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Chapter 1: All is gone

[image: ]


Tuesday 19th April 1825

Over my years as a police officer, I have seen more corpses than I would care to count.  Young and old, rich and poor, lame and sound.  Of necessity you become hardened, and you try not to think of the soul that so lately inhabited the body before your eyes.  But the ones I can never see without sorrow, without regret for the waste, are the self-murderers, those who choose to end their own life rather than endure whatever despair or shame or fear is tormenting them.  The worst of all are the young men: with them, more often than not the police officer has the awful prospect of seeing a young woman crumple before him and disintegrate into a widow at his news.

One such was Henry Dubois, although in the normal run of things I should not have attended him at all.  As one of the more experienced constables at Great Marlborough Street, I am rarely called upon in cases of self-murder, where the cause of death is usually clear and the prosecution therefore simple, without the need for further enquiry.  And to be honest, once murder by another hand has been ruled out, I prefer not to encourage any investigation; it seems to me barbaric to add to the family’s distress with the stain of criminality.  But on this damp April morning I was still shaking the rain from my coat and stamping my feet to warm them after the walk to work when Thomas Neale, the office-keeper, called me over.

“Just the man, Sam.  Mr Conant needs you to get to an address in Gerrard Street.  Looks like self-murder – housemaid came in with a note about an hour ago.”  He handed me the scrap of paper.  “I was going to send young Wilson on his own,” he jerked his head to indicate the constable waiting in the corner, hat in hand, “but I had a word with the girl and it sounds like Prussic acid.  I don’t think he’s seen it before, and I’d like someone with him, big lad though he is.  Nasty, that is, the first time you see it.”

I put my coat back on and tucked the note into my pocket.  “Nasty every time you see it, Tom.”

Constable William Wilson and I walked briskly through Piccadilly, side-stepping the stall-keepers with their smoking braziers.  Glancing down I noticed that Wilson’s boots were dull, and I resolved to mention it to him later.  Our uniform should always be worn with pride.  We both kept a careful eye out for pickpockets who would consider a constable’s handkerchief the greatest prize of all, until we turned into Gerrard Street.  The house we wanted was on the meaner north side of the street, where the crowded terraces looked across with envy at their grander neighbours.  Wilson was usually full of questions, determined to learn and reluctant to show his nerves, but Tom’s comment had obviously unsettled him and he hung back as I knocked on the door.  A very pale-faced maid appeared, shadows of shock under her eyes.

“Constable Plank and Constable Wilson, from Great Marlborough Street,” I said quietly – no point giving any eavesdropping neighbours something else to gossip about.

The maid opened the door and beckoned us in quickly, shutting the door firmly against the chill wind.  “The master’s in there, well, his body...” she said, pointing to a door off the hallway.  “The mistress is with him.”  We waited.  “Did you want me to announce you, only...”  A tear made its way down her cheek.  The poor girl was obviously terrified of having to look at the corpse again.

“No, no, that won’t be necessary,” I said, taking off my hat and giving it to her, and indicating to Wilson to do the same – it gave her something to do with her trembling hands.

“Only the master, sir – he, well, he looks...“  She bit her lip and looked up at me with more tears standing in the corners of her wide eyes.

I put my hand on her shoulder.  “I know: it is very frightening to see, but it will have been quick and painless, and his suffering is over now.”

She nodded wordlessly, dropped an untidy curtsey and left us alone in the hallway.  I glanced at Wilson, who could now rival the little maid for pallor.  “Ready?  Try not to show the widow your distress; she has enough of her own.”  He nodded and I knocked lightly on the door before going in.

Prepared as I was, the stench in the room made me gasp.  They had done what they could by leaving the door ajar and opening the window wide behind the drawn curtains, but bitter almonds is a pungent smell that claws at your throat.  Wilson clapped his hand to his mouth.

The corpse was laid out on the dining table, covered with a heavy cloth – another attempt, I guessed, at containing the odour.  Sitting beside the table, her handkerchief clutched to her nose, was the widow.  As she looked up at me, her eyes enormous with grief and fear, I could see that she was no more than thirty.

“Mrs Dubois?” I asked.  She nodded.  “I am Constable Plank, from Great Marlborough Street.  Please accept my condolences.  I have been sent to look into the cause of your husband’s death, so that the magistrate can decide what needs to be done.”  She made no movement.  “Mrs Dubois, when did you discover that your husband had died?”

