made my way to St John’s Church, convincing myself that it was my duty to go through with it. But on my way there I had the most awful sensation of impending doom, and I realised that I wasn’t supposed to feel like that just before my wedding. I finally saw sense and stopped myself just in time. I went over to the Jenkins’ home and broke the news.”

      “And what did they say?”

      “Not a great deal. Charlotte hit me, then her father threw me out of the house.”

      “She hit you?”

      “Yes, on the jaw just here.” He rubbed it with his hand. “It’s beginning to ache a little now.”

      “That’s awful!”

      “I deserved it, Penny.”

      “No one deserves to be struck!”

      “She was extremely upset, and I can understand that. Anyway, I don’t wish to dwell on it too much. Let’s go inside.” He gestured toward the door of the Museum Tavern.

      I walked with James up to the pub, feeling as though I were walking on air. Was this really happening?

      He paused outside the swing doors.

      “You don’t remember your recent words to me, do you?”

      “Which ones?”

      “In the Tower Subway. You told me you would be drowning your sorrows at the Museum Tavern today.”

      “Oh yes, so I did!” I felt a smile break out across my face. “You remembered!”

      “Better than you, it seems. Come inside. We have company though, I’m afraid. Florence Burrell is here and she has been sharing some interesting theories on where Catherine might be hiding.”

      “Oh dear. Really? Poor you!” I said. “You never get a break from work, do you?”

      “You’ll be interested to hear this too, Penny. Come on.”

      We stepped inside the pub. The air was filled with tobacco smoke and I smiled at the familiarity of the place. I was here with James once again. This was a moment I had waited a long time for; a moment I had thought would never happen again.

      James led me over to our usual table toward the back of the pub, and seated there was poor scar-faced Florence Burrell wearing a dark shawl and her usual thick-lensed spectacles. I considered her presence an inconvenience at a time like this, whether she had information about Catherine Curran’s possible whereabouts or not.

      “Would you like an East India sherry, Penny?” asked James.

      “Yes please.”

      I greeted Florence and sat down at the table.

      “It’s a surprise to find you here, Miss Burrell,” I said. “Is this the first time you have visited this public house?”

      “No, I’ve been here before. Not for a few years, though. I used to like visiting the museum over the road. I went there with Tom once. I came in here today and saw the inspector, and he didn’t look quite right.”

      “Today is his wedding day,” I said.

      “He didn’t mention that!” she laughed. “Getting married at a church close by, is he?”

      “No,” I replied as James returned and handed me my glass of sherry.

      Florence’s eyebrows knotted together in puzzlement as he sat down at the table.

      “You didn’t tell me you were getting married, Inspector Blakely,” she said.

      “I’m not,” he said curtly.

      Florence gave a laugh. “I’m so confused!” she said, her eyes resting on his tankard of porter.

      “I think we all are,” I replied, watching her face intently and noticing how her dark eyes followed James’ tankard as he lifted it to take a sip. Something about her expression caused a cold, gripping sensation to rise in my chest.

      “Don’t!” I yelled at James. I leaned forward and grasped hold of the tankard before he was able to drink from it.
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      A look of alarm flashed across Florence’s face. Then she leapt up from the table and ran out of the pub.

      “What is it?” said James. “Where’s she gone?”

      We need to catch her!” I cried out.

      We both followed in her footsteps, pushing past the other drinkers in the bar and falling through the doors onto Museum Street.

      “There!” said James, pointing at a figure running down the street and swiftly turning left.

      We followed Florence onto Little Russell Street only to see her dashing into a churchyard on the right.

      “St George’s,” puffed James as we chased after her. I held onto my hat as we ran past the grand stone church and found ourselves on Bloomsbury Way.

      “Over there!” I cried. She had already made it across the road and was running toward another side street.

      As James and I swiftly followed we were berated by a cabman for frightening his horse.

      The street opened out into the busy thoroughfare of High Holborn. People thronged the pavements and the road was busy.

      “Where’s she gone now?” said James as we looked left and right, hoping to catch a glance of Florence’s retreating form.

      My heart thudded in my chest as I looked up and down the street.

      “I can’t see her!” I cried.

      “We’d better not have lost her!” exclaimed James. “Let’s cross the road.”

      We dashed between horses and carriage wheels. Once we reached the south side of the road my eye was drawn to a narrow passageway.

      “I bet she’s gone down there,” I said.

      “But what if she hasn’t?”

      “She’ll be looking for places to hide. She won’t want to stay on a busy street where her actions might attract the attention of a police constable.”

      James sighed. “We may as well take a look. I think we’ve lost her, though.”

      He took my hand and we ran down the passageway, which opened into a courtyard bordered by workshops and stables.

      “It’s a dead end,” said James. “If she’s here she won’t be able to get out again. You search over there and I’ll search this side.”

      We separated, and I peered over some discarded barrels and an old cart before reaching a tumbledown workshop with a grimy-faced man inside.

      “Have you seen a woman hiding here?” I asked him.

      He grunted in reply.

      “She’s wearing a dark shawl and a dark dress,” I said, “and she has spectacles and dark hair. We think she ran down here just now.”

      The man gave another grunt and began hammering at a lump of stone.

      “Thank you for your help!” I said with a sarcastic smile.

      At that moment a movement caught my eye and Florence Burrell shot out from behind the workshop and made a run for the passageway as if her life depended on it.

      I turned and gave chase, but James had already spotted her. He dashed across the courtyard and apprehended her just before she could reach the entrance. He launched himself at her and grabbed both arms.

      “Let me go!” she screamed as she wriggled to get free.

      I ran to catch up with them.

      The grimy man from the workshop stepped out to see what was going on.

      “Police!” James called out to him. “I’m making an arrest!”

      “Get off me!” screeched Florence.

      “Tell us why you were running away,” said James.

      “I don’t have to tell you anything,” she sneered.

      “Did you put something in my drink?”

      “No! Now let go of me.”

      “Cooperate with me please, Miss Burrell, or I shall be forced to arrest you.”

      “I will!” She squirmed. “Just let go!”

      “If you attempt to run away again I will arrest you. Have I made myself clear?”

      “Yes.”

      The scar on her face looked slightly different now. I couldn’t work out why, but something about it didn’t seem quite right. James slowly let go of her arms.

      “Can you please explain why you were running away from us, Miss Burrell?” said James. “One moment you were about to tell me more about Catherine and the next you were gone.”

      “It’s because she put something in your drink,” I said. “Poison, probably. Is that what you did to Benjamin Taylor too?”

      James was also looking at Florence’s scar as if he had noticed something strange about it.

      “What are you talking about?” she snarled at me. “I only met him once!”

      In a swift move, James reached his hand up to Florence’s face and rubbed at the scar.

      “Get off!” She recoiled angrily, but when she looked at us again there was a red smear where James had touched her cheek.

      “It’s not real!” I exclaimed. “Why are you trying to disguise yourself, Florence?”

      It felt as though her dark eyes might bore right through me. Then she pulled off her spectacles and rubbed at the false scar with her sleeve. Most of the red dye came off, but the skin remained oddly puckered.

      “Funny ’ow easy it is to fool people with a bit o’ glue and some beetroot juice.” She gave a laugh and her voice suddenly sounded deeper, with no trace of a West Country burr at all. “The glue’s ruined me face fer good, but it’s served me well for long enough.”

      “Catherine Curran,” I said. Her headscarf had slipped from her head in the struggle and I could see now that her hair had been artificially coloured dark brown.

      “Me real name’s Jane,” she retorted. “And as I’ve done away with all me ’usbands I use the name Vincent now. Jane Vincent.”

      James grasped her arm again. “Miss Vincent, consider yourself in police custody for the murder of four men.”

      “Save it, Inspector,” she spat. “You don’t wanna be wastin’ your time with me down the station. You were supposed to be getting married today, weren’t you?” She gave me a knowing glance. “It’s good you decided against it. I did it four times. Never ’ad a happy marriage.”

      “We’re a five-minute walk from the police station on Bow Street,” said James. “If you could take Miss Vincent’s other arm, Penny, we can walk her down there.”

      “No chance of it!” shouted Jane.

      She bent her head down and sank her teeth into James’ hand. He cried out and tried to keep hold of her, but his grip had loosened enough for her to get away.

      We ran after her along the passageway back to High Holborn, and I felt sure we would be close enough to grab her as soon as she stopped beside the busy road.

      Only she didn’t stop. She kept on running and flung herself in front of a moving carriage.

      “Jane!” I screamed as the horse managed to skip over her. I didn’t have time to cover my eyes before the wheels of the carriage rolled across her as if she were a bundle of rags.
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      James dashed over to where Jane lay in the road. The four-wheeled brougham stopped and the driver jumped down.

      “I didn’t see ’er!” he cried out, clearly distressed.

      “She jumped in front of you. There was nothing you could have done,” said James.

      A group of people had gathered around, but I remained on the pavement, not wishing to get any closer. I could feel myself shaking. A well-dressed lady in a large red hat stepped out of the brougham and began to cry. I walked over to comfort her.

      “She did it on purpose,” I said. “There was nothing any of us could have done. It’s probably best if you get back inside the carriage for now.”

      The lady did as I suggested.

      James walked over to me, shaking his head sadly. “She probably died instantly,” he said. “Someone has found a doctor, but there’s nothing he can do.”

      I watched the group of people crowding around Jane’s body, then removed my spectacles so that the tragic scene wasn’t so clear.

      “I wish it hadn’t ended this way,” I said. “Perhaps we were wrong to chase her.”

      “There was no need for her to lose her life,” said James sadly. “But we did what we had to do. We couldn’t have allowed a serial murderer to escape justice.”

      “She almost poisoned you!” I said.

      “It seems she did. What made you suspicious of her?”