She removed the handkerchief and whispered, “About two hours ago, when I finished dressing.  He had already come downstairs, to his study, through there, and Emily went to take him a letter and I heard her scream...”  She paused to compose herself.  “He was already dead; we could tell that straight away.  The butcher’s lad was in the kitchen, so he helped us carry Henry – my husband – in here.  It didn’t seem right to leave him on the floor – Henry never did like the cold.  That’s why I put the blanket over him.”  She reached out to touch the body, and I stepped quickly across to her.  If she lifted that blanket now, what she saw would horrify and haunt her.

“Mrs Dubois,” I said, taking her by the elbow and encouraging her to stand, “Constable Wilson and I need to look at your husband’s body, to make some notes for the magistrate.  I think it best if you go into the parlour and have a warm drink – with the window open, this room has chilled down more than perhaps you realise.”  I indicated to Wilson to fetch the maid who was waiting in the hallway, and she came to the door, but no further, to coax her mistress away from her vigil.  “We will come in to see you in a few minutes.”  The two women left the room, and I quietly shut the door behind them.

“Your first Prussic acid, isn’t it, Wilson?” I asked.

He nodded.  “How do you know that’s what it is?”

I took from my pocket the note that the maid had delivered from her mistress.  “Blue tinge to the face, it says, and a strong smell of almonds.”

“More than strong,” confirmed Wilson, moving closer to the window.

“Come, Wilson, you’ll have to learn to deal with this – it’s quite common, with Prussic acid on sale in every chemist’s and druggist’s shop in the land.”  He walked reluctantly to my side.  “Prepare yourself: it won’t be pretty.”  And I lifted the blanket.

Wilson retched and backed away hurriedly.  The corpse’s face was bloated beyond recognition; the blue tinge had faded, but the swelling had continued after death, as is common with such poisoning, and the reason why I had not wanted Mrs Dubois to see her husband’s body again.  The foul smell now filled the room.  I took mercy on Wilson, and instructed him to stay by the open window and take down the notes that I dictated to him.  “Suspected poisoning by Prussic acid.  Male victim, aged about thirty.  No other signs of injury.  Initial dark colouring now faded, two hours after death.  Corpse bloating well advanced, with putrefaction already commenced.”

I replaced the blanket over Henry Dubois’s face.  “The widow said that his study was through there.  Come: you can show me what you have learnt about looking for evidence.”

Henry Dubois’s study was just as expected: solid furniture, an array of books, some papers on the desk.  The Turkish rug before the fireplace was bundled up and pushed aside.  Wilson followed my gaze.

“I think he died there, on the rug, sir,” he said.  “Perhaps he was sitting here, in this chair, or standing by the fire,” he continued, warming to his theme.  “More likely standing.  So he drinks the poison – how quickly does Prussic acid take effect?”

“Instantly,” I replied.  “Muscular spasms first, then suffocation as the lungs stop working.”

“So that explains the disorder to the rug – the spasms,” said Wilson.  “But what happened to the container for the poison?”

“Excellent,” I said.

“There was nothing in his hand next door, was there?”  Wilson knelt and put his face close to the floor.  “Ah!”  He reached under the desk.  “He must have dropped it as he fell and it rolled here.”  He stood up and held out a glass phial.  The bitter almond smell clung to it still, and I wrapped my hand in a handkerchief before taking it from him.

“Go into the kitchen now,” I instructed him sternly, “and wash your hands and under the nails with plenty of soap, in water as hot as you can bear it.  Don’t put your hands near your mouth until you’ve done that.”  Wilson looked petrified, and I took pity on him.  “Any drop left won’t kill you, but it will make you cast up your account.  After that, you can join Mrs Dubois and me in the parlour.”

When Wilson returned from the kitchen, his hands bright red from the scrubbing he had given them, Mrs Dubois was just pouring me a cup of tea.  I find it best in such situations to give people something familiar and useful to do.  She sat back down in a dainty chair and smoothed her skirt before looking expectantly at me.

“I am certain that it was Prussic acid, Mrs Dubois,” I said as gently as I could.  “The smell of bitter almonds, which you noticed yourself, and other physical signs are unmistakeable.  When Constable Wilson and I went into your husband’s study, we found a glass phial which we think contained the poison.  Here: please look at it, but do not touch it.”  I took the phial from my pocket, carefully unwrapped the handkerchief, and showed it to her on the flat of my hand.  “Did you buy this, or send the maid to buy it?  It is sometimes used to treat varicose veins – applied onto the skin, and well-diluted, that is, not swallowed.”  She shook her head.  “Did your husband collect butterflies?”

“Butterflies?” she echoed.

“Such enthusiasts often use Prussic acid in their killing jars,” I explained.

“No, nothing like that.  Henry had little free time – his work at my father’s law office kept him very busy.  Oh, my father!”  Her hand flew to her mouth.  “He will be expecting Henry, and wondering what has happened to him.  He will be so very angry and ashamed when he finds out.”

“Ashamed, Mrs Dubois?” I asked quietly.  She nodded, a tear dropping onto the hands clasped in her lap.  “Why should he be ashamed of your terrible misfortune?”

“Because it is a sin, constable, to take your own life – a sin, and a crime!”  The tears fell more steadily.

“It may be that your husband did not intend to take his own life, that he swallowed the poison in error,” I said.

Mrs Dubois shook her head.  She reached into her pocket, drew out a crumbled piece of paper and wordlessly handed it to me.  I flattened it out and turned it to the light.  It seemed to have been torn from a larger sheet of heavy paper, with copperplate writing on its face.  I could read “ighting Co Limited”, surrounded by elaborate scrolling, and “ertificate” below that.  I looked up at Mrs Dubois.

“The other side,” she said dully.

The words I read had never been intended for the eyes of a stranger.  “My dearest wife, Forgive me for the shame and disgrace that I have brought on you and our son.  All is gone, except my love for you both.  Forgive me.  Henry.”

Constable Wilson and I walked back to Great Marlborough Street in silence, each of us preoccupied in our own way with the death of Henry Dubois.  In my pocket was his wretched note, which I had borrowed and promised to return.  Just as we arrived at the steps leading up to the police office, Wilson stopped.

“Was it painful, do you think, sir?  The Prussic acid?  Did he feel himself suffocating?”

I needed Wilson’s head to be clear, otherwise he would be no use to man nor beast for the rest of the day.  And I knew he wouldn’t want to show the other constables that he had been frightened by what he had seen, so I turned around and led him to an Irish Ordinary just around the corner.  Wilson is a growing lad, with a healthy appetite, so I ordered just a meal for me but a threepenny ordinary for him.  He looked surprised when the beer was placed in front of him, as drinking while on duty is frowned upon, but I indicated that he should sup up and he needed no second bidding.  I reasoned that the meat and potatoes would soon soak up the beer, and a man needs something stronger than coffee after looking at what Wilson had seen that morning.

We ate in silence, Wilson using a heel of bread to mop the last drops of gravy from his plate.  He sat back in his chair.

“So you want to know about Prussic acid?” I asked.  He nodded.  “The first time I saw it,” I started, “I was just the same as you, so there’s no shame in that.  There would be something wrong with you if you could look on that without horror.”

“I expected the colour, but not the swelling.  No-one told me about the swelling.”

“It’s just the body reacting to the poisonous substance.  Ignorant people talk of sin leaving the body and so forth, but it’s nothing mysterious: it’s a purely physical reaction.  And the process continues after death, which I didn’t want Mrs Dubois to see.  Hard enough for us – imagine seeing it when it’s someone you care for.”

“Would it have hurt?” asked Wilson.  “Sometimes you can tell from the face if they died in pain, but with the bloating...”

I shook my head.  “I doubt it: it acts so quickly.  A druggist I know explained that you need only the smallest amount – two drachms will kill a full-grown man.  It has a rather bitter taste, so people tend to mix it with beer or milk – although we found no cup or glass with Dubois, did we, so I assume he just took it plain from the phial.  And that’s our next task: to find where he bought it, and why.  And given that you will be much more to her taste than I will, I suggest that you have a quiet word with that little maid.  I doubt a gentleman would run his own errands, particularly to buy something like that.”
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Chapter 2: Bitter almonds and sweet violets
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Wednesday 20th April 1825

First thing the next morning Wilson beckoned me into the small back room at the police office.

“I spoke to the maid – Emily – like you said, sir, yesterday evening,” he whispered urgently.  “She was scared at first, as she thought she would be in trouble, but I said that she would not.”  He stopped and looked enquiringly at me.  “I was right, wasn’t I, sir?  She’s not done anything wrong, has she?”

“Well, it depends on what she’s done, Wilson, but no, there’s no offence in buying Prussic acid, if that’s what you’re going to tell me.”

Wilson took out his notebook, licked his finger and turned over a few pages.  “On Friday last, the fifteenth, Mr Dubois called Emily into his study just after breakfast and said that he needed her to buy some items for him.  He wrote her a list to show to the druggist, but did not tell her what was on the list.”

“The girl cannot read?” I checked.

Wilson shook his head.  “Her name, she said, and one or two words from the Bible, but not properly, no.”

“So she took the list...” I prompted.

“So she took the list and went directly to Pigeon, Bell and Wheeler in Compton Street – a matter of minutes away from Gerrard Street.  Dubois has an account there.”