      I shivered. “I don’t know, really. There was just something about her expression I didn’t like. And the way she watched you as you picked up your drink. There was an odd smile on her face… I didn’t like it at all.”

      “It’s just as well you turned up when you did!” said James. “I hadn’t expected to see her at the Museum Tavern this morning. She must have been following me.”

      “Just as you thought someone was.”

      “Yes, but I thought it was all in my imagination! Are you all right, Penny? You’re shivering.”

      James removed his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      “I’ve said it already, but I can’t believe you cancelled your wedding,” I said. “Is it really true that your engagement to Charlotte is over?”

      “Of course it is!”

      “I keep thinking you’re somehow going to become engaged to her again.”

      James gave a snort of amusement. “I sincerely hope not.”

      A police constable arrived on the scene.

      “What a strange day,” I said, watching the sombre group in front of us.

      “It is indeed,” replied James. “More than enough has happened for one day, and it’s not even noon yet.”

      “Oh, that reminds me,” I put my hand inside my pocket and pulled out the second-class ticket. “I have a train to catch.”

      “Where are you going?” His brow furrowed.

      “Derby,” I replied, “to see my mother. But don’t worry, I think I’m going to give it a miss. Besides, my travel bag is still inside the Museum Tavern.”

      “Inspector Blakely?”

      We turned to see the constable approaching us.

      He cleared his throat before continuing. “I’m sorry for the interruption, sir, but do you have any idea what happened here?”

      “I do, yes,” replied James. “Would you like me to explain it all to you at Bow Street station?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s not your usual attire is it, Blakely?” asked Chief Inspector Fenton, surveying James’ smart suit.

      “No, I was supposed to be attending a wedding.”

      “And work interrupted you?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Oh dear. Let’s hope the bride and groom aren’t too upset that you missed their big day!”

      James smiled and said nothing more as we followed Inspector Fenton into the mess room at Bow Street police station. Sergeant Richards had joined us from Bermondsey, as had Inspector Austen from Lambeth. The mess room had a billiard table at the centre and a cloud of tobacco smoke hung in the air. It wasn’t the sort of room many women saw the inside of, but James seemed keen to keep me with him.

      We sat down at a table. Inspector Fenton had narrow eyes and dark, mutton-chop whiskers tinged with grey. I had come across him before when reporting on the murders down in St Giles.

      “So the woman who now lies in the Macklin Street mortuary is the Bermondsey poisoner?” he asked.

      “Yes, we are fairly sure it’s her,” said James.

      “Did she confess before she died?”

      “She said that she had done away with all her husbands,” replied James. “That’s as much of a confession as we could get from her.”

      “It sounds damning enough,” replied Inspector Fenton. “What did her real name turn out to be?”

      “Jane Vincent,” said James. “She became Jane Taylor after she was married to Benjamin Taylor.”

      “Jane Taylor was the name she told Molly Coutts to use when she went ‘on the run’ to Kent,” I added. “She told Molly to pretend to be her and to stay at a succession of inns and lodging houses in order to keep the police occupied. She had threatened to tell Molly’s mother about an affair Molly was having with a married blacksmith, but her mother found out about it anyway! She needn’t have gone to all that trouble for Catherine, I mean Jane.”

      “Jane gave Molly a fair amount of money, too,” added James.

      “When Benjamin Taylor told Jane to leave six years ago after she had failed to murder him, she changed her name to Catherine Vincent and simply married again,” I said. “She was Catherine Vincent, then Catherine Peel, then Catherine Burrell and finally Catherine Curran.”

      “She managed to confuse just about everybody,” said James. “And I’m still marvelling at what can be achieved with a little glue and beetroot juice.”

      “To the detriment of her skin, we might add,” I said.

      “She didn’t care, though, did she?” said James. “In fact, I’m not sure Jane Vincent cared about anything much at all.”

      “Apart from money,” I said. “How many life insurance policies did she take out in the end?”

      “We found about ten in total,” said James, “but there may have been many more.”

      “To think that she accumulated all that cash and then threw herself under the wheels of a carriage,” I said.

      “I don’t suppose she ever thought she would be caught,” replied James.

      “We’re satisfied that she is the woman who was seen with Benjamin Taylor at the Royal Vauxhall Tavern,” said Inspector Austen. “But what about Inspector Martin’s death?”

      “I think I know the answer to that, sir,” Sergeant Richards piped up. “The day Inspector Martin interviewed Sally Chadwick he asked me to make him some tea. I put the kettle on the stove in the constables’ office, and a short while later Florence Burrell arrived. We had been expecting her as she’d sent a telegram to say she would be visiting. I explained to her that Inspector Martin was otherwise engaged, but that I’d let him know she had arrived when I took in his tea. I pointed in the direction of the waiting room and asked her to take a seat there.”

      “So she was unaccompanied for a while?” asked James.