The interior of the druggist’s shop was gloomy: dark shelves filled with wooden boxes, ceramic jars and glass bottles formed the side walls, while the narrow space between them was crowded with sacks of tea and spices.  The smell was confused and quite overpowering.  On hearing the door, a small bald man wearing a large canvas apron that reached the floor despite being turned over several times at the waist came bustling out of the back room.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “how may I be of service?  A tincture to ward off the spring chill, or some fresh tea for your lovely wives?  Some sugar from Jamaica to sweeten their mood?”

“Mr Pigeon?” I asked.

The druggist shook his head mournfully.  “Sadly, Mr Pigeon is no longer with us.  His name, however, confers much respectability in our little world, and we are proud to retain it on our establishment.  My name is Bell.”

“Mr Bell, I am Constable Plank, and this is Constable Wilson, both of Great Marlborough Street.  We have been tasked by Mr John Conant, magistrate, with looking into the recent death of a local gentleman, Mr Henry Dubois.”  I was ready to look for a small reaction, but no subtlety of detection was needed: Bell clutched his heart dramatically and staggered back against his counter.

“Mr Dubois!” he repeated.  “But a young man only, and in fine health – a cough here, an ache there, but nothing more.  And wise enough to turn to his druggist for advice and assistance.  May I ask how he did it?”

I ignored the question.  “Friday last, the fifteenth, we believe that Mr Dubois sent his maid to you with a list of items for purchase.”

The druggist went a little pale.  “And you think that...”

I continued.  “Do you by any chance remember what was on that list?”

“There is no need for recollection, constable.  Mr Dubois is – was – an excellent and regular customer, and as such I was honoured to run an account for him, settled in full every six months.”  He reached across the counter and pulled a ledger towards him.  “Friday last, Friday last – yes, here we go.  Epsom salts, three pounds.  Peppermint lozenges.  Nutmeg and cloves – for a fancy pudding, perhaps.  Prussic acid, two drachms.“  He looked up from the ledger and paused.  Then he turned to us.  “Prussic acid, two drachms,” he repeated tonelessly.  “Dear God.  He said it was for the veins.”

“And how did you supply this acid?” I asked.

“In a small phial of brown glass.”

“Like this one?”  I took my handkerchief from my pocket and showed the druggist the phial we had retrieved from Dubois’s study.  Mr Bell nodded.

“Poor devil,” he said.  “A ghastly way to go.”  A thought occurred to him.  “His wife – did she see him?”

“Only for a moment,” I said.  “Not later.”

“Thank goodness,” said the druggist, closing his ledger.  “Now, gentlemen, is there nothing I can get for you?  Something to soak your aching feet perhaps, after a long day of walking the fine streets of our city?”

Martha looked at the packet I handed her, and then opened it and sniffed.  Her smile of delight made me wonder why I didn’t spend every last penny I had on making her happy.  After all, it was her quickness to smile that had attracted me to her all those years ago – that, and her neat figure, and the unruly curls that refused to stay flat no matter how many pins she used to skewer them.  Lucky man that I was, all three were still in evidence.

“To keep in with your linens,” I explained.  “The druggist said that the violet essence in the papers will make them smell sweet.”

Martha came around the table and kissed me on the cheek.  “Have you been discussing my linens with all and sundry?”  she said, but I could tell she wasn’t really cross.

“And he said they would keep the moths away,” I added with a wink, and ducked when she took a swipe at me.  She sniffed the packet again and then closed it tightly before tucking it into her apron pocket and returning to the stove.

I was just chewing the first mouthful of my dinner when Martha returned to the subject; she rarely forgets anything I say, which is sometimes a blessing and often a curse.

“And what took you to a druggist today?” she asked.

I explained about Mr Dubois.  I had no need to tell her the details of his death; perhaps it is ungallant of me, but I had always found it impossible to keep my distress from Martha, and it was no exception when I had first witnessed the effects of Prussic acid, many years ago now.  All I had to do was mention the name of the poison, and she could imagine what I had seen.  She reached across the table and silently laid her hand on mine.

“For a man to do such a thing, Sam, he must have been truly desperate.  Was he married?”

I described his widow and now-fatherless son, and my tender-hearted wife’s soft brown eyes filled with tears.

“Have you discovered why he did it?” she asked as she cleared our plates.

“His wife found this,” I said, fetching the scrap of paper from my coat and handing it to her.  Martha wiped her hands on her apron and took the note from me, turning it to the lamp to see it more clearly.  As I had done, she examined both sides of it carefully.

“A certificate of some sort?” she asked.  “From a lighting company.  Imagine: this is the last piece of paper Mr Dubois looked at.  He chose it for his final words to the people he loved the most.”

Not for the first time I was brought up short by the clear-sightedness of my practical wife.  It was obvious now she said it: this was not just a random piece of paper, but highly significant.
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Chapter 3: A faithful and affectionate man
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Friday 29th April 1825

The Dubois maid opened the door and let me in.

“How is your mistress today, Emily?” I asked as I handed her my hat.

She shook her head.  “She cries such a lot, sir.  At night, so that the boy doesn’t hear, but my room is right above hers.”  She led me to the door of the parlour.  “It’s a good thing her father lives so close; he calls in most days, on his way home from work.”  I glanced at the clock on the hall table; it was just before five.

In the parlour, Mrs Dubois was stitching a piece of white linen that contrasted starkly with her black frock; she tucked it into the workbag at her feet as I entered the room.

“Constable Plank, isn’t it?” she asked with the ghost of a smile, and I could see a fleeting glimpse of the lively woman who had captured the heart of a young lawyer, and then disappeared forever with his death.  “Has something happened?”  She indicated a chair and I sat down.

“Nothing unexpected, Mrs Dubois.  As you know, the coroner’s jury will meet soon to pass a verdict on your husband’s death.”

“Where will that be written, constable?”

I was puzzled.  “Written, Mrs Dubois?  In the court records, you mean?”

She shook her head and looked down at her hands.  “I was thinking of the newspapers, constable.  Will my husband’s death be – reported?  Will it be made public that it was...”  She turned to me and tears dropped onto her hands.  “It’s our son, George, you see.  I have yet to tell him.  He knows his father is dead, of course, but I have let him think that it was accidental.  If it appears in the papers that it was not, it will be that much harder to keep it from him.”

Not for the first time I wished it were permitted for me to bring Martha with me on these visits.  I was at home with logic and order, but when it came to the unexpected and uncertain human heart she was much more expert, and would know exactly what to say to reassure the young woman now looking at me with such anguish.

“None of us can control the newspapers, Mrs Dubois, but I doubt that your husband’s death will be of much concern to them.”  As I said the words I cursed myself for their clumsiness.  “I mean that it is not a scandal or connected to anyone famous – such are the shallow appetites of our newspapers.  The death of your husband will be of little public interest.”  The widow seemed to be calmed by my reasoning; she dabbed her tears with a handkerchief and leaned back in her chair.  “But I do wonder, madam,” I said softly, “whether you should talk more openly to your son, in case he does hear from another quarter.  You can imagine that he might be confused by what he hears, or angry to think that you had hidden it from him.”

“But how can I tell him something so shocking about his own father?”

“How old is George, Mrs Dubois?”  I already knew from asking the maid that the boy was nearly twelve.

“Eleven – no more than a child.”

“He is your child, yes, but also well on his way to being a man.”  I cleared my throat.  “Mrs Dubois, forgive me for speaking to you of such things, but I think you are mistaken to keep this from him.  He is of an age when things can be explained to him, when he needs things to be explained to him.  His father’s death will be troubling him.  Although you see him as a child, I am sure that he knows only too well that he is now the man of the house.  Allow him to start shouldering that responsibility – and you may well find that his strength and understanding will be a comfort to you.”

Mrs Dubois twisted her handkerchief in her hands.  “But self-murder, constable – a sin!”

I shook my head.  “No, madam.  A great sadness, yes, but I cannot believe it to be a sin.  At the end, your husband was filled with love for you and your son.  His final thoughts were of you, not of sin.  A merciful God will understand.”  She looked up at me, and in that small movement I saw the start of hope.  “Whatever drove your husband to do what he did, it must have been intolerable.  Would it help you if I were to try to find out what it was?”

Mrs Dubois leaned across and grasped one of my hands in both of hers.  “Oh, could you, constable?  There is nothing I can do now to ease Henry’s torment, but if only I could understand his last days – it might stop me wondering and wishing.”

I knew what she could not say: wondering whether she could have prevented his death, and wishing that she could have another chance.  An image of my life without Martha sprang half-formed into my mind, and the despair I tasted for just a second gave me all the resolve I needed.  It would take some squaring with the magistrate, but I was reasonably sure that as long as I fulfilled my regular duties he would turn a blind eye to my spending some time looking into the death of Henry Dubois.

I tried to be as gentle as I could with the young widow, but there was no escaping the fact that I was asking her questions about a man she did not know as well as she had thought.  They had been introduced by her brother thirteen years earlier and married soon after.  Two years later Henry Dubois had joined his father-in-law’s firm.  According to Mrs Dubois, her late husband had been a good provider, a hard worker, a caring father and a talented lawyer
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