      “Yes, just for a short while,” replied the sergeant. “I returned to the constables’ office to fill the teapot with hot water, then left again to have a quick word with the desk sergeant about the paperwork relating to Sally Chadwick’s confession. I went back to the constables’ office to fetch the tea and found Miss Burrell walking along the corridor toward me looking rather lost and confused. I realise now that she must have been inside the constables’ office.”

      “Then Florence Burrell was, in fact, Jane Vincent, the Bermondsey poisoner?” asked Inspector Fenton.

      “Yes, sir. I assumed she was tired and had lost her way. That’s what she told me had happened, and I foolishly believed her.”

      “But in actual fact she had just tipped a large amount of arsenic into the teapot,” said James.

      “Yes. I didn’t even think that she might have been in the constables’ office,” said Sergeant Richards. “She was walking away from it, so I assumed she was walking back from the other end of the corridor. I thought she had maybe walked down there, realised it was a dead end and then made her way back again. I should have realised sooner what had happened, but we were all so convinced that Sally Chadwick was responsible I didn’t question it. I made a terrible mistake.”

      “We all did,” said James.

      “She did well to locate the teapot in the constables’ office so swiftly,” I said.

      “She may have visited the police station before,” said James. “In fact, she may have done so in another disguise to specifically plan the poisoning. Having got away with two murders, can you imagine how alarmed she must have felt when it was discovered that John Curran had been poisoned? What better way to disrupt the investigation than to target the investigating police officers?”

      “And it did disrupt the investigation,” I said with a sigh.

      “That explains why we never found any evidence that Sally Chadwick had poisoned Inspector Martin,” said James.

      “And what of Sally now?” I asked.

      “There’s only one person who can really help her,” said James, “and that’s herself. Until now she has refused to implicate Jane Vincent – or Catherine Curran as she knew her – in any of this. Perhaps when she learns the woman is dead she will finally be at liberty to tell the truth.”
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      Once James had assisted Inspector Fenton and his men with their paperwork, we walked back to the Museum Tavern to fetch my travel bag.

      A bell close by chimed five o’clock.

      “Well, I really have missed my train,” I said. “I shall have to visit my mother another weekend.”

      “I don’t recall you mentioning that you were going to see her,” said James.

      “It was a last-minute decision. I didn’t particularly wish to remain in London.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I couldn’t bear to stick around on your wedding day!”

      “Oh yes, of course. I apologise, Penny. I can only imagine how it would have felt if the tables were turned. I have to say that it must have been… awful.”

      “I had planned to leave London,” I said.

      “For good?”

      “Yes. I was going to see my mother about borrowing some money to buy a ticket to America.”

      “America?” James stopped and stared at me. “You were intending to leave the country?”

      “You were about to get married!”

      He sighed. “Yes, I suppose I was. Thank goodness I didn’t go through with it. I would never have coped with you going to America. Never.” Then he frowned. “You’re not still planning to go, are you?”

      “Of course not! If you’re not still planning to marry Charlotte Jenkins I won’t be going anywhere.”

      “Good.” He grinned. “Then we have a deal.”

      There was a warmth in my chest which I only usually felt after a glass of sherry. I realised as we walked that I couldn’t stop smiling.

      I could still scarcely believe that the wedding had been called off. I hoped I would never have to see Charlotte again.

      We retrieved my travel bag from the Museum Tavern, which had thankfully been handed to the bar tender for safekeeping. An old man was dozing at the table we had been seated at.

      “My beer has been cleared away,” said James. “I suppose it was a few hours ago now. Goodness, I hope no one else drank it.”

      I looked nervously at the dozing man, concerned that he might have drunk the poisoned beer while James went to confirm with the bar tender that the drink had been tipped away.

      “Thank goodness for that,” he said when he returned. “No one else drank it. Though if it had been kept we could have had it tested for arsenic.”

      “I think enough arsenic testing has been done for the time being,” I said. “Anyway, she cannot poison anyone else now.”

      “Let’s go and have dinner,” said James. “I’m not supposed to be on duty, but I told Sergeant Richards we’d be at the Whitmore Restaurant in case anything important comes up. Hopefully it won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      The Whitmore was a cosy little restaurant with red wallpaper and a low-slung, beamed ceiling. The candle on our table gave James’ face a warm glow, and although he looked tired I could see a sparkle of happiness in his eyes.

      “We must prepare ourselves for a few days of unpleasantness,” he said. “My former fiancée won’t have taken kindly to being abandoned at the altar.”

      “She didn’t get quite that far, did she?” I said. “At least you managed to speak to her at home and saved her the indignity of turning up at the church in front of all your guests.”

      James laughed. “Oh dear. It’s terrible, it really is.” He rested his head in his hands. “Dreadful, really. I didn’t think I was capable of doing something like that. I must be the most unpopular man in Croydon at this moment.”

      He placed his hands back on the table and I rested my hand on his, feeling my fingers tingle as I did so. Although this physical contact wasn’t entirely appropriate, I felt happy that it no longer felt forbidden.

      “It’s probably best if you stay away from Croydon for a while,” I said.

      “Oh, I intend to. And I shouldn’t think it would be terribly safe for me to return home either. Mr Jenkins is no doubt hammering angrily at my door as we speak.”

      We both laughed, then he fixed me with his earnest gaze.

      “I made the right decision, Penny, I know that. I’m sorry I kept you waiting for so long.”

      “I’d hazard a bet that you are worth the wait, James.”

      

      We managed to dine for an hour or so before the inevitable interruption came.

      “Oh no,” groaned James as the lanky form of Sergeant Richards stepped into the restaurant.

      He approached us, visibly breathless.

      “I’m very sorry to interrupt, sir, but you did say—”

      “Yes, I did,” said James impatiently. “What’s happened?”

      “We’re needed in Bermondsey. We’ve just received a telegram down at Bow Street. News of Sally Chadwick, apparently.”
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      “This is Maggie,” I said to James as we sat in the spartan interview room at Bermondsey police station. “I’ve just realised I don’t know your full name, Maggie,” I added.

      “It’s Mrs Maggie Westcott.” She looked smaller and older than I recalled her being.

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs Westcott,” said James. “I’ve seen you around, and at the magistrate’s court with Miss Chadwick.”

      “Yer did,” she nodded. “I ’eard the news about Mrs Curran.”

      “News travels quickly around here,” said James.

      “Mr Clark the verger ’appened to see Sergeant Richards runnin’ outta this ’ere station and into a carriage early this afternoon,” replied Maggie.

      “He did indeed,” replied the sergeant. “It was shortly after I received your telegram from Bow Street, sir. Mr Clark asked me what the emergency was, and I told him that Catherine Curran had died after being hit by a carriage on High Holborn.”

      “As soon as I ’eard it from Mr Clark I got meself over to Clerkenwell to see Sally,” said Maggie. “I told ’er what ’ad ’appened, and I’m sad to say she cried about it. I dunno why really, considerin’ what she told me after.”

      “Which was what?” asked James.

      “That Catherine told ’er she ’ad ter say as she’d murdered all them ’usbands! She ’ad ’er terrible frightened. All them poisons in Sally’s ’ouse was Catherine’s; that was where she made ’em all up. She done it for years. Told Sally she could ’ave some o’ the money, but I dunno as Sally ever saw any of it. She pretended to be ’er friend but she weren’t, and she made Sally take the blame ’cause Sally’s got a child’s mind. She don’t know no different, and she ain’t got no ma or pa. And ter fink she’s in that ’orrible prison! You need ter get ’er outta there.”

      I felt great relief on hearing confirmation that Sally was no murderess.

      “We do indeed need to get her out of there,” said James. “Sally has made a false confession, but we need to hear the truth from her now. Presumably Catherine Curran’s death will have prompted her to talk.”

      “She can’t be scared of ’er no more,” Maggie agreed.

      “I’ll go and see her now,” said James, getting up from his seat. “And I’ll telegram the doctor, Dr Sherman. The hour is already rather late, but hopefully he’ll be able to meet me there and assess her condition. I feel I could have done a little more for Miss Chadwick. I was so convinced that she had murdered a colleague of mine my sympathy for her had diminished. I’ll attempt to rectify that by doing what I can for her now, and I shall ask Dr Sherman for some advice on how we can best look after her.”

      “She can go back ’ome,” said Maggie. “She’s capable enough o’ livin’ back there. I’ll keep an eye on ’er. I ain’t gonna be around forever ’cause I’m old, but me daughter’ll do the same. We’ll look after ’er, Inspector.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Westcott.”
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      “Well, Penelope, I don’t really know what to say. I can’t say that I approve. I think it dreadfully unfair of a groom to abandon his bride on her wedding day.”

      I had met my sister on Parliament Hill, where a brisk wind tugged at our skirts and hats. Copper-coloured leaves scurried across the grass.

      “It’s quite thoughtless, in fact,” continued Eliza. “Are you sure you can love a man who is as thoughtless as that?”

      “He’s not thoughtless, Ellie. He was just worried about upsetting his fiancée. And his father, and his brother who had travelled—”

      “All the way from Scotland. Yes, I remember you telling me. He’s upset them all now anyway, so he should have just done it sooner. He would have caused slightly less upset had he done so.”

      “I’m not going to disagree with you, Ellie, but it is a lot easier, with hindsight, to reflect on a better way of doing things.”

      “Oh, isn’t it just? None of us is perfect, I suppose.”

      “Far from it.” I surveyed the view. “I love looking at London from here.”

      Shafts of sunlight caught the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, which nestled among the many church spires and chimneys across the London skyline.

      “I prefer Hyde Park to Hampstead Heath,” said Eliza. “It’s rather rustic up here, isn’t it? It reminds me of that book… Oh, what’s it called again? That’s it, Wuthering Heights.”

      I laughed. “A hill in London is quite different from the Yorkshire moors!”

      “I consider it strikingly similar as we watch your very own Heathcliff approach.”

      James walked toward us, holding his bowler hat on his head to stop the wind whisking it away.

      “Oh, he’s nothing like Heathcliff, Ellie. Don’t be so silly.” I felt a flip of happiness in my chest.

      “Good afternoon,” said James with a grin. “Windy, isn’t it?”

      “It is indeed. How did the meeting go?” I asked.

      “Rather dreadfully. I tried my best to explain matters to the Jenkins family, but… Well there is no nice way of explaining it, is there? Mr Jenkins’ face grew so red and angry at one point that I became concerned he might explode. I don’t think I shall bother visiting them again. What’s done is done.”

      “It certainly is,” said Eliza. “It’s quite an unconventional thing to do, you know. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone to walk out on their wedding before. I’m beginning to wish I had done it myself!”

      “Come on, Ellie,” I said, taking her arm. “Let’s go and find some shelter out of the wind. Thank you for being our chaperone today.”

      Eliza laughed. “I don’t know why I’m bothering. You’ve spent much of the past year together unchaperoned. It’s quite scandalous! I’m quite sure Mother wouldn’t approve. And as for Father…”

      “Hopefully we’ll find out what he thinks some day soon,” I said.
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      Four weeks later

      Heavy rain began to fall on the two men on horseback as they followed the winding river south west from Bogotá.

      One of the men pulled up his collar and tucked his head down into his jacket. “I suppose you must be used to all this rain in England,” he commented.

      “In some ways,” replied the other man. “Although it’s still very warm today, isn’t it? It’s not usually warm when it rains back home.”

      “It never rains in Spain,” said the first man with a grin. “The sun always shines there!”

      “Of course it rains in Spain. All those delightful oranges you grow there must get their water from somewhere.”

      “Yes, perhaps you are right, Francis. But it certainly doesn’t rain in the way that it does in England. And not as much as here, either. I didn’t know we would arrive here just as the rains came!”

      “The rains will pass soon enough, Anselmo.”

      The river to their right began to descend into a deep valley. To their left the land rose steeply, rich with lush vegetation.

      “We must watch out for landslides,” said Francis, surveying the slopes. “The risk is considerable when there has been a lot of rain.”

      He noticed a dilapidated hut high up on the hillside which looked as though it were gradually slumping toward the road.

      “Oh! I hear it!” said Anselmo excitedly.

      Francis listened and, sure enough he could hear the distant rumble of falling water.

      The track bent sharply to the right.

      “I think we’re negotiating our way around the hillside now,” said Francis. “I hope the road remains stable.”

      He glanced nervously over the drop to his right, hoping his horse wouldn’t suddenly become startled by something and canter off the road as it had done the previous day.

      “I hear it! I hear it!” sang Anselmo.

      Another bend in the road brought them to the edge of a large basin lined with rock and scrub. Mist rolled above the steep, forested hills on the far side.

      The hiss of an enormous waterfall filled their ears as white water cascaded down the rock face into the unseen river below.

      “Salto Del Tequendama!” Anselmo called out, giving a loud whistle.

      Francis felt as though his breath had briefly been extinguished within him.

      Frederick Brinsley Green had likely watched the falls from this very same spot!

      It was a beautiful, breathtaking place; so much more than he had expected when he’d first researched the Tequendama Falls for Penny. He had discovered many new worlds within the books he had immersed himself in, but nothing could compare to seeing these places with his own eyes.

      They watched the waterfall for a while and Francis wondered what Penny was doing at that moment.

      How would she fare now that Inspector Blakely was married?

      He decided to write to her as soon as they reached El Charqito.

      “Come on, Anselmo!” he called to his friend. “We’re almost at the place where Mr Green was last seen. The real work is about to begin!”
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      Female poisoners seem to have been more prevalent in Victorian times than any other time, and I’m not sure whether this is a fact or just my perception! While writing this book I read about an interesting case which became known as the Black Widows of Liverpool. In 1884 two Irish sisters, Catherine Flannagan and Margaret Higgins, were hanged for four murders.

      Margaret’s husband of 10 months, Thomas, died in October 1883 after an illness of about three weeks. During that time he had been ‘nursed’ by both sisters. His brother, Patrick, had suspicions about his death and alerted a doctor who in turn informed the coroner. At the coroner’s request an autopsy was carried out on Thomas Higgins and Catherine Flannagan immediately fled.

      When the autopsy revealed that Thomas was poisoned by arsenic, Margaret Higgins was arrested. Catherine Flannagan, meanwhile, managed to evade the police for eleven days, stopping at various friends’ houses and lodging houses in Liverpool. By the time she was finally arrested it was found that five life insurance policies had been taken out on Thomas Higgins’ life – only one of them with his permission.

      Growing suspicion led police to exhume and examine the body of 18 year old Margaret Jennings who had lodged with Catherine Flannagan. They also exhumed the bodies of John Flannagan – Catherine’s 22 year old son, and Mary Higgins – Margaret Higgins’ 10 year old stepdaughter.

      Analysis of the victims showed that, tragically, all had died from arsenic poisoning. Life insurance policies had also been effected on their lives.

      Arsenic was not an easy poison to come by in the late 19th century as it had been a controlled poison for many years by then. Flannagan and Higgins had obtained the arsenic by soaking fly papers in water (fly papers are sticky strips of paper treated with poison to catch and kill flies indoors). The arsenic laced water had then been stored in bottles and administered to their victims, arsenic was found in bottles, bowls and on spoons which the two women had used.

      Reporting on the execution of the two women in March 1884, the Liverpool Mercury reported that they’d been “aided by a loose system of insurance which calls for immediate remedial legislation”. It was also reported that the judge in the case, Mr Aspinall stated, “how many people might there be at that moment lying in the burial ground who, if their lives had never been insured, might be living at that moment?” Source: Liverpool Mercury, 4th March 1884.

      There are rumours that the Black Widows of Liverpool were part of a wider poisoning network and that many deaths may have been undetected. And there’s no denying that a life insurance payout is still a motive for murder these days, often carried out by people who think they’ll escape suspicion.

      

      Industry which was deemed too noisy or smelly to be carried out in the City of London was banished south of the river to Bermondsey many centuries ago. The area’s riverside location also led to the development of wharves and warehousing to serve the port of London. This industrial past meant that Bermondsey was a hive of manufacturing by the late 19th century. Leather, beer, gin, vinegar, biscuits, preserves, hats, glue, gunpowder and rubber were just some of the products processed in Bermondsey’s factories and their chimneys constantly pumped smoke and malodorous smells into the south London air. Bermondsey was also home to some notorious slums which received a mention in Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist. My interest in the area grew when I discovered that several generations of my family worked as coopers in Bermondsey - so far I’ve managed to trace them there back to the early 17th century.

      Nowadays much of the industry has left Bermondsey and redevelopment in the area has seen some streets become very expensive, desirable places to live. Poorer parts also remain and this mix continues the tradition of Bermondsey’s diverse and interesting appeal.

      The ancient church of St Mary Magdalen in Bermondsey has a striking appearance, both inside and out. A church has been on this site since the 13th century and the current building dates from the 1600s. The churchyard was closed for burials in 1854 which was the case with many central London churches because they had run out of space.

      In the second half of the 19th century, people were usually buried in the large, newly built cemeteries in London’s suburbs. It’s therefore impossible that Catherine Curran’s husbands would have been buried at St Mary Magdalen, however I engineered it that way to keep the location of the story within Bermondsey.

      

      With the emergence of photography in the second half of the 19th century, post-mortem photographs became quite common. Few people had many photographs taken of them during their lifetime, and the purpose of a post-mortem photograph was to provide the family with a lasting memento of their loved one.

      The deceased would usually be dressed in their best clothes and photographed with their family at the photographer’s studio or in their home. They would often be posed as if sleeping and this was very common with post-mortem photographs of babies and children. Sometimes they would be posed as if they were awake and the photographer would add touches to the photograph to make their eyes and face seem more lifelike. Often a post-mortem photograph was the only photograph taken of someone, particularly if they had died at a young age. For this reason the photographs were very much treasured by families.

      

      A visit to the baths was not only a popular pastime for Victorians but a necessity at a time when only the extremely wealthy had plumbing in their homes. Turkish baths were inspired by those found in Turkey, Greece and Spain and the London versions boasted magnificent themed interiors.

      The Hammam Turkish Baths in Jermyn Street opened in 1862 and were said, for a time, to be the finest in Europe. The popularity of these facilities declined in the twentieth century as bathrooms were installed in homes and the Hammam was completely destroyed by a bomb landing on Jermyn Street during the Second World War.

      I can’t find any record that the Hammam Turkish baths were visited by the gay community, but the Savoy Baths in the same street had a long association with the community and were visited by many famous men including the composer Benjamin Britten, the writer WH Auden, the actor Rock Hudson and the young politician Harold Macmillan before he became Prime Minister.

      The police raid on the Hammam Turkish baths is fictional, but inspired by a real-life event in 1880 in Manchester. On 25th September police raided a private party at the Temperance Hall in Hulme where 47 men were guests: around half of them wore women’s clothing. All the men were arrested and charged with ‘soliciting and inciting each other to commit an unnameable offence’. In court they were fined on the surety of ‘good behaviour’ for the following twelve months, if they defaulted then the punishment was imprisonment for three months. The incident was widely reported in the press with The Illustrated Police News headline being: ‘Disgraceful Proceedings in Manchester - Men dressed as Women.’

      The most extreme punishment in 1884 for homosexuality was imprisonment from ten years to life. In 1885 the Criminal Law Amendment Act recriminalized male homosexuality, one of the most famous cases tried under this act was the trial of playwright Oscar Wilde in 1895 for ‘gross indecency’. He was sentenced to two years’ hard labour which led to poor health and undoubtedly his premature death at the age of 46.

      

      The once magnificent Euston railway station opened in 1837. It was notable for its beautiful, classically styled Great Hall in which a statue of George Stephenson - who the Victorians called 'Father of Railways' – once stood. At the entrance to the station stood Euston Arch which was a large, impressive structure built of sandstone.

      The station was demolished and redeveloped in the 1960s to the upset of many. The statue of George Stephenson and the gates from Euston Arch are on display at the National Railway Museum in York in the north of England.

      

      Tower Subway was the main route for crossing the Thames by the Tower of London before Tower Bridge opened in 1894. The subway is a narrow iron tube which opened in 1870 and originally had a small rail carriage for people to travel on.

      This early subway train failed to make money so the tunnel became a foot tunnel and was apparently a damp, echoey claustrophobic walk with a halfpenny toll.

      It was used little once Tower Bridge opened and it closed in 1898 - but it's still there! It's now used for water mains.

      

      The Royal Doulton Pottery was established on London’s south bank in the early nineteenth century and became a major employer in the area. Some of the buildings, including the showroom, had a beautiful, ornamental style designed to reflect the products the factory made.

      The factory was targeted by bombs in the Second World War and was demolished in the 1950s. A small part of the pottery complex still stands, including Southbank House - its exterior gives you an idea of how beautiful some of these buildings were.

      

      Chislehurst Caves are actually mines which were first excavated in the 13th century to mine chalk and flint. Mining finally ended in the 1830s and left a network of tunnels beneath suburban south-east London covering 22 miles. The caves were used to store ammunition during the First World War and became an underground city during the Second World War when thousands of families slept there to escape the bombs. During this time the caves accommodated 15,000 people and had a cinema, three canteens, a barber, a hospital and a chapel.

      Other unlikely uses over the years included mushroom cultivation in the 1930s and an underground music venue in the 1960s hosting bands such as The Rolling Stones, Jimi Hendrix, David Bowie and Pink Floyd. The caves are now open as a tourist attraction.

      

      My research for The Penny Green series has come from sources too numerous to list in detail, but the following books have been very useful: A Brief History of Life in Victorian Britain by Michael Patterson, London in the Nineteenth Century by Jerry White, London in 1880 by Herbert Fry, London a Travel Guide through Time by Dr Matthew Green, Women of the Press in Nineteenth-Century Britain by Barbara Onslow, A Very British Murder by Lucy Worsley, The Suspicions of Mr Whicher by Kate Summerscale, Journalism for Women: A Practical Guide by Arnold Bennett and Seventy Years a Showman by Lord George Sanger, Dottings of a Dosser by Howard Goldsmid, Travels and Adventures of an Orchid Hunter by Albert Millican, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London by Andrew Mearns, The Complete History of Jack the Ripper by Philip Sugden, The Necropolis Railway by Andrew Martin, The Diaries of Hannah Cullwick, Victorian Maidservant edited by Liz Stanley, Mrs Woolf & the Servants by Alison Light, Revelations of a Lady Detective by William Stephens Hayward, A is for Arsenic by Kathryn Harkup, In an Opium Factory by Rudyard Kipling, Drugging a Nation: The Story of China and the Opium Curse by Samuel Merwin and Confessions of an Opium Eater by Thomas de Quincy. The British Newspaper Archive is also an invaluable resource.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading the Penny Green Mystery Series, I really hope you enjoy it!

      

      

      Would you like to know when I release new books? Here are some ways to stay updated:

      
        	Join my mailing list and receive a free short mystery: Westminster Bridge emilyorgan.co.uk/short-mystery

        	Like my Facebook page: facebook.com/emilyorganwriter

        	View my other books here: emilyorgan.co.uk/books

      

      And if you have a moment, I would be very grateful if you would leave a quick review of my books online. Honest reviews of my books help other readers discover them too!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get a free short mystery
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        * * *

      

      Want more of Penny Green? Get a copy of my free short mystery Westminster Bridge and sit down to enjoy a thirty minute read.

      

      News reporter Penny Green is committed to her job. But should she impose on a grieving widow?

      The brutal murder of a doctor has shocked 1880s London and Fleet Street is clamouring for news. Penny has orders from her editor to get the story all the papers want.

      She must decide what comes first. Compassion or duty?

      The murder case is not as simple as it seems. And whichever decision Penny makes, it’s unlikely to be the right one.

      

      Visit my website to claim your FREE copy:

      emilyorgan.co.uk/short-mystery
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        The Inventor, Curse of the Poppy and The Bermondsey Poisoner first published in 2018 by Emily Organ

      

        

      
        This compilation first published in 2019 by Emily Organ

      

        

      
        emilyorgan.co.uk

      

        

      
        Edited by Joy Tibbs

      

        

      
        Emily Organ has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

      

        

      
        All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publisher, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.
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